
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Commando: The Complete WWII Action Collection Series, Volume I

    

    




      
        Jack Badelaire

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Wolfpack Publishing]
          [image: Wolfpack Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Commando: The Complete World War II Action Collection Series, Volume I

      

      

      

      
        
        Kindle Edition

        © Copyright 2019 (as revised) Jack Badelaire

      

      

      
        
        Wolfpack Publishing

        6032 Wheat Penny Avenue

        Las Vegas, NV 89122

      

        

      
        wolfpackpublishing.com

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any means without the prior written consent of the publisher, other than brief quotes for reviews.

      

      eBook ISBN 978-1-64119-654-3

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Get your FREE copy of The Target H

      

      
        Disclaimer

      

      
        Historical Note

      

    

    
      
        I. Operation Arrowhead

      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          Author’s Note

        

      

      
        II. Operation Bedlam

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Author’s Note

        

      

      
        III. Operation Cannibal

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        A Look at Commando: WWII Action Collection, Volume II

      

      
        Get your FREE copy of The Target H

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get your FREE copy of The Target H

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Join the Wolfpack Publishing mailing list for information on new releases, updates, discount offers and your FREE eBook copy of The Target H

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Disclaimer
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      Hitler’s Blitzkrieg has ground Europe into submission under hobnailed jackboots and steel tank treads. With the evacuation at Dunkirk, Britain stands alone, a small island nation standing defiant in the path of a ruthless juggernaut.

      

      Unable to mount a counteroffensive against the Germans, but unwilling to let them rest easy and reinforce their positions unmolested, the British military began the formation of small, independent companies of light infantry raiders, well trained and heavily armed. These elite soldiers would launch swift, decisive attacks against vulnerable targets within German-occupied territory: bridges, communications centers, ammunition, and fuel depots.

      

      The men who formed these raiding companies were volunteers, men who were not willing to wait at home on English soil for the eventual invasion of Europe, but instead felt the call for action in their blood, the need for danger and adventure, the chance to strike back against the Third Reich. Tough, belligerent, loyal, and above all, brave to the point of madness, these men were the vanguard of an Allied counter-strike against Hitler, the forlorn hope sent to breach the walls of Fortress Europe.

      

      In naming these men, Britain’s high command remembered the superior marksmanship, field-craft, and cunning of the militiamen who opposed British forces during the Boer wars. Those irregular units, consisting of hunters and ranchers skilled in guerilla warfare, campaigned successfully against far superior British numbers, launching raids and fading back into the veldt time and time again. The Afrikaans name for these units was bestowed upon the British raiders, who now fought their own unconventional war against a vastly superior foe.

      

      These men were known as Commandos.
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      Arras, France

      MAY 21st, 1940

      

      The defence of Arras was coming apart like a ragdoll in the hands of an angry child. Major General Franklyn’s counter-attacking force had bloodied the German advance that day, but the British forces had clearly bitten off more than they could chew, and now they were paying for that folly.

      Lance Corporal Thomas Lynch of the 1st Battalion, Royal Irish Fusiliers, knelt at the top of a low hill and watched the deaths of British tankers. Off in the distance, he saw the trundling forms of Matilda tanks falling back towards the British lines and dying, one by one. The Germans had pressed 88 and 105 millimetre field pieces into service as anti-tank weapons, and they handily accomplished the grim business that lighter 37mm anti-tank guns and the cannons of Rommel’s panzers had failed to perform. Columns of oily black smoke marked where German guns had shattered British armour, and a new column was added to the horizon every few minutes as another tank crew met a horrible, incendiary fate.

      It was time to run, to fall back as they had done repeatedly for the last two weeks. With the British advance halted, the Germans were counter-attacking in force, and Lynch could see panzers and troop transports for the German Panzerschützen - mechanized infantry - closing in fast along the flanks. The infantry would be sweeping ahead, hunting for British anti-tank teams and rear-guard parties screening the retreat. Although the RIF hadn’t been part of the attack, they had been put in place to defend Arras and guard the flanks of the attacking force; now that the British spearhead was bent and blunted, the Germans would attempt to drive British flanking battalions inward and encircle the whole of Franklyn’s forces.

      The RIF First Battalion began falling back by companies, leapfrogging each other and moving in two hundred yard increments. While the battalion was making good progress, every man began to feel fear coiling in his belly as the Germans grew ever closer. Within a few hours, companies holding the line began to engage the advancing enemy skirmishers with long range rifle and Bren fire, the enemy answering with mortars, tank guns, bursts of machine gun bullets, and most dreaded of all, flights of Stuka dive-bombers called in to deliver precision air strikes and strafing runs.

      Throughout it all, Lynch gritted his teeth and soldiered on. For the most part, he didn’t waste his ammunition firing at the tiny figures in field-grey uniforms scuttling forward. He knew they were too far away to score a reliable hit, and any casualties inflicted on the Germans would simply invite a furious retribution. The only targets Lynch did fire on were the Stukas; any time one of the dive-bombers came within a thousand feet, Lynch took a potshot. He knew the odds of bringing down one of the aircraft with his Lee-Enfield were a million to one, but at least the act made him feel less helpless, and he wasn’t the only one; every Stuka that attacked the battalion received a ragged volley of .303 calibre bullets, to no discernible effect.

      Lynch’s company had just finished holding the line, the German skirmishers unnervingly close and the enemy armour not much further away. The better marksmen in the company, Lynch included, had fired on the skirmishers in an attempt to pin them down, but for every man in field-grey who crumpled to the ground, a dozen seemed to take his place.

      Captain Rourke, Lynch’s company commander, blew his whistle to signal the company retreat. Lynch pushed a charging clip of five rounds into the magazine well of his rifle, closed the bolt, and began to fall back as Mauser fire cut through the air around them, punctuated by the occasional burst of MG-34 bullets scything across the ground as the machine-gunners attempted to find the correct range. Lynch scurried towards the rear in a crouch, spine itching with the dreaded anticipation of being struck in the back by an enemy bullet.

      He was halfway across an open field when he looked back over his shoulder and saw a struggling figure lying on the ground. Glancing left and right at the other men, he realized that Captain Rourke wasn’t among them. There had been a heavy burst of machine gun fire moments after Rourke had signalled the retreat, and the captain made sure he was always the last man off of the line; no doubt he had been wounded, and with the rest of the company falling back, no one had noticed him fall.

      Lynch turned to the man nearest him, a green young rifleman named Edwards.

      “The captain’s back there wounded! Give me a hand, we’ve got to go and bring him up with us.”

      Edwards shook his head and kept moving. “Cor, you’re daft mate! The captain’s had it. We need to get out of here before those Jerry tanks roll right over us!”

      Lynch thrust a finger at his lance corporal insignia. “That’s not a request boyo, that’s an order. We’re going back to get Captain Rourke.”

      By now, several soldiers nearby stopped when they heard Lynch, and he quickly organized a small band of three other men to go with him. The four men ran back across the field, mindful of the rapidly closing tanks and scuttling infantry.

      When they were only a few dozen feet away from Captain Rourke, Lynch spotted movement in the trees beyond their wounded commander. Advancing Germans were moving through the trees and brush on the other side of the field, skirmishers looking to catch British troops who hadn’t fallen back fast enough. A group of five men emerged at the edge of the field, spotting Lynch and his party at the same moment they were seen themselves.

      The German Panzerschützen reacted first, raising their Mauser rifles and unleashing a volley. Two of the men with Lynch were gunned down instantly, shot through and through. The remaining man, young private Edwards, fired his Lee-Enfield, toppling one of the Germans and causing the others to duck. However, there were four other Germans and only two Englishmen still on their feet.

      Lynch had slung his rifle across his back when they set out, to make grabbing and dragging Rourke away that much faster. Unable to reach it quickly, he reached into his jacket pocket and drew a little Colt automatic instead. Almost a year ago, in the summer of 1939, Lynch had been informed his battalion would be part of the British Expeditionary Force assembled to go overseas and halt the German advance. As much as Lynch loved his trusty Lee-Enfield, visions of being stuck with an empty rifle while waves of bloodthirsty Huns advanced with fixed bayonets caused him to go out and purchase a small sidearm to carry with him as a last-ditch defense. The little Colt wasn’t regulation, and he kept the pistol hidden away in one of his jacket pockets, worried that a sergeant or an officer might see it and confiscate it. He had never even taken the pistol out of his pocket among the other men, but now he racked the slide, chambering a round.

      Lynch ducked another volley by the Germans, then brought the pistol up and fired two aimed shots at the nearest German, some fifty feet away. Astonishingly the little gun aimed true, and the man crumpled to the ground, holding his gut. Another Panzerschützen was flung back by a shot from Edwards, who seemed to discover within himself a sterner backbone than Lynch had first imagined.

      By now, Lynch could see the German armour getting closer, and soon there would be no escape. Each of them could only fight or save Rourke, but not both at the same time.

      “Grab the captain and fall back! I’ll keep them covered!” Lynch shouted.

      Edwards looked at him as if he had cracked, but nodded and scurried forward towards the captain while Lynch took careful aim with his Colt and squeezed off three more shots. He saw one of the Germans jerk as if wounded, and the other man ducked after a bullet missed his head by mere inches. The pistol half empty, Lynch dropped it in his pocket, pulled a Mills Bomb from his webbing, armed the grenade and threw it as hard as he could just over the heads of the Germans.

      The two skirmishers threw themselves to the ground just as the grenade exploded behind them. Before the debris had even settled, Lynch rushed forward, pistol in hand. Dashing past Edwards as he crouched over the captain, Lynch ran up to within twenty feet of the Germans. Both skirmishers were picking themselves up off the ground, only to discover one of the British had covered more than half the distance between them.

      Lynch raised the Colt and fired twice at each of the Jerries. The first man died with a bullet through his brain, the shot striking him right below the rim of his helmet. The second man fired his rifle, the bullet snapping past Lynch’s face, but before the German could work the bolt, Lynch emptied the last of his ammunition into the soldier’s chest, knocking him over.

      Their immediate danger gone for the moment, Lynch ran back to help Edwards drag the captain away. As they retreated up the field, Lynch looked back at the bodies of the other two riflemen who volunteered to go with them.

      Like so many others, the men were left where they lay.
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      Largs, Scotland

      April 3rd, 1941

      

      Corporal Lynch sat on his barracks bunk, the guts of a pistol laid out in front of him. The gun was his .32 calibre Colt automatic, and Lynch had just broken the weapon down for cleaning and oiling. Every time Lynch looked at the little pistol, he couldn’t help but remember the brief firefight, now almost a year past.

      Captain Rourke had lived, although he eventually had one of his legs amputated below the knee. Edwards was killed two weeks after Arras by a dive-bomber while waiting to be evacuated from Dunkirk. Lynch and Edwards were given mention in dispatches by Rourke and the battalion commander for their rescue efforts, and soon after returning to Britain, Lynch had been awarded the Military Medal for bravery in battle.

      Although that little silver medal was still with him, tucked away in a battered cigar box underneath his bunk, Lynch valued his Colt automatic even more. He knew that without it, he would never have been able to get Rourke off the field or kill those three Germans, and he likely wouldn’t have survived the encounter. The pistol was his good luck charm, and found its way into his kit for both operations in Guernsey and the Lofoten Islands.

      Although Lynch had been eager to get back at the Germans - in fact, it was the very reason he had volunteered for the 3 Commando troop - both of the raids had been a disappointment. Guernsey had been a comedy of errors, surprising only in that half the men didn’t wind up floating face-first in the surf riddled by machine gun fire. Operation Claymore, on the other hand, had been a complete success; the Lofoten Island fish oil refineries had been destroyed, German prisoners taken, Norwegian volunteers recruited.

      But there hadn’t been any bloody combat, and that was driving Lynch mad. He had signed up for the Commandos because he knew they would be the first back over the Channel, the first Englishmen to have another crack at Jerry. But instead of setting charges on tank bellies or slitting German throats in the dark, they were running about in the frozen North blowing up vats of fish oil and flirting with young Norwegian women. It wasn’t what he wanted; it wasn’t paying Hitler back for poor Edwards, or Rourke’s missing leg, or all the other men left behind dead on the ground during those miserable four weeks of headlong flight from the fury of the blitzkrieg.

      The sound of booted feet striding down the barracks floor shook Lynch from his dark thoughts. Looking up, he saw Lance Corporal Charlesworth, Colonel Durnford-Slater’s batman, walking towards him.

      “Well hello, Charlesworth, what brings you to my corner of the barracks today?”

      “The Colonel’s asking for you, Tommy. He wants you up in the castle’s library on the quick.”

      “Library, you say? I’m not much of a reader.”

      “No books today, Tom. Someone’s there to talk to you. Quality from London, matter of fact. I think he’s a Lord.”

      Lynch shook his head. “No idea what the fellow wants to talk to me about. I haven’t been through London since before the BEF went over the Channel. No wronged daughters or angry barkeeps behind me, I daresay.”

      Charlesworth shrugged. “I’ve no idea myself, just doing what I’m told. Come along then like a good chap, would you? And cover up that bit of non-regulation kit before someone steals it away from you.”

      Lynch tossed a spare shirt over the pistol parts, stood and straightened his uniform, put on his barracks cap, and followed Charlesworth outside. 3 Commando was currently based out of Largs, in Scotland, and their facilities sat on the grounds of Kelburn Castle, home of the Earl of Glasgow. Lord Glasgow was a very friendly fellow, and he always admired the Commandos and gave a kind word whenever one of the men passed his Lordship during their duties. Charlesworth had once told Lynch that he’d overheard Lord Glasgow saying to the Colonel that he wished he was still young enough to serve with Durnford-Slater’s men, and Lynch believed him.

      Lynch and Charlesworth trudged across the grounds, a chill wind reminding Lynch that winter wasn’t too far behind them and summer still a ways off. Although it was the first week of April, this was Scotland, and the weather was far from mild. Walking across the Kelburn estate, Lynch saw men doing calisthenics, led by a senior NCO, while another group of men grappled and tussled with each other nearby, familiarizing themselves with Captain Fairbairn’s unarmed combat techniques. Further along, he saw near the edge of a field a lone figure armed with an English longbow, sending feathered shafts into the bole of a tree from a hundred yards’ distance.

      “It appears Mad Jack is at it again,” Lynch said.

      Charlesworth just shook his head. “Captain Churchill is a queer fellow, but one can’t deny he’s got the right sort of fighting spirit we need.”

      “Did you know there’s a bet going on amongst the men as to whether he’ll actually feather a Jerry with that antique?” Lynch asked.

      Charlesworth gave out a laugh. “Put me down for five quid. I say he’ll plant one in a Hun brisket the first chance he gets.”

      Soon enough the two men found themselves walking into the main hall of Kelburn Castle, seat of Clan Boyle since the 12th century. Polished hardwood furniture and masterfully crafted stonework greeted them as they ascended a flight of stone steps, passing gilt chandeliers and beautiful tapestries along the way. Although the castle might seem small and austere by continental European standards, Lynch was always mesmerized by the weight of authority and power that emanated from the castle walls. More than seven hundred years of history surrounded him, and all of it for nought, he reminded himself, if the blitzkrieg made it to the British Isles.

      Charlesworth led him to a library deep within the third floor of the castle. It was not particularly large, more of a study really, with several sitting chairs, a fireplace, and a small roll-top desk in the corner of the room. A low coffee table sat between two of the chairs, occupied by a silver tea set, a pair of cups and saucers, and a tray of small biscuits. In the room, Lynch discovered Colonel Durnford-Slater standing over by one of the windows, looking out over the estate. Another man, elderly but with the poised look of a gentleman, sat in one of the chairs and nibbled at a biscuit while reading a typed sheet of paper, presumably taken from the folder sitting across his lap. The old man noticed them arrive and turned to Durnford-Slater.

      “Ah, John, the boys have arrived.”

      Durnford-Slater turned around. A pleasant man in his early thirties, the colonel was tall and fit, with a slightly receding hairline and a small, trim moustache. Lynch and Charlesworth gave him a brief salute, which the colonel returned.

      “Ah, Lynch, there you are. Thank you Charlesworth, please go fetch yourself lunch, I’ll send for you in a bit. Lynch, have some tea and a biscuit.”

      Lynch glanced over at Charlesworth, whose only reaction was the briefest raising of an eyebrow before turning and closing the library door on the way out. Seeing no other choice in the matter, Lynch walked over, nodded to the elderly man, and helped himself to a sugar biscuit. The man gestured to the other chair next to the table.

      “Sit down young man, have a cup of tea.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Lynch replied.

      “You hear that John? ‘My lord’ he says. Keen fellow you have.”

      “Corporal Lynch distinguished himself at Arras, Lord Pembroke. Fought off German skirmishers with nothing but a pocket pistol and rescued his captain, who was wounded and unable to escape with the rest of his company. Mentioned in dispatches, Military Medal. We didn’t see a lot of those pinned to the chests of men coming back from Dunkirk.”

      Lord Pembroke nodded and glanced down at the paper in his hand.

      “It says here your specialty is ‘Weapons’. I thought that was part of every Commando’s training.”

      “I have been trained in a variety of weapons and weapon types, my lord. Especially enemy support arms, such as MG-34s, mortars, anti-tank guns, and artillery. Commando troops are light infantry, so being able to employ captured armaments is a useful skill to have,” Lynch explained.

      “You were also picked to go on the Guernsey and Lofoten raids, I see. You seem like a man well-suited to action. Tell me young Thomas, why did you join the Colonel’s Commando troop?”

      “I wanted to be back in the fight as soon as possible, my lord.”

      “And have you found yourself...back in the fight, as you put it? Be honest boy, John won’t take offense to anything you have to say.”

      Lynch glanced at the colonel, who nodded.

      “No my lord, I haven’t. I understand the mishaps at Guernsey and I know Lofoten was an important mission for the war effort, but I’m a fighting man, and I want to fight, not sail around blowing up fish oil. Begging your pardon, colonel.”

      “No need, Lynch. You’re an eager lad who wants to get stuck in, there’s nothing to apologize for with that spirit,” Durnford-Slater replied.

      Lord Pembroke pulled another sheet of paper from his folder and scanned the page.

      “As best as the War Office can tell, your family has fought for the English for a number of generations. Your father was in the Royal Ulster Rifles, correct?”

      “That’s correct, my lord.”

      “You may even have an ancestor who marched against Napoleon?”

      “Several more than likely, my lord.”

      Lord Pembroke looked at Lynch over the rims of his spectacles.

      “But your father was killed by Englishmen during the Rebellion. How do you feel about the English, my boy? Doesn’t it bother you to fight for the government that killed your father?”

      Lynch tried to keep himself calm. “My personal feelings in such matters aren’t of any importance, compared to the war effort. I may disagree with the government on many things, but no one can deny the threat of the Nazis.”

      Lord Pembroke chuckled. “Did you hear that John? The boy could take my place at Parliament with that speech.”

      “Most eloquent, Lord Pembroke,” the colonel replied.

      “It says here,” Lord Pembroke continued, “that after your father was killed, your mother was arrested, and you were sent to an orphanage, raised as a ward of the state until your majority, where you joined the Royal Irish Fusiliers. Got into a number of fights before you went into the army, didn’t you? Bit of a trouble-maker? Or just restless?”

      “All of the above, I suppose, my lord. I like a good scrap.”

      Lord Pembroke chuckled again.

      “A good scrap, he says! John, the boy likes a good scrap!”

      Durnford-Slater gave Lynch a patient smile.

      Lord Pembroke took a sip of tea and nibbled on a biscuit.

      “Young Corporal Lynch, do you know where the Commandos trace their lineage?”

      “From the Boer guerrillas, my lord.”

      “Quite right son, quite right! I was in the army when I was your age, and we went up against those crafty fellows time and time again. Men would drop dead, shot through the heart or head, and we would go to give as well as we got only to find the bastards had melted away into the veldt. Never a stand up fight, and because of that, we would lose five or ten men for every one of theirs we’d manage to run to ground.”

      Lynch didn’t know how to reply. He had a bit of tea and ate a biscuit. Lord Pembroke leaned forward, hands on his knees, and looked at Lynch closely.

      “My dear boy, if we sent you fine young chaps against the Germans again and again, threw you against the walls of Fortress Europe, eventually there’d be nothing left of you. Britain doesn’t have an inexhaustible supply of talented young men such as yourself, and what few we possess, they take time to train, money to equip, space to bivouac, food to feed. You are a razor blade, a surgeon’s scalpel, meant to cut where even a shallow nick can bleed badly. We can’t take that scalpel and beat it against a breastplate, expecting to eventually slash through it; we’d wind up with nothing more than a dull sliver of metal. That is why we don’t just send you into a good scrap whenever we find one.”

      Lynch was growing frustrated. “Then my lord, what is the point? If I am a razor, give me something soft to cut. I need to get into the thick of it again, or I’ll start clawing at the walls like a mad dog!”

      Lord Pembroke sat back and crossed his fingers over the folder of papers in his lap. He looked to Durnford-Slater, who gave Pembroke the slightest of shrugs, as if to say, ‘all up to you’. Nodding, Pembroke turned back to Lynch and smiled.

      “Very well, boy. If it’s a scrap you want, by God, I’ll give it to you. As much as you can handle and more.”
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      Merlimont-Plage, France

      April 4th, 1941

      

      Hauptmann Hans Krieger was in love with the nation of France. He found Deutsche Bier made him bloated and gaseous, but French wine was pleasing to the palate and only a glass or two was enough to give him a peaceful mellow glow. He loathed wurst meats, he found cabbage atrocious, and the heavy black bread his mother used to make was like clay in his mouth. But the French...ah! The French! Pastries so light, food so delicate and savory. He had put on seven kilos in the last year, to the disapproving looks of his aide, Leutnant Bieber. The boy was young and foolish and over-disciplined, and didn’t yet understand that when a soldier is on campaign, it is his duty to himself to live each day as if it was his last.

      For Krieger, that meant plenty of French wine, plenty of French food, and most importantly, plenty of French women. Krieger even found the women of France to be superior lovers compared to the cold, austere frauleins of his homeland. This was in a large part due to his position as garrison commander in Merlimont, which meant, in practical terms, that he held the power of life and death over every person within his area of responsibility. If Leutnant Bieber informed a young lady that Krieger would very much enjoy the pleasure of her company that night for dinner “and other entertainments”, it behooved that young lady to show up on time and in her nicest dress. If not, she was in danger of her father, brother, or other family member being “caught” as a spy or saboteur. And once that happened, Krieger’s punishment for spies and saboteurs was short, swift, and assuredly terminal. These days, the young ladies never refused an invitation.

      Tonight Krieger lay in bed, the sheets kicked aside, and he sipped from a glass of brandy while smoking a French cigarette. The young lady he had picked for this evening, a sweet and savory wisp of a girl, was in the bathroom washing herself. Krieger smiled and took another sip of the smooth liquor. There was nothing like it in Germany, either. Schnapps was for riotous young men and bleary-eyed old goats. But brandy was the drink of a sophisticate, someone who understood the finer things in life. Someone like Krieger.

      He could hear the quiet sound of weeping coming from the bathroom. Disgusted, he slipped out of bed and padded naked to the balcony of his room. When he had arrived as commander of the garrison, Krieger had taken over this little seaside inn as his headquarters. It afforded him a wonderful view of the ocean and the beach, and the owner’s wife was an excellent cook. There was also a cool, refreshing sea breeze always blowing that felt wonderful on his naked skin after he had made love to a woman. Krieger might only be thirty-eight years old, but he had made love to many women over the years. Well, most of them in the past year, since his Wehrmacht regiment has swept through France like a cleansing storm, blowing away the pitiful French army and the naive Englishmen who thought their Expeditionary Force stood the slightest chance of standing up to the relentless war machines of the Third Reich.

      The door to the bathroom opened, and Krieger could hear the young girl hesitantly stepping up behind him. She was still weeping and sniveling, and although he always found their fear and their tears intoxicating before he took them, once he had exhausted his passions their cowering and weeping made him sick. Krieger simply waved his hand in dismissal; he heard the patter of the girl’s feet as she rushed to the door and fled the suite. No matter, for he had to meet with his Oberleutnant in the morning to discuss the rumors of more organized French resistance taking root in the area. Information was making its way back to him, hints and messages that a guerrilla leader of some persistence was setting up a base of operations nearby.

      That was not what concerned him. Farmers and butchers running around with hunting rifles and the occasional petrol bomb could be dealt with readily enough: line up a dozen civilians for every soldat killed, and riddle them with machine gun fire. If that didn’t work, use twice as many civilians and employ a flammenwerfer - a flamethrower - instead. Sooner or later, the petty uprisings would come to a halt.

      No, what worried him was the rumor that accompanied this news, the rumor that this guerrilla leader was seeking the aid of British Commando troops. Many of the Wehrmacht officers scoffed at the idea of British raiders scrambling about in Norway setting fire to fish oil and sinking rowboats, but Krieger wasn’t a fool. If the civilian populace of France came to believe that the British were coming to their aid, coming to French soil in strength to blow up bridges, disrupt supply lines and communications, assassinate German officers and supply resistance fighters with explosives and incendiaries, all in preparation for an Allied invasion...then there would be no end to the uprisings, no stopping the guerrillas no matter how many he sent to the wall.

      The dirty little secret of any occupying army was that you really couldn’t just kill all the locals; the Wehrmacht needed the French people to continue to grow grain, bake bread, milk cows, pluck chickens. You cannot hold a country as big as France, occupy it and guard its borders and its coastlines from an inevitable invasion, while at the same time using those same soldiers to till fields and tend livestock. If Germany was to hold onto its new-found territories, it needed to convince the cowed populaces that they were alone; no one was coming to save them, no one was going to drive the Germans out, and in the end, their only option was to bow down to their new Aryan masters and submit themselves willingly to the rule of the Third Reich.

      But that would never happen if the British came here and were successful. Which is why, if the British did land their Commando troops at Merlimont, Krieger would kill them all and throw their mangled bodies back into the ocean.
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      Boxhill, England

      April 7th, 1941

      

      The canvas-topped lorry bumped and jostled its way down the worn farm road, finally reaching its destination after two days of travel. Corporal Lynch sat in the bed of the lorry, his backside sore from seemingly endless hours perched on the hard wooden bench seats. He was one of ten men in the back of the lorry, all from 3 Commando, but the only man he knew personally sat across from him. Corporal Rhys Bowen was formerly of the Royal Welch Fusiliers, a sister regiment to his own RIF and another veteran of the British Expeditionary Force.

      Bowen was a keen marksman, and served in 3 Commando as one of its snipers. He was the only man in the lorry who was allowed to bring his service weapon; Bowen’s rifle case leaned against the seat next to him, one arm wrapped protectively around it to prevent the case from toppling when the lorry hit a rut. The weapon, Lynch knew, was an Enfield Pattern 1914 rifle, a design slightly younger than the Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) carried by the BEF troops and the Commando riflemen. More carefully manufactured and built to far more precise tolerances than the SMLE, the Pattern 1914 was often employed as a sniper’s rifle, fitted with a telescopic sight or used with the rifle’s own superior iron sights, adjustable out to a staggering 1600 metres.

      Bowen himself exemplified the qualities one might expect from a military sniper. He was always calm and quiet, his movements minimal but fluid. He was short, several inches shorter than Lynch’s own five foot nine, with a wiry strength and agility that reminded Lynch of a feral barn cat stalking its prey among the rafters. Rumor had it that Bowen had killed three panzer tank commanders during their retreat from France, shooting them as they stood in the cupolas of their moving tanks. If such feats of marksmanship were true, and having seen Bowen on the range, he could believe them, wherever they were being sent Lynch was extremely glad to have Rhys Bowen along.

      Bowen noticed Lynch looking at him and leaned forward to talk over the rumble of the lorry’s wheels.

      “Two corporals, three lance corporals, and five troopers. So where’s the subaltern and the sergeant?”

      Lynch looked at the men around him. Sure enough, Bowen was right. Except for a lieutenant and senior non-commissioned officer, they made up the standard composition of a twelve-man Commando squad.

      “Wherever we’re going, I imagine they’re waiting for us. Advance party and all that.”

      Bowen smiled. “I hope they know I don’t like me sheets tucked in at the foot of the mattress.”

      “And a hot bath ready when we get there - I’m covered in road dust,” Lynch replied.

      A few minutes later, the lorry turned off the road and drove up to a farmhouse sitting in the middle of a large plot of land. A barn sat next to the farmhouse, with a chicken coop nearby. The fields looked like only a portion of the land had been tilled and planted; Lynch imagined that whatever young man or men had worked the fields in the past were either enlisted, or quite possibly, left to rot in France. It was yet another sobering reminder that, despite the protection afforded to England by the Channel, there was no mistaking a nation at war.

      The lorry came to a stop, and before any of them could reach for it, the tailgate slammed down with a clang.

      “ALLLL Right, ya wee spotty arses! On your feet, then, get out of the lorry!”

      The highland burr was so thick, Lynch would need a sword-bayonet to hack his way through it. He looked at Bowen, who raised an eyebrow.

      “A Scottish sergeant. Just what we bloody need,” Bowen said.

      The ten Commandos piled out of the lorry.

      Standing before them was the largest Scotsman Lynch had ever seen. An enormous brute of a man, the sergeant easily stood at six foot six, and must have weighed close to eighteen stone, seemingly all of it muscle. The Scotsman sported an impressive set of ginger muttonchops and a shaved pate, upon which was perched not the Commando’s traditional green beret but a green Tam O’Shanter with the Commando badge sewn in place.

      The sergeant wore a pistol on his hip, not the usual Enfield, but as best Lynch could tell, a bigger, heavier Webley revolver. On the other side of the belt, next to his cartridge case, there hung a heavy Scottish dirk rather than the Commando’s Fairbairn-pattern dagger. Lynch was surprised the man wasn’t wearing a kilt.

      Bowen leaned over and whispered in Lynch’s ear. “It appears we’ve resorted to training bears and equipping them with pistols and bonnets.”

      The sergeant, true to the nature of all senior non-commissioned officers throughout history, had the hearing of a watch hound. In two massive strides he stepped over to Lynch and Bowen, where he towered over the smaller Welshman by more than a foot.

      “What’s all this about bears? Ya wee little shit, I ought to twist your weedy neck until your head pops off and then piss down your windpipe!”

      “Now, Dougal, let the boys be. They’ve had a long drive and are no doubt a bit restless.”

      The newcomer stepped into view as the massive Scot backed away from the men. An inch or two taller than Lynch, and more slightly built, the dapper-looking lieutenant in front of them was young, probably in his late twenties, with a lean, boyish face and a shock of blond hair beneath his officer’s cap. The lieutenant’s uniform was immaculate, the creases sharp and precise, and it had no doubt been tailored to fit him perfectly. Unlike the sergeant, the lieutenant wore an Enfield revolver and a Fairbairn dagger next to his cartridge case.

      The ten men all snapped a salute, which was promptly returned by the lieutenant, who then gestured them all at ease. The lieutenant, with the Scottish sergeant looking on, walked up and down the line of men, looking each of them in the eye and giving them a kind nod. This didn’t appear so much an inspection as it was a bit of informal greeting. Finally he stepped back and stood next to the sergeant.

      “Hello boys, I am Lieutenant Price, formerly of the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, now a subaltern of Colonel Durnford-Slater’s Three Commando. You’ve been sent here to serve under me and Sergeant McTeague because of one reason and one reason only.”

      Price paused for emphasis, and punched his fist into his palm.

      “You want to get stuck in with Jerry, and wring his bloody neck.”

      The effect was immediate. Every man stood a little straighter, smiled or nodded, and several men muttered emphatic agreements. Lynch reserved his judgement; he had seen a number of officers in the BEF who wanted to get “stuck in with Jerry” the first week of May 1940, but by the third week were utterly demoralized...or dead.

      Price continued. “Up until now, the Commando troops have been envisioned as fast-strike raiding forces, such as the men who landed at Lofoten last month. While the raid was successful, and there is no reason future raids won’t also be successful, there are three great problems: time, resources, and security. Even if a raid only numbers a few hundred men, it requires several times that number to supply, transport, and support those Commandos, and making sure all that comes together smoothly and quietly, without Jerry finding out, is going to be a headache for the War Office.

      “What is needed, and what you will provide, are squad-sized units of men, eager to get back into the fight, and willing to risk it all for small-scale but vital raids across the Channel. We will operate on our own or with local resistance forces, for a few days at a time, just long enough to reach a target, destroy it, and escape back to England. It is going to be dangerous work, have no doubt about it. There will probably be casualties during every mission. But we will be striking at the Nazis quickly and repeatedly, far more often than the larger, Troop-sized missions carried out by Colonel Durnford-Slater and the other commanders.”

      Price paused once more, hands tucked behind his back, looking over the faces of the men in front of him.

      “Anyone who is not prepared to go forward with this assignment, fall out now. You will be returned to Largs immediately, with no mention of this on your record.”

      Lynch waited. No one moved. This was what every man here had been waiting for; direct action against a German military unit.

      Price smiled like a new father.

      “Excellent. You have fifteen minutes to stow your kit, wash up, and be ready for a five-mile run. We have one week to prepare, so let’s get cracking.”
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      Boxhill, England

      April 14th, 1941

      

      Lynch slapped another magazine of twenty .45 calibre rounds into the Thompson submachine gun and racked back the bolt. The muzzle of the SMG was smoking, and the barrel itself was steaming in the light spring rain. Lynch continued striding forward, the Thompson at his shoulder, and he fired burst after burst towards the feldgrau-clad figures in front of him. Bits of uniform cloth and innards exploded away from the bullet’s impacts as Lynch shifted from one target to the next, each figure struck with a burst of three or four shots.

      Finally the new magazine ran dry, and Lynch pulled the empty free before pulling a fully loaded magazine from his ammunition pouch. Loading the Thompson again, Lynch continued to fire and advance. To his left, he could hear the hammering roar of the Bren gun blazing away and to his right the sporadic fire coming from the rifles section as they fired shot after shot from their SMLEs.

      Catching up while Lynch had been reloading, McTeague advanced past him, another Thompson seemingly a toy in the sergeant’s massive hands. McTeague was firing while smoking a clay pipe, and Lynch could not imagine how anyone could be so calm that smoking a pipe while firing the eleven pound submachine gun was even possible.

      “Come on, laddie! You have to move an’ fire faster or the Jerries will shoot you dead!”

      Before Lynch could mutter a reply, a sharp whistle blast cut through the cacophony of weapons fire. Lynch brought the Thompson down from his shoulder and removed the magazine, rendering the weapon safe. In front of him, a dozen dummy targets made of wood, straw, and grey cloth were shredded by his gunfire. Looking to McTeague, Lynch saw the Scotsman unloading his own Thompson while shaking his head and muttering to himself.

      “Not as good as you had hoped, Sergeant?” Lynch asked.

      “Nae ever good enough for what I owe the Jerries, lad,” McTeague replied.

      Lynch didn’t know what had happened while the Royal Scots Guards were in France, but Dougal McTeague was chomping at the bit to go back overseas. He could only imagine there was some lost comrade or relative whose death still haunted the brooding Scotsman, a gloom shared by everyone in the new squad. After a week of training together and learning to trust one another on the field, the one commonality they all seemed to share was that each held a personal grudge against the Nazis, a grudge that drove them to seek revenge even if it meant infiltrating into occupied territory entirely on their own.

      Lynch, McTeague, and the rest of the squad left the target field out behind the Buckley farmhouse and walked back to the barn, where the enlisted men and junior non-commissioned officers like Lynch and Bowen were bivouacked. Although at first glance the barn might seem run down and ill-suited for a barracks, it was actually quite solidly built, and without livestock for at least a generation. Stalls had been given cots, a small pot-bellied stove had been set up in the corner, and tables and other arrangements were included. It was suitable for their living quarters and a place for the men to break down, clean, and inspect their weapons and equipment.

      The Buckleys were an old married couple, well into their seventies, their sons lost in the Great War and their daughters lost to marriage. The husband was a pensioner and the wife did needlepoint and other embroideries, which were then picked up by another local farm family and sold in town. When the war came along, their farm was picked as a training ground for Price’s men, and the government paid the Buckleys a generous stipend for the use of their lodgings and land. For the men, it was an excellent arrangement. Mrs. Buckley made tea and toast and performed other minor cooking duties, although Price refused to let her cook for all twelve of them. Mr. Buckley helped construct their dummy targets or sweep up spent cartridge casings, and he continuously offered good cheer, encouraging the men to “go kill some of those bloody Huns for me”.

      Lieutenant Price was waiting for the men as they came off the firing range.

      “All right chaps, I’ve received tonight’s weather report over the wireless. The channel is going to be as calm as we can expect, so in five hours, two lorries will be here to collect us and our equipment. We’ll drive to the docks, board the trawler waiting for us, and off we go. See to your kit and get some food in your bellies. Mrs. Buckley has insisted on making you all dinner, despite my protestations, so be good lads and thank her before you tuck into the kidney pies.”

      The men were dismissed to return to their cots and begin packing their weapons and equipment. Lynch took the time to strip, clean, and oil his Thompson submachine gun after the morning’s range work. In the last week, he had fired several thousand rounds through the weapon, ensuring that it functioned properly. He would be going into France with twelve 20-round magazines, but Lynch was nervous that it was not enough ammunition.

      In addition to the Thompson, each of the men was issued an Enfield .38 calibre revolver and an extra twelve rounds of ammunition. Normally the line Commandos didn’t carry sidearms, but Lieutenant Price felt it important that every man have a pistol for close-quarters work and as a backup if their long gun was dropped or broken in combat. Along with the Enfield, Lynch tucked his Colt automatic in a jacket pocket, wore his Fairbairn dagger, and attached four Mills Bombs to his web gear. In his haversack, Lynch packed a block of plastic explosive and several time pencils, plus two spare magazines for the Bren gun (every man in the squad carried two spare magazines to distribute the Bren’s ammunition load) and two smoke grenades. This was in addition to a torch with several colored lenses for signalling, a compass, first aid kit, canteen, emergency rations, a small survival kit, a French language phrasebook, and two clean pairs of socks.

      It was certainly a heavier kit than Lynch had carried to either Guernsey or Lofoten, but those raids had been supported and weren't expected to last more than a few hours. Tonight, they would be going into France on their own for at least thirty-six hours, possibly much longer. In theory, the French resistance fighters would be feeding them and providing other necessities, but the Commandos would be fools to rely on the locals. The squad could be stuck on the shoreline without a welcoming party, or worse, a welcoming party hosted by the Wehrmacht.

      Lynch finished sorting his kit, and placed it near the assembly area. Of the twelve men in the squad, five of them were riflemen; troopers armed with SMLE rifles, grenades, and Enfield revolvers. One of the men, Trooper Harris, was the squad’s Bren loader and his pack was stuffed with a spare Bren barrel, tools, and a dozen thirty-round magazines for the machine gun. Another trooper, a man named Lewis, was the best shot among all the riflemen and served as Bowen’s spotter. He carried a high-powered field glass in addition to his usual kit. Trooper Hall was the squad’s field medic, and wore a large pack heavy with medical supplies. Despite Hall’s training and supplies, Lynch knew that if anyone was seriously wounded in France, they were as good as dead or captured.

      Among the three lance corporals, Smith was the Bren gunner, and carried a substantial ammunition load for the light machine gun. Smith was a big man, the second tallest next to McTeague, and carried the Bren with deceptive ease. Nelson and White were the other lance corporals, each carrying a Thompson like Lynch, but Nelson also served as the squad’s demolitions expert, with ten one-pound charges and a number of different fuses and incendiaries. White was the team’s signals expert, and although the squad was not bringing with them a portable wireless set, he was well-trained in operating both Allied and German equipment. Price had informed them that the French resistance had access to a wireless set, and if so, White was to examine it and ensure its good working condition.

      Finally, there were Price and McTeague. The sergeant carried the same kit as Lynch, save for his Webley revolver and the big Scottish dirk. Lynch had asked McTeague why he didn’t carry an Enfield like the rest of them. The sergeant had replied, “That wee gun? The shell is so weedy, I cannae tell if I fired it. I need a proper gun like my Webley to let me know it’s working right.”

      Lieutenant Price did not arm himself with a Thompson, as Lynch would have expected. Instead, Price carried a weapon that at first glance appeared to be an old Bergmann submachine gun. But when Lynch inquired, Price was quick to point out that it was, in fact, a trials prototype of the Lanchester submachine gun. The lieutenant’s uncle was a senior staff officer in the Royal Navy, and had sent it along to Price in the hopes that it could “get some use in the field”. It had been designed for the British air force and navy, and Lynch was impressed with the high quality of workmanship, far better than even the well-designed Thompson.

      “There is nothing wrong with the Thompson, of course,“ Price had said, “but I prefer a weapon that is entirely English in manufacture. It gives me a sense of pride to carry a firearm into battle crafted by Englishmen, for Englishmen.”

      Lynch thought it best not to mention that the weapon was little more than a very well-made copy of a submachine gun built by the Germans a generation ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Off The Coast Of France

      April 15th, 1941

      

      Lynch and the other Commandos moved about the deck of the converted fishing trawler. To the east, one could make out a barely visible smudge of black running between the starry night sky and the dark waters of the Atlantic. It was the coast of occupied France, and the small town of Merlimont was just up the beach, a mile from where they planned to land.

      The Commandos would use four rubber rafts, each crewed by three men. One man would serve as the navigator and observer, making sure the rafts stayed in close proximity to one another and no one got lost on the open ocean. The other two men would row with paddles, and with any luck, the squad would cross without incident. Each of the rafts would be heavily laden, not just with the men and their personal weapons and equipment, but with provisions the Commandos were taking to the resistance, mostly medical supplies, explosives and various incendiaries and fuses, as well as counterfeited currency, both French and German.

      The crew of the trawler, all Royal Marine volunteers, were keeping a watch on the skies above, the water around them, and the shoreline ahead. The trawler was painted dark grey and blended well in the night, but a lucky glimpse from a periscope could still result in the deaths of everyone on board before anyone knew they had been torpedoed. There were mounts for three air-cooled Vickers machine guns at the bow, port, and starboard rails, and there was a mounting plate in the middle of the ship’s rear deck for a heavy mortar if it was needed. But for the most part, the ship’s best defense was its specially modified engine and noise baffles, which helped keep the throbbing of the diesel engine as quiet as possible.

      One by one, each of the rafts was inflated with an air hose, lowered over the side of the trawler, and then manned and equipped before the raft was paddled a short distance away and the process repeated. Lynch was aboard the third raft, and as the corporal aboard, served as the observer and navigator. Price, McTeague, and Bowen were each aboard a separate raft. In the event of an ambush or attack while making their way to shore, this ensured there was a man aboard each raft who had the experience and rank needed to lead the rest of the squad. Lynch didn’t much care for the possibility that he would be in charge, but it was a necessary burden of even his modest non-commissioned rank.

      Once all the rafts were lowered and manned, one of the Royal Marines used a red-lensed signal lantern, flashing a single momentary light towards the coast. Although they were well over a mile offshore, anyone looking for their signal should have been able to spot the flash. Unfortunately, it also meant that a keen-eyed shore defense gunner might have spotted it as well. Lynch involuntarily tensed his body, waiting for the probing arcs of tracer fire to come pouring in from shore emplacements, but the only response was a quick double flash of red light, followed by a single flash, and three more flashes.

      “Two-one-three, that’s the signal,” Price whispered from his raft. “Paddle away, boys, and everyone look sharp. A correct signal doesn’t mean it’s not a ruse.”

      Cor, no need to remind us! Lynch thought to himself. Every man in the squad was silently dreading an uneventful paddle to shore, only to be ripped apart by hidden machine guns or surrounded and captured by Germans. Lynch was horrified by the thought of capture and interrogation, the humiliation of enduring it, the frustration he would feel at being cut out of the war and still knowing it was going on outside, seething behind bars like a hornet caught in a glass jar.

      He knew he was far from alone in this feeling. During the lorry ride to the coast that afternoon, Rhys Bowen had leaned in close so the rest couldn’t overhear him and whispered in Lynch’s ear.

      “A sniper never fares well in the hands of the enemy,” Bowen had said.

      Lynch had looked at him quizzically.

      “If it looks like we’ll not make it away from Jerry, don’t let them take me alive, if I’m too badly hurt to do it meself,” Bowen had explained.

      Lynch had shaken his head. “You’re daft. I’m not shooting you!”

      Bowen then tapped the little Colt automatic in Lynch’s jacket. He had kept it tucked out of sight most of the time, but the keen eyes of the Welsh sniper had missed nothing.

      “Use this little blighter and put a bullet in me head or heart. The Jerries will torture me if they catch me. They’ll cut off me fingers, put pokers in me eyes. I don’t want to go that way, you hear me Tommy?”

      Lynch had looked Bowen straight in the sniper’s anxious blue eyes. The man was deadly serious, he realized. Lynch had extended his hand, and Bowen shook it.

      “Giorraionn beirt bothar.” Two shorten the road, Lynch had said.

      Now, lying against the bow of a tiny rubber raft floating in the cold waters of the English Channel, he couldn’t help but think that it might come to him honoring his vow to the Welshman. Twelve men, even as well-equipped and highly trained as these, wouldn’t stand a chance against a larger, prepared force of Germans. Surprise and shock were their greatest allies, and if the Germans were waiting for them, all of that was lost.

      Lynch managed to put such bleak thoughts mostly from his mind, and focused his attention towards the approaching shoreline. His Thompson was braced against the rubber bow of the raft, the bolt drawn and ready, safety off. His finger was outside the trigger guard, but he was ready to empty the submachine gun towards the beach the moment they were discovered by the enemy.

      After perhaps an hour of slow, steady paddling, the rafts finally approached the shoreline. If there was a time for them to be attacked, it would be now, while they floundered in the surf. At a hissed command from Price, the two paddlers from each raft rolled over the sides, slipping into the frigid, waist-high surf, and pulled the rafts ashore while the third man covered the beach with his weapon. Once the raft was beached, the two men out of the raft took up covering positions on the beach while the third climbed out and dragged the raft further up onto shore. Once their rafts were secured, all twelve men knelt in the sand, silent in the dark, waiting with their weapons trained on the treeline a dozen yards away.

      “Train car!” whispered a voice from the trees.

      “Railway!” Price whispered back, giving the counter-password.

      A solitary figure emerged from the gloom, resolving itself into a young man, no older than Lynch, dressed in civilian clothes and carrying a rifle. He was lean and ragged, his coat and trousers showing considerable wear, with a cap pulled down low over his eyes. Lynch noted the rifle was a MAS-36, standard issue for the French army, and the young man had a cartridge bandolier looped across his chest and a German Stielhandgranate - a “potato masher” stick grenade - shoved through his belt. The man moved and carried his weapon like he knew how to use it - he was probably a former French army infantryman, now turned guerrilla.

      “Who is in command?” The young man whispered. His English was heavily accented, but well-spoken.

      Price stood up and slung his Lanchester, offering the man a quick salute. “Lieutenant Price, of His Majesty’s Three Commando.”

      The young man returned Price’s salute. “René Chenot, formerly of the French Army, now a member of the French partisan forces. Welcome to France, Lieutenant.”

      “‘Welcome back’ would be more appropriate, Mister Chenot. I was here last year with the Expedition.”

      Chenot gave a contrite nod. “My apologies, Lieutenant. And now, let us get off the beach. The Boche do not patrol this area regularly at night, but we can never be sure, no?”

      The Commandos turned to their rafts, quickly deflating them by opening the air seals. Each man shouldered his pack and weapon, while some gathered up the partisan’s supplies and others rolled up and secured the deflated rafts. After a couple of minutes, the men followed Chenot into the treeline. Only Bowen stayed behind, taking the time to use a length of driftwood to sweep across the sand, obscuring their tracks. It might not completely hide their passing, but it was better than leaving it up to the whim of the surf to conceal their passage from a German morning patrol.

      The Commandos followed Chenot for a couple of minutes, keeping a slow but steady pace through the woods. There was little light to see, and although the men were used to moving through the wilderness in the dark - night maneuvers were some of their most frequent exercises - knowing they were in enemy territory added another layer of caution to their movements. Lynch was covering the squad from the rear, his Thompson up and at the ready. He heard someone move up behind him, and turning, he recognized Bowen’s silhouette.

      The Welshman came up close and muttered softly to Lynch. “We are being followed.”

      “Germans?” Lynch asked.

      “I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure. There’s movement to either side of us.”

      Just then, the formation stopped. Lynch could hear Price speak to Chenot.

      “Why are we stopping?” the lieutenant asked.

      “The rest of your welcome party is here, monsieur.”

      Figures emerged from the trees on both sides of the squad, and Lynch saw the outlines of Mauser rifles pointing towards them.
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      Merlimont-Plage, France

      April 15th, 1941

      

      Krieger could not decide. Knife? His bare hands? Some heavy object, perhaps his solid brass ashtray? There was always his pistol, the Browning nine-millimetre automatic. He had been able to acquire the superb weapon through contacts in the supplies and armaments division. After the Germans had taken Belgium, the Browning factory had begun turning out their excellent pistols for the Nazis rather than their enemies.

      But the pistol shot would make noise, and although he didn’t really care what the inn’s owners thought of him, he did fear that, heedless of the consequences, the cook might poison him or put ground glass in his food if he shot the girl in the inn. The old woman wouldn’t live out the day, Krieger knew, but that would be small comfort to him beyond the grave. No, he would have to do it quietly.

      The girl in question was balled up in the corner of the room, a torn bedsheet wrapped around her as if it could afford some kind of protection from his wrath. Krieger had begun to satiate his lusts with her body, when all of a sudden the girl had let out a shriek and slapped him across the face as hard as she could. One of the girl’s fingernails had cut a bloody groove over Krieger’s left eye, and for that insult, the worthless slut must die.

      She must have known such an insult would be repaid a thousand fold, but still, the girl had lashed out, and Krieger took this as a bad sign. More and more over the last few days, he had seen the population of Merlimont grow more sullen, more impertinent. It was nothing concrete, no outright sign of aggression that Krieger could take action against, but the mood within the town had taken a decidedly rebellious turn. There was, of course, an obvious reason behind this change; the partisans taking refuge in the countryside nearby were pouring poison in the ears of the townsfolk, telling them that the British were coming, that their German conquerors would soon be driven back into the east.

      Krieger had to find these partisans, find them and crush them. He had been informed of their leader, of his exploits in Calais, and how the little Frenchman had avoided every assassination attempt. But where others had failed, Krieger would succeed, for he had something that the others had lacked; he had a mole in the resistance camp. A week ago, a partisan had been scouting in town, nosing about where he shouldn’t have, and his suspicious activities earned him capture when the partisan tried to slip back out of town.

      After a lengthy interrogation, the man had broken down, admitted to working for the resistance, but he couldn’t provide them a pinpoint location for the Germans to strike against; the partisans moved about too frequently, never spending more than a single night in one location. But the man did know that the British were coming, and so Krieger had made the man a deal: if he could lead the Germans to the British once they landed, but before they took any action, the man’s life would be spared and he would be rewarded with money, and a relocation away from Merlimont, away from the locals who might sniff out his betrayal.

      The man had taken the bait, and now Krieger was waiting for his return, to inform them of the Commando’s hiding place so the Germans could eliminate them before their infernal campaign even started. The thrill of his impending victory had fueled his desires to an unimaginable degree, and Krieger had anticipated tonight’s “festivities” like never before. But now the little bitch had ruined it all, and Krieger would make her pay. He had finally decided to strangle her, because if he couldn’t earn some satisfaction by taking her sexually, he could at least enjoy the feeling of her life slipping away through his fingers.

      Krieger stepped towards his cowering victim, but a loud, familiar knock at his suite’s door stopped him. Bieber, he fumed.

      “Ja, what do you want?” Krieger asked.

      “Herr Hauptmann, we have news from the informant! The British are coming tonight. We know where they will be landing, and where they will be sheltered by the resistance.”

      Leutnant Bieber gingerly tried the doorknob to Krieger’s suite, and found it locked.

      “Hauptmann, what are your orders? The British are within our grasp tonight!”

      Kriger sighed. Bieber’s obsequious devotion to him was all too often a grating interruption of his more enjoyable activities. The fastest method to get rid of him, Krieger knew from experience, was to give him what he wanted and hope he went away, like throwing table scraps to a whining hound begging at the supper table.

      Pulling on his pants, Krieger went to the door and opened it to find Bieber standing at attention, snapping a textbook salute. The young man’s eyes shined with the excitement of action in the near future, flickering to Krieger’s bloody brow for only an instant before composure took over again. Krieger gave Bieber his best salute.

      “Leutnant Bieber, I am assigning you operational command of this mission. Take three squads of Panzerschützen and attack the Commandos at your first opportunity. Butcher these cowardly British soldiers, young Bieber, and bring their bodies back for display in the town square.”

      Krieger could have sworn Bieber had grown several centimetres taller upon hearing his orders. The boy was positively afire with military zeal. Bieber snapped his heels together and threw out his arm in a bold salute.

      “Jawohl, Hauptmann Krieger! I will not let you down! The Englanders will be nothing but corpses by nightfall!”

      “Yes, good, I’m sure you will do fine, Bieber.” Krieger started to shut the door. Looking back at the young girl sobbing in the corner, a sudden thought made him pause.

      “Bieber? Please send for two guards, immediately. As you can see, this young lady assaulted me without provocation, and I have just now surmised that she must have been a partisan assassin, sent to kill me. We will make an example of her in the morning.”

      Bieber gave Krieger a wicked grin and saluted once more. “My pleasure, Hauptman. Heil Hitler!”

      “Heil Hitler, Bieber. Go forth and make me proud.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      South Of Merlimont

      

      Believing the Germans had found them, Lynch whirled and brought around his Thompson, finger already seeking the trigger. He would take as many with him as he could before a bullet found his heart.

      But Rhys Bowen was faster. The sniper reached out and pushed down the muzzle of Lynch’s weapon before he could fire.

      “They aren’t Germans, you twitchy berk. Look at their clothes.”

      A closer look revealed the figures to be civilians, not uniformed Germans. Some carried Mausers, no doubt taken from German corpses. Others carried MAS-36s, and a few had older Berthier and Lebel rifles. All in all, Lynch counted close to a score of men and - surprisingly - a few women among the partisan fighters. Most wore dark or natural-colored clothes, well-worn breeches and jackets. Some were carrying satchels and packs, many had chests and waists crossed with cartridge belts.

      They were all lean, cautious figures, and they had moved quickly and quietly through the woods, surprising a squad of well-trained British Commandos. Lynch realized if they had been a German patrol, the entire squad would have been dead minutes ago.

      Lynch turned to Bowen. “Not a bad bit of fieldcraft for some farmer’s sons and daughters.”

      Bowen smiled. “The average rural peasant has been stalking game or finding lost livestock in these woods all their lives. Some of these men could make me look like a floundering ox.”

      From among the partisans, one man stepped forward and approached Lieutenant Price. He was perhaps five and a half feet tall, bearded, with small rimless spectacles and a brown beret. The man wore a rumpled tweed jacket, worn pants, and - Lynch was surprised to see - German combat boots. An MP-38 submachine gun hung from his shoulder, and a magazine pouch hung across his chest. Despite his modest stature, the man commanded obvious respect from the partisans, who moved out of his way with great deference.

      The man offered his hand to Price. “My apologies for alarming you, monsieur. My name is André Bouchard, and these are my men. We welcome your support against the cochons, the Nazi pigs who have invaded our homeland, raped our women, and killed our brothers, fathers, and sons.”

      Price took Bouchard’s hand and shook it heartily. “No need for apologies, my good man. You fellows have to be careful with Jerry tromping about in your garden patch. Just gave us all a bit of a fright. We thought the Germans had managed a clever bit of skullduggery.”

      Bouchard appeared somewhat bemused by Price’s words. “I am sorry, my English is not so good. Please, let us move on, a safe place awaits you a few miles from here.”

      Within a few moments, the partisans had distributed the supplies amongst themselves, relieving the Commandos of their additional burdens. The combined party, now almost three dozen strong, moved through the woods, and Lynch noticed they were following a faint path, possibly a game trail or one of the many secret routes by which the partisans traveled unseen by the German troops.

      After a while, Lynch found himself walking next to René Chenot. “So this Bouchard fellow is the leader of your partisan group?” he asked the Frenchman.

      Chenot nodded. “Monsieur Bouchard has been a leader in the resistance since the Germans took Calais. His wife and daughter were...assaulted and killed trying to resist German soldiers looting their shop. Bouchard used to be a school teacher, a mathématicien, but since the occupation he has been filled with a rage, a passion to kill Germans. He has executed at least twenty himself. He keeps a little pistol in his coat, and he machine-guns the Germans low, across their legs and backsides, so they are still alive when he gives them the coup de grace.”

      Lynch raises his eyebrows. “Sounds rather brutal to me.”

      Chenot gave Lynch a grim smile in the dark. “You do not know his nom de guerre? The men call him Le Boucher de Calais - The Butcher of Calais. There is a ten thousand franc bounty on his capture or death.”

      Soon, the group of Commandos and partisans emerged from the woods and into the field of a small farm. It reminded Lynch of the Buckley’s farm, and indeed, it could have been plucked out of the English countryside and deposited here, save for a few minor architectural differences between the two cultures. A pair of scouts quickly ran through the field, soon lost in the darkness.

      Bowen turned to Lynch. “Another night spent in a barn. Such is the noble life we lead, serving His Majesty.”

      Lynch shrugged. “Better than spending the night huddled under a tree out in the wild, I suppose.”

      “Silence, the lot of you!” growled McTeague.

      Minutes passed, but eventually the two scouts returned from the farmhouse, and a quiet conversation took place, Bouchard presiding. Finally the partisan leader turned to Lieutenant Price.

      “The farm is secure, with no sign of German patrols. You will stay here until tomorrow evening, at which time we will strike at the Boche together.”

      Price nodded and turned to the rest of his men. “Alright boys, move out.”

      The Commandos and partisans crossed the field together, the British spread out in a long patrol line in case of machine gun attack. They reached the barn in a few minutes; it was a large structure, not quite as big as the barn they called home in Boxhill, and not as well maintained. Many of the boards had cracked and warped, leaving gaps between them, some wide enough to pass a hand through.

      Inside, however, the barn had been cleared of old straw and other debris. Baskets of bread, cheese, butter, and hard-boiled eggs were waiting for them, along with jugs of water and a couple of wine bottles. At the sight of the wine, Price gave McTeague a pointed look, and the big Scotsman moved so he could keep an eye on anyone looking to have a bit of a tightener. The rest of the Commandos picked the most comfortable spots in the shadowy gloom of the barn, setting their packs down but keeping their weapons within arms-reach. The food and water was quickly portioned out, and Lynch tucked in with gusto.

      Bouchard observed the Commandos while standing next to Price. “Your men look well enough, monsieur, but can they fight?”

      Price turned to the little Frenchman. “If they couldn’t, my dear fellow, they would not be here. All these men volunteered to come to your shores despite the risks, because they were eager for action. You won’t find a more belligerent squad of chaps in all of England.”

      Bouchard adjusted the MP-38 hanging from his shoulder. “That is good, because before they go back to your island, they will have their fill of fighting. The garrison at Merlimont is ripe for the slaughter, and tomorrow we will harvest many German souls.”

      Price was somewhat taken aback by this. “Well...I’m sure it will be a lively battle. Tell me, when should we next expect you? Or are we to be left to our own devices?”

      Bouchard gestured across the farmyard to the house, fifty yards distant. “The owners of this farm are asleep now; we thought it best not to wake them. The Soulieres are a brave couple; Monsieur fought in the Great War, and supports our struggle. They left the food here for you. They will check on you over the course of the day. Please do not leave the barn under any circumstances, lest a neighbor or German patrol sees you in the yard. A large bucket with a lid has been left in the back of the barn for you to make toilet, and the Soulieres will bring you food during the day.”

      “So you’ll be leaving us to their care alone?” Price asked.

      Bouchard grunted. “I will ask René to stay with you. He was a soldier, and will no doubt enjoy telling war tales with your men.”

      Price nodded and gave a glance towards the other partisans, who were patiently waiting for their leader. “It appears as if you run a very tight ship, Mister Bouchard.”

      “Of course. To do otherwise would mean death. Bonne nuit, Lieutenant Price.”

      Without further ado, Bouchard walked over to his men, and after a brief conversation, only René Chenot stayed behind, while the rest walked back into the woods.

      Watching the rest of the partisans disappear, Lynch turned to Chenot. “Thank you for staying with us. It is much appreciated.”

      Chenot just nodded. “We should rest. Tomorrow will be a long day, without any sleep.”

      Bowen overheard the comment. “Spoken like a true soldier.”

      Price stepped over to the rest of his men. “Alright lads, you’ve all had a bit to eat. We will break down into four-man shifts. McTeague, Smith, White, and Johnson, you’re on first watch. In four hours, you’ll swap with Bowen, Nelson, Harris, and Green. Those of you not on watch, get some sleep.”

      Lynch needed no further encouragement. After his dinner of half a French baguette, a hunk of cheese, and two eggs, he was already exhausted and drowsy. Leaving his web gear buckled on, Lynch pillowed his head on his pack, and propped his Thompson against the wall. Before he knew it, he was sound asleep.

      What seemed like mere moments later, Lynch bolted upright, awoken by the deafening roar of the Bren firing a few feet from where he was sleeping.

      The Germans had found them.
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      South Of Merlimont

      

      Leutnant Hans Bieber was invincible. Too excited to sit, he instead stood on the seat and steadied himself in the commander’s cupola of his armoured car. Although the steel behemoth had originally sported a 20mm cannon and a co-axial 7.92mm machine gun in a turret where Bieber stood, during the invasion of France the turret had been wrecked by a British anti-tank gun. Although the turret was beyond repair, the rest of the car was fully functional, and a few hours of work with blowtorch and toolbox had seen the turret cut away, then replaced with a pintle-mounted MG-34 and a couple of simple steel hatches. Although much reduced in firepower, the fact that it was given to Bieber as his personal transport made his chest swell with pride. As the car raced down the southern road at full speed, the wheels sent a plume of dust back along the road to choke and blind the three troop transports that followed. No matter, Bieber thought; the drivers were combat veterans, used to handling their vehicles in poor visibility. Right now, he believed speed was the most vital thing, their greatest ally.

      When Hauptmann Krieger had given Bieber this assignment, this chance to lead men into battle against their old enemy, the British, Bieber had nearly fainted. Only the iron discipline of the Wehrmacht officer had kept him on his feet. Although Krieger had some regrettable weaknesses - his willingness to ignore his many other duties in favor of sating his baser appetites among them - Bieber had known that, if he had continued to serve Krieger to the utmost of his ability, sooner or later the hauptmann would recognize his leadership qualities and give him his own battlefield command.

      And that day had finally come. Thirty men, all battle-tested Panzerschützen, rode in the three troop lorries. Nine out of every ten carried a Kar-98K rifle, and the tenth, the squad’s Feldwebel, or sergeant, carried an MP-38 submachine gun. Each man carried a full load of ammunition and one or two grenades. Bieber himself was only armed with a Walther P-38, holstered at his belt. He was not concerned; the role of an officer was to inspire his men and direct them in battle, not to get distracted and focus only on killing the enemy with his own weapon. Bieber would feel foolish if he even drew the pistol tonight, unless it was to execute some wounded partisan.

      Or, he thought, to execute their mole if the information provided had been incorrect. Bieber looked down into the crew compartment of his armoured car; sitting huddled on the right-hand seat was the middle-aged Frenchman named Laurent who had turned traitor to his people. Bieber had decided to bring the man along for two reasons. The first was that, in case they made a legitimately wrong turn, or found the farm abandoned but recently, the partisan might be able to provide information that could set them on the right trail again. The other reason, of course, was to prevent the man from having second thoughts and running to his comrades, in order to warn them and ambush the Germans. As long as the man was with Bieber, the filthy traitor knew he was always a moment away from a nine-millimetre hole through his skull.

      “How much further, peasant?” Bieber shouted down at the man.

      Laurent leaned forward for a moment, looking through one of the car’s view-slits. “Another kilometre or so. The farm is on the left.”

      Bieber turned to the other soldier standing up in the cupola, manning the pintle-mounted MG-34 machine gun. “The moment we turn in to the farm, open fire. Focus on the barn - that’s where the British are supposed to be hiding.”

      The soldier nodded, snapping back the bolt and chambering a round.

      Before they had left Merlimont, Bieber had outlined his plan to his three Feldwebelen, as he knew there would be no time once they arrived. Bieber’s armoured car would form an anchor point in the center of the farm’s lane and focus all its fire on the barn, pinning the British inside. One of the three squads would support and surround the armoured car, while the other two would flank his position. The squads were to disembark immediately, moving up the left and right flanks. Once they had the barn covered on two sides, the jaws would close, and the British would be annihilated.

      And with the destruction of the British, Bieber knew his military career would be unstoppable.

      Laurent suddenly shouted from the belly of the armoured car. “Here, at this turn! This is the farm!”

      Bieber slapped the armoured roof of the vehicle over the driver’s head, the signal they had arrived. The driver executed the turn as fast as he was able; for a moment Bieber could actually feel the armoured bulk sliding sideways as it skidded on the dirt road. But the driver knew what he was doing, and with a roar, the vehicle’s six wheels dug in, the car barrelling onto the farm property, sideswiping a section of wooden fence and turning it into so much splintered kindling.

      Bieber turned to the MG-34 gunner while screaming, “Offenes feuer!”

      But a burst of .303 calibre bullets had just torn the gunner apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      The Souliere Farm

      

      Lance Corporal William Smith saved the entire mission that night. The four men on watch heard the lorries racing up the dirt road, and were each turning to alert or wake up the nearest man, but Smith kept peeking through the wide gap in the open barn wall, his eye on the farm’s dirt lane, and the moment Bieber’s armoured car turned in, Smith opened fire. A more cautious man might have waited for an order to engage the vehicle, worrying that they shouldn’t reveal their position to the Germans.

      But Smith knew that was hogwash. The moment the car slewed around and drove onto the property at full speed, there was only one thing to conclude; they had been ratted out, and Jerry was coming to collect their heads. As the vehicle lined up in his sights, Smith sighted along the top of the vehicle, where he knew there was a command hatch, and he sawed the Bren back and forth in a tight arc, emptying the thirty-round magazine in a couple of heartbeats.

      The effect on both parties, British and German, was immediate and effective. The armoured car slewed to a halt, German voices shouting and hollering. Behind Smith the other Commandos scrambled to their feet, snatching weapons and calling to each other. Smith snatched the empty magazine from the top of his Bren and slapped in a fresh one, racking back the bolt and chambering a round. Harris, his loader, had come awake as soon as the Bren began to fire, and he now had an extra magazine in his hand, ready to swap out.

      Smith raked the armoured car again, and when the three lorries swerved into the yard on either side of the car, Smith shifted fire to engage the one on the right. In moments, his magazine ran dry.

      “C’mon Harris! Let’s pour it on the bloody bast-”

      Lynch was kneeling on the dirt floor of the barn, Thompson cocked and ready in his hand, about to peek through a crack in the barn’s outer wall, when he saw Lance Corporal Smith’s head fly apart like an overripe fruit. MG-34 fire had come from one of the newly arrived lorries, and the astute gunner, seeing the tongue of flame spewing from the Bren, sighted and fired just as Smith’s gun had run dry. A raking burst of 7.92mm rounds had torn through the wall and shredded Smith’s head in the blink of an eye, spraying his brains back over his prone form and across Harris, his loader. Harris was stunned for a moment before, horrified, he let out a banshee wail.

      Without that goddamn Bren, we’re all bloody done for! Lynch reached over and grabbed Harris, shaking him by the collar like a terrier shakes a rat in its jaws.

      “Harris, you bloody idiot! Stop screaming like a bint and get on that Bren or we’ll all be like Smith!”

      Harris managed to compose himself a little, and tried to shove Smith’s corpse off the stock of the Bren, but the gunner had been a big man, and Harris was reluctant to touch the gore-splattered corpse. Lynch scooted closer, and with a hard shove to Smith’s ribs with a booted foot, he rolled the body away.

      “Now load and fire you damn fool!” Lynch shouted.

      Turning from Harris, Lynch pushed the muzzle of his Thompson through another crack in the wall and triggered a burst of slugs. Germans were dismounting from the three transports, the squads on the flanks making for either side, and Lynch knew the commander was ordering them to envelop the barn in a crossfire, so they could pour bullets into the barn from three angles without fear of hitting each other. Once they were in position, Lynch knew, everyone in the barn was a dead man.

      By now, the rest of the men were awake, armed, and returning fire. For long moments, the sound was almost overwhelming; the four Thompsons roaring together over the deeper hammering of the Bren, with Price’s sharper-sounding Lanchester tearing out bursts in between shouted orders. There was also the irregular crack of the SMLEs and the even longer pauses between Bowen’s P-1914. The sniper was up in the barn’s hayloft, and every time the Welshman pulled the trigger, one of the MG-34s stopped firing for a few seconds, as the Germans dragged away the corpse of the gunner and someone else took over.

      If Bowen wasn’t slowing down the machine guns, those MG-34s would tear the bloody barn down around our heads. Lynch concentrated his fire along the enemy flanks, trying to keep the Germans pinned down behind their transports, but in the dark it was difficult to make out the hunched figures as they ran for cover, and the muzzle blast from his Thompson had completely ruined his night-vision.

      Harris’ Bren had run dry again, and the former loader was nervously struggling to strip out the empty magazine and reload. Lynch looked around and saw Chenot firing his rifle through the barn slats at the German’s left flank. The young man aimed, fired, and reloaded with great efficiency.

      “Chenot, come over here! I need you to reload for Harris!” Lynch shouted.

      The Frenchman glanced over and nodded. Scurrying on all fours to avoid the bullets slicing through the barn, Chenot reached Lynch and Harris.

      “Oui, what do you need?” Chenot asked.

      “When Harris runs out of ammunition, switch out his magazines. If this Bren isn’t keeping Jerry’s head down, we’re all done for!”

      Chenot nodded again and crouched to assist Harris. Lynch looked around the barn, which now resembled a very large wooden sieve. Mauser fire and bursts from the German submachine guns were zipping right through the wooden planks, no protection from gunfire at all. In fact, the only reason they hadn’t been shot to pieces already was that the Commandos were smart enough to fire and move to another spot. With their muzzle flashes the only target for the Germans, the return fire was largely wasted.

      But the volume of fire was keeping the Commando’s heads down, and more and more Germans were spreading out onto their flanks. It was only a matter of time before they were enveloped and assaulted. Lynch crawled to Price, who was changing magazines on his Lanchester.

      “Sir, the Jerries are well into our flanks. We need to get out of this barn before we’re stormed and cut to pieces!” Lynch shouted over the din.

      Price slapped home the Lanchester’s fresh fifty-round magazine. “Of all the men in this barn at the moment, Corporal Lynch, you are talking to the one man most keenly aware of that fact. But the barn has only one door, and it is covered by no less than three German machine guns.”

      “Then we need to cut our way out the back and get into the fields!”

      Price glanced about in the darkness of the barn. “Trooper Green! Find an axe or a pick and get us a hole through that back wall!”

      Green slung his rifle and scrambled through the dirt, searching for something to cut the squad free from the confines of the barn. Lynch brought his Thompson back into play again, hammering out slugs through a ragged, bullet-chopped hole in the plank in front of him. The movements of the Panzerschützen were visible only for the instant the men were illuminated by their muzzle flashes, giving the battle an eerie, stuttering, flickering feel, like a badly-timed reel of film where you only got to see one out of every half-dozen frames. A soldier was visible for an instant as his Mauser spat fire, but a few seconds later, when a comrade nearby fired his own rifle, the first man was visible down in the grass, squirming and dying. Another German, a sergeant by the looks of him, was moving through the field firing his MP-38 from the hip, and every time he was lit up by the muzzle flash, his mouth was open in an unheard bellow. Lynch sighted on the man over his Thompson and stitched him with a four-round burst, watching him tumble into the grass.

      “Lieutenant Price, I found an axe!” Green shouted from the back of the barn. Lynch looked over his shoulder as the dim figure of the trooper brought the axe up and about, the blade sinking into the barn’s plank wall. Green pulled the axe free, brought it around, and jerked once, then again, as two Mauser slugs found him, one blowing out his heart, the other punching deep into his gut. Green, mouth open, dropped his axe and sat down hard on his backside before leaning against the barn wall, dead.

      “Lieutenant Price, Green is dead!” Lynch shouted. The lieutenant glanced into the back of the barn and saw the dark form of Green slumped against the wall. His face turned even more grim, his lips a thin line. He knows we’ve had it, Lynch thought.

      “Enough of this shite! Out of me way!”

      Dougal McTeague, all six feet six inches of him, stood up and strode towards the back of the barn. The sergeant brought up his Thompson and, with German lead flying all around him, the furious Scotsman emptied his magazine into two planks along the back wall, his brawn more than enough to control the bucking submachine gun, allowing him to draw his fire across the boards in an almost horizontal line. His ammunition spent, McTeague lowered his head and charged the wooden wall.

      The wooden planks shattered like kindling, and the sergeant tumbled out into the field behind the barn.

      Price turned to Lynch. “Corporal, you and McTeague take four other men and break free. We’ll lay down suppressing fire. Once you’re clear of the barn, use a grenade to let us know, and we’ll make our run while you cover us.”

      Lynch gave a brief salute. “Nelson, White, Hall, and Chenot, with me!”

      The four men scrambled for the break in the wall. No one bothered to bring their packs, just their weapons and ammunition; their supplies would be pointless if they couldn’t move fast enough to escape the withering German fire.

      Once outside the barn and in the open, Lynch’s senses opened up. No longer impaired by the visual confines of the barn or the deafening blasts of the enclosed gunfire, he could peer around the corner of the building, staying low in the grass, and see the German deployment as a whole. As he suspected, there were men moving through the fields on both sides of the barn, about fifty yards away, and as Lynch watched, the remaining Germans were slowly leapfrogging forward. Once they were close enough, the Germans would storm the structure with hand grenades and MP-38s, and that would be the end of it.

      “Alright laddies, ‘tis time to bring the fight to Jerry. We’ll rip ‘em to pieces, we will. Get ready!”

      McTeague was reloading his Thompson, and Lynch, along with the other two lance corporals, followed suit. Hall slung his rifle and drew his Enfield, and when Chenot started to reload his MAS-36, Nelson stopped him and handed over his own pistol.

      “All right Froggie, time to get up close and personal with the Jerries. Six shots - make them count!” Nelson said.

      Ignoring the insult, Chenot nodded. “Bonne chance, gentlemen.”

      The six men in McTeague’s assault party circled low and to their left, out away from the barn, to come in on the German’s right flank and catch them with enfilading fire. The Germans, blinded as they were by the muzzle flashes of their own weapons and focusing entirely on the barn, were oblivious to the Commandos’ counter-flank.

      The first sign that the British had out-maneuvered the Germans was when one soldier, pausing to load his Mauser with a charging clip, heard a roaring blast of automatic fire from his right at the same instant he felt his body torn apart by lead. Sprawling into the grass, the German dazedly looked up just in time to see a huge booted foot crash into his face. It was the last thing he ever saw.

      McTeague stomped down several more times for good measure, and Lynch sprinted past him, Thompson tucked in under his arm, firing short bursts. All their recent training at Boxhill paid off; between Lynch, Nelson, and White, the three men sprayed a half dozen German soldiers with submachine gun fire while on the move, cutting them apart and destroying the German’s right flank in seconds. As the three men stopped and crouched down to reload, McTeague and the two pistol-wielding riflemen ran past. Chenot stuffed the borrowed Enfield in his belt, drew out the German grenade he carried, and armed it a dozen yards from the German’s right-hand transport. Throwing the grenade with fortuitous aim, the missile landed in the back of the transport’s passenger bed, and before the machine gunner knew what was happening, the blast catapulted him out of the transport, both legs severed at the knees. Chenot ran up to the wounded German, drew his borrowed revolver, and put the man out of his misery with a bullet through the skull.

      McTeague, Lynch, and the other men in the flanking party now hunkered down behind the sheltering bulk of the smouldering transport. Their assault had been so fast that in the darkness and confusion of the firefight, none of them had apparently been noticed by the other German troops on the opposite flank.

      Lynch turned to McTeague. “Do you think we’ve enough luck to clear the other flank?”

      The sergeant grunted and checked the bolt of his Thompson. “If we don’t get shot by our own men, we may have a wee chance.”

      Lynch cocked an ear. “I don’t hear firing from the barn anymore!” he said.

      It was true. Price and the others took Chenot’s grenade blast as the signal to escape the barn. The remaining men had fled out the back and circled around in the same direction as Lynch and the others, hoping to reinforce that side of the battlefield. The Germans, not yet realizing that the barn was undefended, continued to fire and advance towards the building.

      Before McTeague could reply, a new sound erupted from the other side of the German line; rifle fire, shouted commands, and the crump of grenades. Lynch risked a peek around the bullet-riddled fender of the troop transport, and saw what appeared to be a firefight between the remaining Germans and another force closing in from the left.

      “Listen,” he told McTeague, “those aren’t Enfields or Price’s Lanchester, that’s a whole other ruddy circus.”

      The Scotsman listened and nodded. To men who’ve been repeatedly exposed to enemy gunfire and knew the sound of a friend or foe’s weapons by instinct, the various reports were an unfamiliar mix of calibres and types. The two men looked at each other, and McTeague voiced their mutual conclusion.

      “Ach, the Frenchies have come to crash the party.”
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      Leutnant Bieber stood in the cupola of his armoured car for several heartbeats, his face and uniform covered in a fine mist of blood and shredded tissue, watching his machine-gunner tumble, headless, into the belly of the car. It was a ruse, he thought, the British knew we were coming! But a moment later, he realized it had nothing to do with treachery, and everything to do with the roar of four diesel engines as the convoy had sped down a rural French road. Scheisse, what a stupid mistake! The Commandos had been given ample warning, and first blood had gone to his enemy.

      But all was not lost. Bieber still outnumbered them at least two to one. Ducking down into his car, Bieber slammed down the hatch, then climbed into the back. His informant, Laurent, was curled into a ball in a corner of the car’s interior, covered in the dead gunner’s blood. The body had fallen into the crew compartment and toppled partially onto the Frenchman, who had shoved the corpse away with a hoarse shriek. Bieber maneuvered his way to Laurent and grabbed the man’s collar, drawing his Walther with the other hand and ramming the barrel into the man’s cheek.

      “Herr Laurent, you told me the partisans would be gone from here!” Bieber growled.

      The stink of Laurent’s bladder emptying itself in terror added nothing pleasant to the already foul smells coming from the machine gunner’s corpse and the usual odors of diesel fuel and hot metal inside the armoured car.

      “Non! They should all be gone. Bouchard and the others were going to assemble the rest of the fighters tomorrow before the raid. They were not supposed to be here!”

      Bieber figured as much, but wanted to make sure Laurent was still on edge and not feeling complacent about his predicament. Bieber holstered his pistol and leaned forward towards the driver.

      “What do you see? What is going on outside?” he demanded.

      “The British are trapped inside the barn,” the driver shouted over the din of the firefight. “It appears our men are flanking them now.”

      “Excellent. Get up above and man the MG-34. Cut the barn apart.”

      “Jawohl, mein Leutnant!”

      The driver crawled back over his seat, kicked the former gunner’s corpse out of the way, and stood up into the cupola. Bieber peered through the forward observation slits, watching the firefight. From above, he heard the brrrrraaapp of the MG-34 firing a long burst, then another, accompanied by the tinkle of brass bouncing and rolling off the car’s armoured hull.

      As quickly as it started, the firing stopped with a sharp cry from above. The driver dropped down into the car compartment, blood soaking through his uniform. A bullet had punched through the right side of his chest, shattering his collarbone and shoulder blade. Bieber muttered a curse and ripped a field dressing from the man’s web gear, taking a minute to bind the driver’s wound as best he could.

      “I think the bullet missed the artery,” he said. “Rest and you should be all right until we return to the town.”

      The driver nodded, too weak with shock and blood loss to speak. Bieber glanced up at the machine gun cupola, shaking his head. He wasn’t going to be the third man sticking his head out of that hatch, only to receive a bullet a moment later, but neither could he command the battle locked up inside the armoured car like a coward; he needed to be leading and inspiring his men. With a needless gesture to Laurent to stay inside the car, Bieber took a loaded MP-38 and an ammunition satchel from the car’s weapons rack, then undogged the car’s side hatch and jumped out of the vehicle.

      The full effect of the battle hit him like a wave. The crack of Mausers and the chatter of Maschinenpistolen accompanied the sounds of MG-34s ripping out bursts of full-powered 7.92mm rounds only a few metres away. The Commandos were also putting up a strong resistance; their own rifle, submachine gun, and Bren fire was crackling back at the Germans, and bullets were peening off the lorries and the hull of the armoured car like lethal hailstones. Bieber had been in combat during the blitz across Belgium and France, but he had never been right in the center of a full-throated firefight before.

      Slinging the ammunition satchel across his chest, Bieber racked the bolt on the MP-38, checked for the gleam of brass in the chamber, then ran to the nearest cluster of men. Of the ten Panzerschützen in the squad, seven were still alive, lying on their bellies or kneeling in the grass, firing their Kar-98Ks as fast as they could cycle the bolts and load chargers. Bieber sought out the squad’s Feldwebel, a big, bearlike man whose name Bieber momentarily forgot.

      “Push your men out further! We want to envelop the barn on two fronts, then storm and slaughter them all!”

      “Jawohl!” The sergeant barked, shouting orders to his men. They began to peel off to the right, one at a time, scurrying low across the grass. One man grunted and fell back, shot through the heart, but the remainder got themselves into a skirmish line some thirty feet long.

      Bieber then scurried back around behind his armoured car, and repeated the same command to the other two squads. He needed to envelop and close with the Commandos soon, because his men were taking a surprising number of casualties. Any man who tried to climb up onto the back of a transport and man the pintle MG was shot dead or badly wounded in moments. The British must have assigned a marksman to watch the lorries and pick off anyone who tried for the machine guns.

      Despite their losses, the Germans must have been causing many casualties, because Bieber noticed the fire coming from inside the barn had dropped sharply within the last few moments. Either the Commandos were running low on ammunition, or a number of Englishmen had met their end. Either way, now was the time to push forward and strike. As if reading his mind, Bieber heard the squad over on his far right cut loose with a heavy barrage, and for a moment, Bieber wondered why there was so much automatic fire. Didn’t that squad have just one MP-38?

      His answer came a moment later, when a grenade detonated in the back of the transport on his far right flank, and a cold rush of fear poured through Bieber’s veins.

      The British have counter-flanked his position. They were in his lines with automatic weapons and grenades, butchering his men.

      Bieber turned to his left, about to run to the nearest squad and turn them to face the British counter-attack, when the man nearest to him pitched over dead at Bieber’s feet, shot through the skull. Another bullet whined past his cheek, and it came not from the right or the front, but from his left flank. Another bullet passed by, and then a third, and suddenly Bieber saw a ragged pattern of muzzle flashes delivering enfilading fire against his men. Bieber heard the first words shouted in French, and he knew what had happened.

      He was pinned between the British on one flank and the partisans on the other, and his men were being cut to pieces. Bieber turned around completely in a circle, clutching his weapon, unsure of what to do.

      The young Leutnant’s indecision was ended by a burst of automatic fire tearing through both his legs. Bieber screamed as he fell to the ground, feeling the shattered bones of his femurs grind together.

      Footsteps approached, and Bieber turned his head to see a pair of German combat boots coming towards him through the grass.

      “Bonjour, homme mort.”
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      The battle was over in less than a minute. Completely distracted by the firefight with the Commandos remaining in the barn, the Germans had neglected their flanks, and while McTeague’s assault team rolled up the right flank, the partisans had assaulted from the left, cutting down the remaining Panzerschützen with only two Frenchmen wounded.

      The two allied forces policed the battlefield. Price posted two Commandos by the road in case the Germans had signalled for reinforcements. The remaining British soldiers aided the partisans in gathering German arms, inspecting the vehicles, and treating their own wounded. In addition to two Frenchmen, Lance Corporal White and Trooper Lewis, Bowen’s spotter, had suffered minor grazes that needed to be dressed. The bodies of Smith and Green were removed and covered with their ponchos, but not before the necessary task of collecting their arms and equipment had been completed.

      “They were good lads, and both would understand the need for every rifle and cartridge,” Price said.

      As a courtesy, when the bodies of both men were buried at the edge of the Souliere’s farm, each was interned with his beret and Fairbairn dagger.

      While courtesy was extended to the British dead, it was not given to the German wounded. When Trooper Hall moved to treat the German casualties, Bouchard intercepted him.

      “We will handle the wounded Nazis ourselves, Englishman.”

      Hall complained to Price. “Sir, I think the Frenchies mean to execute the wounded Jerries.”

      Price frowned and confronted the partisan leader. “Now see here, Bouchard, I do not approve of harming wounded men, even if they are Germans. It goes against our military code of conduct and the rules of war.”

      Bouchard sneered at the lieutenant and spat in the general direction of his prisoners. “The Nazi filth deserve to die. We are defending our homeland, and these men have invaded France, plundered her treasures, raped her women, and butchered her sons. They cannot be allowed to live.”

      Price opened his mouth to object, but Chenot stepped forward. “Mon ami, please understand. If these men are left alive, they can identify our resistance fighters when we move in secret through Merlimont. We cannot allow their survival to lead to partisans being captured and tortured for information. It is regrettable, this is true, but it must be done.”

      Lynch could see that Price wasn’t about to let the issue die. He approached the lieutenant and leaned in close to murmur in his commander’s ear. “Sir, this is not our country, and although I may agree with your protest, you have no authority over these men. We are dependent on the guerrillas for our survival, so I respectfully suggest you don’t make a stand on this right now.”

      Price looked Lynch in the eye. Lynch could tell he was furious, but the Irishman’s argument was sinking in. With lips drawn together tight as a line, Price turned to Bouchard, who waited nearby with a look of mild disinterest.

      “Mister Bouchard, I cannot and will not attempt to stop you. But I will refuse to help you further if you stoop to torture or any other form of barbarity. Do what you feel must be done, but do it quickly and cleanly.”

      Bouchard inclined his head in a brief nod. “Certainement.”

      Price turned to Lynch. “Corporal, keep an eye on that man.”

      Lynch gave Price a salute and moved away to follow Bouchard, who was already striding over to where the partisans had assembled the half-dozen Germans who still lived. The wounded had been stripped of weapons and equipment, as well as any pieces of their uniforms that remained intact and mostly free of bloodstains. The partisan leader drew a pistol from under his coat - a French army MAB automatic - and racked the slide to chamber a round. Wordlessly, Bouchard stopped in front of each of the prisoners and executed each man with a single bullet to the brain.

      Most of the men were too far gone to realize what was happening, but the last of the Germans, a young officer riddled with bullets across both legs, was still conscious enough to offer protest as Bouchard stopped in front of him.

      “Nein, ich bin dein Gefangener! Als Soldat, müssen Sie behandeln-”

      Bouchard seemed to understand the young officer’s protest, and Lynch saw the Frenchman’s haggard face grow furious. Bouchard pointed the pistol at the German’s face.

      “Je ne suis pas un soldat. Je suis un patriote de la France.”

      Bouchard fired once, the bullet punching into the young man’s face right between the eyes. The body twitched several times, then went still.

      Lynch turned to Chenot, who stood nearby watching. “What did Bouchard say?”

      “He said, ‘I am not a soldier. I am a patriot of France.’”

      When he was done, Bouchard ejected the magazine of his little pistol, and nonchalantly reloaded using a handful of loose cartridges taken from his coat pocket.

      Chenot looked from Bouchard to Lynch. “Now you see why he is called ‘The Butcher of Calais’.”

      Before he could reply, Lynch was interrupted by a shout from behind them. Turning, his hand already moving to the pistol at his hip, Lynch saw several partisans dragging another civilian from the armoured car. Upon moving closer, Lynch saw the man was blood-spattered, and appeared to have wet his trousers. The two partisans who found him were interrogating the man in rapid, angry French, and the fellow was pleading and begging in a choked voice.

      With a shout Bouchard strode over, and thrusting the two interrogators aside, he stepped up to the man and slapped him with a backhanded blow hard enough to spin the man to the ground. Bouchard kicked him once, twice, and the two partisans had to pull him away, apparently insisting their leader hold off on his abuse.

      Lynch turned to find Bowen standing next to him. “Bloody hell, Rhys. Frenchies aren’t too happy with that fellow.”

      Bowen nodded. “I think we found the reason why Jerry sniffed us out so quickly. Looks like there was a rat swimming about in the frog pond.”

      Lynch thought the Welshman’s reasoning sound. After checking his watch, he figured only an hour had passed between the time he fell asleep and when the Germans had arrived. This was surely no random patrol; someone in the resistance must have known where Bouchard was taking the Commandos, and had run to the Germans with the information. Hoping to catch them asleep and unprepared, the Germans had sent out a raiding party. Of course, the Nazis had brought along their pet rat to ensure they were not, in fact, the ones being duped into an ambush.

      Lynch saw Chenot standing near the circle of partisans surrounding the traitor, and he and Bowen walked over to the Frenchman.

      “Did this man give us up to the Germans?” Lynch asked.

      Chenot nodded, his face grim. “His name is Laurent. He is a clerk in town, working for the Mayor’s office. He had been passing us information for the last couple of weeks, and although Bouchard had not trusted him, the man seemed earnest. It sounds like he had gleaned our plan from another who talked too much, and so Laurent went to the Nazis and told them where to find you tonight. He is begging Bouchard for his life, but the Butcher will kill him for this. Two of your men are dead, and I fear he feels unless he makes an example of the man-”

      Chenot stopped and turned to listen to Laurent as he gibbered away in rapid French. Several of the partisans looked at each other with especially concerned faces, and quiet arguments sprang up among them.

      “What is it?” Lynch asked.

      “A girl,” Chenot explained. “The Nazi captain of the garrison claimed tonight he was attacked by a girl sent to seduce and assassinate him. It is of course a lie; the man is a pervert, and rapes young women all the time. But this girl must have fought back, and so she has been arrested as a spy, and the Germans are going to execute her in the street tomorrow morning.”

      Bowen and Lynch looked at each other. “Rotten bastards!” Lynch exclaimed.

      The argument between Bouchard and Laurent grew more intense. The traitor was groveling, squirming now on the ground, clutching at Bouchard’s feet, but the little partisan captain kicked the man in the face and took out his pistol again.

      “Pour vos crimes contre la France, je vous condamne à mort.”

      Laurent let out an anguished wail, silenced a moment later by a single gunshot. The man pitched over onto his back, mouth and eyes open, staring up into the night sky.

      Bouchard turned to several of his men, and a low, urgent conversation began to take place. Chenot left the two Commandos and joined in the discussion. Lynch and Bowen walked over to where the rest of their squad was congregated. Price looked even more agitated than ever.

      “What has that bloodthirsty little chap done now? Did he shoot one of his own?” Price asked the two men.

      Lynch shook his head. “The man gave us up to the Germans. Bouchard shot him as a traitor. But now it sounds like the Germans have taken a woman captive and claim she tried to assassinate the garrison commander. Chenot says the Jerry captain is a rapist who abuses the local women.”

      “Dear God!” Price exclaimed. “The Jerries are just a pack of brutes!”

      McTeague gestured towards the rest of the partisans, who were stirring themselves into something of a frenzy. “Looks to me like the Froggies are plannin’ on breaking the lass outta the Jerrie’s prison.”

      Indeed, Chenot was walking over to the Commandos with a determined look in his eye. “Mon amis,” he said, “we cannot allow the Nazis to execute an innocent girl, whose only crime was to be selected as a plaything by the garrison captain.”

      Price stepped forward. “You are planning a rescue, I presume?”

      Chenot nodded. “Immediately. The execution is to happen in the morning, so we have only a few hours to strike. If we do so now, before the Germans realize what happened here, we may have a chance of catching them unaware.”

      Price turned to his men. “I want volunteers to accompany the French. A young lady is in peril, and we cannot sit by and allow her to be harmed.”

      Without a thought, Lynch stepped forward. Looking around, he realized every man in the unit had done the same. What a noble lot we are!

      Price beamed. “Excellent, lads! I expected nothing less. Lynch, I’m putting you in charge. Pick two men and form up with the Frenchies.”

      And that is what you get for volunteering, you bloody fool.

      “Yes Lieutenant!” Lynch exclaimed. Turning to the rest of the men, he thought for a moment. Bowen raised an eyebrow and gave him a brief nod. None of the other men gave him any indication they were for or against being chosen.

      “I’d like Bowen to accompany me,” he said, “as well as Nelson. Sorry old son, but I think your knack for blowing things all to rubbish will come in handy.”

      Lance Corporal Nelson was a big, boisterous fellow with an especially filthy tongue. “No worries mate. I’ve been looking for a chance to shove a charge up Jerry’s arse and give ‘em a nitro enema, so now’s me chance.”

      Price turned to Chenot. “There you have it, sir. Three Commandos willing to accompany you on this mission.”

      Chenot nodded. “C’est bien. The English show themselves to be true gentlemen.”

      Lynch chuckled and jerked a thumb towards Bowen. “I’m Irish, he’s Welsh, and Nelson’s no gentlemen. But we didn’t sign up with His Majesty’s finest just to take a trip across the Channel and drink wine all day.”

      “Speak for your own bloody self,” Nelson growled.
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      South Of Merlimont

      

      The rescue plan was either the height of genius or rank stupidity, and Lynch vacillated between the two on a minute-by-minute basis. The six men who volunteered for the rescue detail - three Commandos and three partisans - were packed into the captured armoured car. One of the partisans was standing in the machine-gunner’s cupola, the MG-34 loaded and ready. Bowen was driving the vehicle, while Chenot stood in the commander’s hatch, directing Bowen. Lynch, Nelson, and the remaining partisan were tucked into the passenger compartment, peering out the vision slits with weapons at the ready.

      A veritable rolling arsenal, we are. Lynch mused. The partisans had traded in their personal arms for captured MP-38s, as well as changing out of their civilian clothes in exchange for Panzerschützen uniforms. The Commandos had left all their extraneous kit behind, taking with them only weapons, grenades, and ammunition. Trooper Hall had divvied out a portion of his medical supplies in the event that the rescued girl or one of the men was wounded, and Nelson was bringing along a considerable portion of his demolitions kit to wreck havoc amongst the Germans.

      Lynch heard the thump of Chenot’s fist on the roof, and a muffled command to Bowen, who slowed the armoured car and turned off the road onto what appeared to be a narrow cart track. The car slowly crept into the wooded underbrush, and perhaps fifty yards off the main road, Bowen stopped the car while Chenot’s legs disappeared out the top of the hatch. The Frenchman was going back to the turn and concealing the evidence of the car’s heavy wheels in the soft dirt and leaves. Minutes later, Lynch heard the man climb back up the armoured hull and his legs reappeared inside the crew compartment.

      Softly goosing the engine, Bowen continued along the path, peering through the driver’s vision slit into the night-shrouded forest. Lynch knew the Welshman had the night-sight of a cat, but maneuvering the heavy car through unfamiliar woods like these must have been a difficult task regardless. Because of their proximity to Merlimont, and the chance of encountering a German patrol along the road, the entire journey had been taken without the use of the blackout headlights. Lynch had waited anxiously in the belly of the armoured car, hoping they didn’t run into some obstacle or another. But luck was with them, and thanks to the partisans and their knowledge of the area, several back roads and shortcuts had been employed to ensure they weren't going to run into any more German convoys.

      There was another thump from above, and as Bowen stopped the car, Chenot dropped down into the crew compartment. “Mon amis, we have arrived.”

      The six men climbed out of the car and emerged into the French wilderness. Chenot and the other two Frenchmen buckled on their helmets and double-checked their submachine guns and ammunition pouches, while the Commandos gave their own kit a last-minute inspection. Before departing, the partisans had ransacked the armoured car, stripping the radio, the arms locker, and any other gear from the vehicle. The extra room had helped the cramped conditions somewhat, but every man found himself stretching and pacing to ease the aches and pains of the journey.

      Lynch made sure the bolt of his Thompson was locked back, and a round was properly seated in the magazine well, ready for firing. He safed the weapon and slung it over his shoulder, double checking the two magazine pouches he carried, each with four twenty-round magazines. He broke open his revolver, making sure it was loaded for the tenth time, and finally checked the little Colt automatic in his jacket pocket. Along with his firearms, Lynch carried three Mills Bombs, a smoke grenade, and a flare pistol, plus his Fairbairn dagger. Nelson carried a similar combat load, along with his explosive “presents”.

      Bowen and one of the Frenchmen were going to stay behind. The partisan would keep watch over the armoured car, while Bowen would make his way to the edge of the woods and set himself up to provide cover for the rescue team. They had parked the armoured car fifty yards back from the treeline, within a patch of forest running along the north-eastern edge of the town. There was perhaps two hundred yards of open ground between the treeline and the town’s outlying buildings, a dangerous expanse of ground to cover. However, the two partisans who were accompanying Lynch and Nelson claimed they knew of a drainage ditch near the road, where the four men could slip to the edge of town undetected.

      From their position in the woods, the town itself looked peaceful enough. Most windows were covered by blackout curtains, but a few glimpses of light were seen here or there. According to Chenot and the other Frenchmen, the bulk of the German garrison resided in the town’s schoolhouse, while the garrison commander lived near the coast, in a small outlying village a short distance away known as Merlimont-Plage. His Oberleutnant, or senior lieutenant, was in charge of operations within the town itself, guarded by a full company of the Panzerschützen. There were also several coastal defense guns and anti-aircraft half-tracks, the cannons set up down near the beach, the half-tracks on the outskirts of town. With his rifle scope, Bowen was just able to make out the dark bulk of one half-track on the southern edge of Merlimont.

      The troop transport lorries used by the German mechanized infantry platoons were located on the other side of town, near the edge of the main road leading north and south. The rescue plan called for Nelson and one of the partisans to break off and head for the motor pool, where Nelson would plant charges under several transports. The time pencils he would use were designed for a twenty-minute delay, which would hopefully be enough time for Lynch and Chenot to rescue the girl and escape.

      In the event that things didn’t go as planned (which seemed likely), Lynch carried a flare pistol. If the flare was discharged, Bowen and his French guard were supposed to mount up in the armoured car and charge into town at full speed while machine-gunning anyone who opposed them. Lynch and Chenot would then bundle the girl aboard, and the car would shoot its way to the motor pool, where it would pick up Nelson and his teammate like a trolley making its rounds. Hopefully, with enough automatic fire and the throwing of smoke grenades, the car could escape the town and flee south, to hook up once more with the partisans and the rest of Price’s men.

      Of course, that plan had many “ifs” worked into its construction, and Lynch knew there’s many a slip ‘twixt the cup and the lip. Bowen had agreed to not break cover and come to the rescue if all he heard was gunfire, but if he heard grenades, he should mount up and charge into town. Lynch’s flare pistol was new and seemed in good working order, but he had known flares to be unreliable. He was dreading the moment when he pointed the flare pistol skyward and pulled the trigger, only to hear the fizzle of a bad charge damn him to the Jerries.

      There was also the worry that the girl had been moved from where Laurent claimed she was being held. The more sinister thought, one Lynch had kept to himself, was that Laurent had concocted the story as a spiteful means to avenge himself on Bouchard and the other partisans, by sending men to their deaths rescuing a damsel who wasn’t there. Lynch imagined kicking open a Jerry jail cell, only to find himself staring down the muzzles of several MP-38s for the split second it took for the Germans to pull their triggers.

      Too much worry, not enough hurry, old bean! Lynch thought to himself. The cover of darkness was ticking away minute by minute, and with its disappearance would come the execution of a young woman whose only crime was to be terrorized by a degenerate Hun. Lynch looked around at the five other men, British soldiers and French patriots fighting together against a common enemy. He hoped it was a portent of many a successful mission to come during the war against the Third Reich.

      “Alright chaps, time to take a piss in Jerry’s early morning porridge.”
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      Merlimont

      

      Panzerschützen Gefreiter Werner Roth was exhausted by boredom. He walked his patrol up and down dark, empty streets, his Mauser slung over his shoulder, an electric torch hanging from his belt. Roth’s sentry duty continued tonight for another two hours, at which point he could go back to his bunk, drink some wine, and sift through some battered pornography he kept hidden in his personal effects bag. Later, he would fall asleep dreaming of long-legged, large-bosomed blonde women from his homeland.

      It wasn’t that Roth hated France, he was simply tired. Tired of the war, tired of sentry pickets, tired of harassing the locals, tired of being lectured on the dangers of fraternization with the “enemy”...tired of the state of constant vigilance he was supposed to be maintaining in this tiny coastal town. The rush of the blitzkrieg had been exciting, a military adventure of the grandest sort, and Roth, who had grown up in the sad aftermath of Germany’s humiliation at the end of the Great War, saw nothing wrong in striking back at the decadent French, the worthless Poles, and the rest of the weaklings that made up most of Europe. Germany was strong now, and that strength meant his nation should be able to take what it wanted, like all great nations had done from time immemorial.

      But at the same time, Roth did not condone rampant cruelty, or barbarism, or the rumors he’d heard of internment camps for Jews. There was a difference, he believed, between subjugating a weaker people and treating them like baser creatures. Some of the French peasants he encountered were industrious, hard-working people, their wives and daughters often comely, their sons strong and proud. Such a nation would make an excellent vassal-state.

      But that wouldn’t happen until the war was over, and the war wouldn’t be over until Britain was defeated. Some evenings, when Roth wandered aimlessly through Merlimont during his sentry rounds, he imagined what it would be like to storm the shores of England, to see London burning to the ground, to watch that fat alcoholic they all worshipped whipped through the streets of Berlin while bound in chains. That final campaign would be the greatest adventure yet, and Roth wondered when, if ever, it would happen. He hoped it was soon, because being stuck in this pathetic little town was not what he imagined when he volunteered to join the Wehrmacht.

      To make matters worse, not being chosen as part of the force sent to round up the bumbling partisans and Commandos was another blow to his morale. He had urged his squad’s Feldwebel to volunteer for the mission, but the sergeant, a lazy brute of a man, didn’t want to miss out on garrison duty tonight because it would allow him more time to salivate over the French whore they had locked up deep inside town hall, which served as the garrison’s command post. So instead of pumping Mauser bullets into British bodies, he wandered through Merlimont without glory.

      Gefreiter Roth’s sullen thoughts were interrupted by a sound coming from down a nearby alley. Merlimont was under a nighttime curfew, and any local who was found to be in violation of that curfew could be shot on sight. Most of the time, anyone caught after dark turned out to be a young man travelling to or from a romantic interlude. Roth, a young man of twenty-two himself, could sympathize with such behavior. He usually just informed the young man that he should go home immediately, and if he was caught again, he faced imprisonment or being shot. Roth sometimes imagined he would instead find a young French Fraulein breaking curfew, and then he might be able to...

      The prurient thoughts died as Roth stepped into the alleyway and looked around. He saw no one, but there were small sounds coming from several rubbish bins nearby. Roth removed the electric torch from his belt and turned it on, shining the light around the alley. He again saw nothing, but the sounds continued, no doubt a rat or perhaps a cat. He stepped closer to the rubbish bins, toeing one with his boot. The sounds continued. He grabbed the edge of one bin and pulled it away from the other, trying to catch the animal in his torchlight.

      Instead of an animal, what he found was a small scrap of wood with a string tied to the end. Curious, Roth bent over and tugged at the wood scrap. There was a gentle return tug. Is it caught on a branch, or a loose board? Roth wondered.

      The young soldier would never find out. A hand clamped across his mouth, jerking his head back, while a knee smashed into the base of his spine. Roth attempted to draw in a breath, hoping to scream a warning, but before he could make a sound, a white-hot lance of flame seared into his right kidney. Every muscle in Roth’s body went rigid with shock and pain, and he felt the same searing agony stab into his back again and again. His vision blurred, blood roared in his ears, and a curious numbness spread through his limbs. Gefreiter Werner Roth sank to the ground and fell through death’s door, never understanding what happened.

      Lynch stood up from the corpse after wiping his Fairbairn dagger clean on the man’s uniform. This was the second sentry he had killed in the last half hour. The first man had almost blundered right into Lynch and Chenot moments after they had slipped into town, the German unbuttoning his fly behind a building before taking a piss. Lynch had slapped a hand firmly across the man’s mouth and buried his dagger to the hilt in the Nazi’s heart. It had been his first hand-to-hand kill, and he expected to feel awful, perhaps throw up, but none of that happened. He simply felt glad the man lying on the ground with a hole in his heart hadn’t been him.

      This second sentry, Lynch had purposely lured into the alleyway, hiding in the shadows while Chenot tugged on the string from around the corner of the building. He needed to get the man off the street and couldn’t risk simply letting him walk by, so taking him out was the only option. Chenot stepped out from behind the building, nodding at the sight of the German corpse sprawled on the ground.

      “Take his papers as well, please. Anything we can use later on to make false identifications for other partisans,” Chenot said.

      Lynch rifled through the man’s pockets, handing the Frenchman a small bundle of official documents. They had ransacked the first sentry as well, although the time wasted grated at Lynch’s nerves. He unbuckled the sentry’s cartridge pouch and handed it to Chenot. The Frenchman was ransacking all the Mauser ammunition he could in order to bring it back to his partisans after the raid, an act Lynch found particularly optimistic. Glancing at the sentry’s rifle, Lynch slipped the bolt from the rifle’s action, dropping it into the bottom of one of the rubbish bins.

      Chenot slung the ammunition around his waist, then helped Lynch drag the body behind the bins. They were three blocks from Merlimont’s town hall, and according to Laurent, that was where the Germans were keeping their prisoner. With a little luck and some careful maneuvering, the two of them should be able to approach the building without being spotted. What happened after that point was anyone’s guess.

      Lynch glanced at his watch. If Nelson was also on schedule, then his charges should begin blowing within the next twenty minutes. That did not leave a lot of time to get in and get out of the town hall, but then again, Lynch had never believed this mission could be accomplished in complete stealth; the destruction of the German’s motor pool was a planned distraction to draw attention away from the rescue. He just needed to time their own actions so that the explosions distracted the Germans, rather than put them on alert.

      Chenot was at the edge of the alleyway, looking out in both directions down the street. “Everything seems clear. Shall we chance a run across? We cannot risk crossing any closer to the hall.”

      Lynch nodded. Checking for the hundredth time to make sure his Thompson’s breech was clear of obstructions, he gave both sides of the street a final glance. No one moved, there was no sound, and no lights shined from windows to illuminate where they were about to run.

      “All right then. Off we go.”

      The two men stepped into the dark street, and automatic weapons fire ripped through the night.
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      Lance Corporal Harry Nelson was having the time of his life. A brawler and troublemaker from Liverpool, Nelson had joined the British army in 1938 only because he figured they would eventually find themselves across the Channel, putting boot to arse against the Jerries. Nelson knew it was only a matter of time before he had gotten himself into more legal trouble than he could worm his way out of, and at some point, he would wind up behind bars, at the end of a rope, or suffer some other unfortunate end to his life of miscreant activity.

      But once he enlisted, Nelson discovered that the army was far drearier than he ever imagined. Drill, duties, marching, cleaning, and more drill bored him to tears. When he went overseas as part of the BEF, his bloodthirsty daydreams - burying a bayonet in some Nazi’s throat, tossing hand grenades into machine gun pits, and dropping bridges into rivers - were dashed by several weeks of headlong flight back to the French coast. His ambitions to wreak havoc all the way to Berlin ended with Nelson standing in four feet of oily ocean water with his rifle propped across the back of his neck to keep it dry, shivering for hours until he was picked up and taken aboard a ship bound for England.

      Almost immediately after, Nelson volunteered for the Commandos, hoping to finally have some real fun. Indeed, he enjoyed blowing things apart up north during Operation Claymore, but the destruction had been dull, their operation almost entirely unopposed. When he had been introduced to Lord Pembroke back in Largs, Nelson had all but kissed the old man’s feet, he was so grateful to be picked for an assignment that would bring him face to face with the bloody Jerries. When the barn was attacked that night, Nelson cheerfully emptied four magazines from his Thompson into the German ranks, and he was sure of at least two kills. Pity about Smith and Green, but such was war. A dirty business, just the way he liked it.

      Nelson was currently lying on his back underneath a German lorry, clamping a magnetic charge to the underside of a petrol tank. The little beauty in his hand contained eight ounces of explosive, and the magnetic plate on one side securely clamped the device to the tank. A cursory thump to the side of the tank had proven it was almost completely full; his sabotage charge would turn the lorry into a wrecked inferno in the blink of an eye. This was the fourth lorry he had slid under, and like the previous three, Nelson secured a time pencil into the side of the charge and crimped the end with his pliers to arm the pencil. In approximately twenty minutes, the charge would explode, and Hitler would be deprived of one more troop transport.

      Nelson slid out from under the lorry. Pierre, his French teammate, stood in the shadows of the next target, his submachine gun at the ready. Pierre spoke not a word of English, and Nelson knew only a few simple phrases in French (most having to do with liquor and women), but the two were of a similar mindset, a pair of ruffians who liked to get stuck in and scrape their knuckles on another man’s teeth. Once Pierre understood what Nelson was going to do, he gave the Commando a broad, white-toothed grin and said “Ce qui est bon!”

      Nelson slid under the fifth lorry, working quickly. He only had six such devices with him, and with eight trucks in the motor pool, he selected vehicles close enough to others that, with the explosion of one, another would catch fire. He wished he had more time to skulk about but it would be a shame if his collection of little “presents” weren't entirely used up.

      Glancing off to the side, he could barely make out a crumpled form in the darkness underneath a nearby lorry. Killing the motor pool’s sentry had been a real treat. Nelson had crept up behind the man, and disdaining the need for a knife, had instead used one of Captain Fairbairn’s choke holds to kill the German, scissoring his throat between Nelson’s two forearms until the man passed out, at which point a savage twist broke the man’s neck. Should have paid a little more attention, you useless shit, he thought. Although he had done damage aplenty to other men’s bodies over the course of his life, in back-alley brawls or tavern scraps, Nelson had never killed a man with his bare hands before. The achievement left him giddy, and whatever tiny shred of guilt he might have had was swiftly erased by reminding himself that this was war, and his actions were condoned, blessed even, by king and country. Cor, that story will earn me pints back home, perhaps even let me get my hands on a fine pair of bristols! He could already taste the free porter, and imagine the female companionship!

      Nelson slid out from underneath the fifth lorry and moved to the sixth and final target. He slid under the belly of the beast and, as usual, gave the petrol tank a thump to determine if it was full. He was greeted with a sound that signified a topped-off tank, and was about to clap on the last charge, when the suspension of the truck creaked and shifted.

      “Hallo? Was ist los?” a sleepy voice called from the lorry’s cab.

      Nelson froze. Bloody hell, one of the Jerries was napping in the lorry! He silently prayed Pierre wouldn’t do anything rash, and he heard nothing from the Frenchman. Hoping the German would go back to sleep, he waited, but the lorry continued to shift. The napping sentry was completely awake now. With infinite care, Nelson slid himself down along the length of the lorry’s bed, hoping to get out from under the vehicle before the Nazi climbed from the cab.

      But no such luck. Above his head and to the right, a pair of German combat boots thudded into the dirt, and the door of the transport clicked shut.

      “Hans, wo bist du?” the sentry called out softly.

      Nelson imagined that Hans, now lying dead underneath a nearby lorry, was supposed to cover for his watch-mate while the fellow caught up on his napping. But now the bugger was awake and wondering where his Jerry friend had gone. Nelson rolled over onto his stomach, and lifting himself up off the ground by his fingers and toes, he slowly crabbed out from underneath the transport. He drew his dagger from its sheath, and softly unsnapped the holster of his Enfield revolver. There was still no sign of Pierre, which was good and bad; good that the Frenchman was staying out of sight, bad because his borrowed German uniform might have distracted the sentry for the crucial moment Nelson would have needed to ram his blade through the Jerrie’s neck. Pierre also had his Thompson, keeping care of the weapon while Nelson grubbed about in the dirt, but now with an enemy close by and the danger of discovery so great, he felt naked without its reassuring weight in his hands.

      The sentry’s footsteps were coming around the lorry now, and Nelson padded into the shadows. If he didn’t kill the man soon, the soldier would get suspicious and sound the alarm. But if he tried to hurry the deed, the chances of him succeeding were complete rubbish. He could feel a thin trickle of sweat run down his face from the strain of the situation, and his mind raced. The sentry had come around the corner now, and the man had produced an electric torch. The beam swept back and forth, and it was only a matter of time before Nelson was caught in the beam. He slid the dagger back in its sheath and drew out his revolver, thumbing back the hammer with delicate slowness. The click of the action sounded like a gunshot to his ears, but the German didn’t seem to notice.

      Suddenly, from his left, Nelson heard footsteps, and he turned his head to see another German silhouette appear. For a moment dread poured ice water through his veins, but with a moment’s scrutiny, he realized the newcomer was Pierre. The plucky Frog is going to attempt a bit of subterfuge, he thought.

      “Hallo,” Pierre said, attempting to grunt the word with the proper Germanic accent.

      “Hans, wo hast du gehen?” the sentry asked, bringing the torch around and shining it in Pierre’s face.

      There was just enough light reflected back onto the man that Nelson saw the gleam as his eyes went wide, and the dark O his mouth made, jaw dropped, when he realized he’d been had. The bloody jig is up, Nelson thought.

      Pierre knew it too. With no other viable option, he brought his MP-38 up and triggered a short burst into the sentry at nearly point-blank range. The German’s body was lit up by the muzzle blast as he was riddled with slugs, blood and bits of cloth spraying from the sentry’s back. Several bullets, having passed through the body, glanced off a transport behind him with an audible clang. The German hit the ground, gurgled for a few moments, then went limp. Nelson stepped out of the shadows and walked over to stand next to Pierre, looking down at the sentry’s corpse.

      “Well that didn’t bloody well go as planned, eh Frenchie?” he asked.

      Pierre just shrugged. “Merde.”

      The wail of an alarm klaxon signalled its agreement. Merde, indeed.
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      Lynch and Chenot stumbled for a moment as they heard the burst of automatic fire, the infantryman’s instinct to dive to the ground almost winning over. But when they both realized it wasn’t coming from nearby, their training took hold, and with a bit of mental calculation, they both came to the same conclusion at the same time. Lynch looked at Chenot.

      “The motor pool,” he said.

      “Oui. Let us hurry.”

      The two men sprinted across the street, ducking down into an alley and coming out behind the buildings just as the wail of a klaxon wound itself to full volume. The alarm sounded as if it was coming from the direction of the town’s schoolhouse, where the rest of the Germans were bivouacked, but there was no doubt that the guards protecting the town hall would be on full alert. Gone was any chance of knifing another bored sentry in the shadows. Now it was time for swift feet and a sure aim. Lynch motioned towards the town hall.

      “No more sneaking about, me boyo. Now it’s full steam ahead, and we kill anything in a German uniform.”

      Chenot nodded, patting the barrel of his gun. “I am ready.”

      The two men broke into a run, dashing down the back street behind the row of buildings, boots thudding into the ground, breath rasping in their throats. In a minute they came upon the town hall, now well illuminated by several lights turned on as soon as the alarm had sounded. Lynch paused only for a moment, shouldered his Thompson, and then rounded the corner. Two German guards stood on either side of the door, Mausers at the ready, and they noticed the shadowy figure emerging from the back alley just as a tongue of flame leapt at them from the muzzle of Lynch’s submachine gun.

      The long, raking burst walked across both men, starting at the belly of the man on the right and ending across the chest of the man next to him. The two sentries crumpled to the ground before they could even lift their rifles, cries of shock and pain turning to death-rattles as they twitched and went still. Lynch ran up between the two men, pointing his Thompson at the door’s latch and firing another short burst. The door handle disintegrated from the barrage, and on its own volition, the door creaked open an inch. Chenot ran up, and with a nod from Lynch, flung the door open, leaning out of the way as a barrage of nine-millimetre slugs tore through the open doorway. Lynch adjusted his hold on the grip of his Thompson, his hands slick with sweat. He took a deep breath, glanced at the waiting Chenot, and lunged through the door, his submachine gun spitting lead. A German NCO flew back against the far wall of the room, most of his face gnawed away by .45 calibre bullets, an MP-38 tumbling from nerveless fingers.

      “Clear!” Lynch shouted.

      Chenot came in right behind him, his weapon sweeping the room, seeking a target. Lynch changed magazines, his Thompson spent, and looked around the room. A ring with several brass keys hung from a peg on the wall, next to a cork board mostly covered by a map of Merlimont and the surrounding region. Several other desks were nearby, some covered in papers and other maps. A wireless set occupied one corner of the room. There was valuable intelligence here, German documents, perhaps even codebooks, and other information that could help the war effort.

      Lynch snatched the key ring from the wall and tossed it to Chenot. “Find the girl and get her here as fast as you can. I’ll guard the front door.”

      Chenot nodded and darted down a dark hall through a nearby doorway. Lynch kept the muzzle of his Thompson covering the entrance to the building, but so far no other Germans had made their presence known. Off in the distance, he could hear occasional shots and bursts of automatic fire, and he knew Nelson had his hands full. That rowdy Englishman must be enjoying himself, Lynch thought. I hope he lives to celebrate the fun afterward.

      There was a burst of fire from deep inside the building, and then another, and a third. Lynch tensed, turning to cover the hallway, but out of the dark he heard the Frenchman holler something encouraging, probably letting him know he was still alive. There was no answering gunfire.

      “Hurry your ruddy arse!” Lynch called after him.

      With a few moments remaining before Chenot’s hopeful return, Lynch stepped over to the nearby desks, and with one hand holding the Thompson the other hand snatched at papers, stuffing whatever he could into the large thigh pocket of his battle dress. He grabbed up memos, decrypted missives, even the codebooks from the wireless desk. Better to collect it and find out it wasn’t needed than to pass up the chance and regret it later.

      Footsteps pounded down the hall towards him, and Lynch turned to see a bloody but triumphant Chenot emerge with a young, dark-haired girl, draped in a torn skirt and bloody German uniform jacket carrying a submachine gun. The girl was battered but beautiful, and she carried the MP-38 in her hands as if she meant to use it the first chance she got.

      “We are ready,” Chenot said.

      The girl stared at Lynch, who must have looked quite the terror, covered in burnt cork blacking, dirt, and German blood.

      “About bloody time,” Lynch replied.

      He turned and fired a long burst into the wireless, shredding the device’s innards and rendering it inoperable.

      “Pardon my language, miss,” he added.

      There was a shout from outside the hall, and then another, and a stream of slugs ripped across the wall as two Germans burst in, firing their MP-38s from the hip. Bits of paper, cork, and brick exploded into the air, and the room filled with ricochets. Lynch felt a flattened slug pluck at his jacket sleeve, heard another buzz as it tumbled past his face. He triggered off a burst of his own, stitching one of the Germans from crotch to throat and knocking him back out the front door. The other man threw himself flat on the floor, diving behind the cover of a nearby desk. Chenot brought up his MP-38 and fired several long bursts, emptying the weapon’s magazine. The heavy wooden desk exploded in a flurry of splinters and paper, and an ink bottle detonated spectacularly, spraying the wall with a fine mist of black fluid.

      But the German still lived. The muzzle of his submachine gun stuck up over the desk and blazed away, burst after burst cutting through the air and forcing Lynch, Chenot, and the girl to duck or be killed. Lynch dropped to the floor, and from that vantage point he could see the field grey of the man’s uniform trousers as he knelt behind the desk. Lining up his sights, Lynch emptied the Thompson’s magazine into the man’s legs. WIth a tortured scream, the German fell forward and out into the middle of the floor, clutching at his shredded thighs. Lynch drew his Enfield and put a bullet through the Nazi’s face. He turned to Chenot and his ward while changing magazines.

      “Bloody Jerries are coming out of the woodwork now! Let’s go!”

      With Lynch in the lead, the trio dashed out of the town hall and into the night. Merlimont was taking notice; he could see light leaking out from the edges of blackout curtains here and there as the locals woke to find a firefight going on in the middle of their town. Off in the distance, Lynch could hear the rattle of automatic fire again, and he could recognize the distinctive sound of a Thompson, the report deeper and more rapid than its German counterpart. Apparently Nelson was still alive, and giving the Jerries a dose of hot lead. Lynch dug into his jacket pocket and produced the flare pistol. Pointing it into the air, he said a brief prayer under his breath in Gaelic and pulled the trigger.

      The old Celtic gods must have heard, because a little sparkling comet arced into the air for several seconds before popping, a red starburst bathing the town in a bloody glow. Knowing the flare would draw the Germans to them like hounds to the scent of a hare, Lynch led the others into the back alley from whence they came, submachine gun at the ready. They ran for a several long seconds, each of them fervently hoping they wouldn’t stumble into any Germans coming from the other direction, and finally Lynch motioned for the two others to follow him as he ducked into the darkened recess of a back doorway.

      Catching his breath for a moment and wiping a sweaty palm against his trouser leg, Lynch turned to the girl and extended a hand in greeting. “Apologies for not introducing myself earlier, miss. I’m Corporal Thomas Lynch, of His Majesty’s Three Commando, at your service.”

      The girl hesitated for a moment and then, with a shy smile barely seen in the darkness, she reached out and shook Lynch’s hand.

      “Bonjour. Je suis Marie Coupé” she replied.

      “Pleased as punch to meet you, Miss Coupé. Let’s hope we manage to live past mere introductions.”

      For now Lynch knew they must wait and hide, and hope that Bowen and his French companion arrived in time, and in one piece. Because the Wehrmacht had awoken in Merlimont, and it was none too pleased.
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      Rhys Bowen came from a long line of riflemen. He had an ancestor who’d served in the 60th American Rifles Regiment during the War of 1812, and later came over to Europe to fight against Napoleon. The Baker rifle carried by that ancestor, one Gareth Bowen, sat above the mantle of the Bowen family home. Well over a hundred years old, it still fired true and Rhys’ father, Erwin, took it down and fired it once a year on the anniversary of Napoleon’s defeat.

      The Bowen family owned a modest sheep farm, but the family’s real heritage was in producing marksmen. Great-grandfather Brynn had fought in the Zulu wars, his son had fought in India, and a generation later Erwin Bowen had fought against the Germans as a British sniper skulking through the trenches of the Great War. Precision marksmanship was in his blood, and so it was only natural that when Rhys Bowen joined the Royal Welch Fusiliers, he was selected for duty as a military sniper.

      Sniping suited him perfectly. A quiet, thoughtful man, Bowen talked little but listened well, never ran his gob off at a superior, and maintained a neat, disciplined appearance. He earned his corporal’s rank surprisingly quickly, but it was not due to a brazen or boastful command of men, but rather the way in which he could keep other men calm and focused on the task at hand, rather than letting them spin themselves into a panic when things got bad and men tended to grow windy.

      That calm, a sniper’s greatest asset, was being sorely tested at the moment. Bowen knelt along the treeline outside of Merlimont, studying the dark shapes of the town’s houses and other buildings through the scope of his 1914 Enfield. Although it was not as advanced as an American Garand, and it lacked the magazine capacity of the SMLE or the firepower of a Thompson, Bowen wouldn’t trade his ‘14 for any other weapon in the world. In his hands, the Enfield was as familiar as a lover’s body, and the rifle responded to him as if it was a living thing, seeking to please him with every shot that struck true.

      Right now, his rifle contained six rounds of precision-loaded ammunition; the extra round was carefully loaded by holding the first five cartridges down with a thumb to prevent the bolt from trying to feed a second cartridge into the breech when it was closed. It was a slow and deliberate procedure, impossible to perform during combat, but Bowen preferred to have that extra bullet at the start a battle, just in case. Although he had plenty of ammunition in charging clips packed into his ammunition pouches, he also kept a number of rounds loose in his jacket pockets, where it was easy to reach, so he could top off his rifle with a spare cartridge or two in between shots.

      At that moment, Bowen had not taken any shots, but he knew that would change very shortly. As sneaky and as clever as his fellow Commandos were - Lynch more so than Nelson, he felt - too many variables offered a chance for disaster. When that time came, he only hoped that he would be quick enough, capable enough, and just plain lucky enough to come to the rescue, because he did not take friendships lightly, and he and Tommy Lynch had become good friends over the past week. Nelson was alright, a bit of a brute to be sure, but he never really said anything to Bowen. Like many line infantrymen, Nelson had an almost instinctive apprehension toward snipers, whom they often considered “killers” or “assassins” rather than honest, stand-up battlefield riflemen.

      No matter. Bowen would rather have a handful of sincere, solid friendships than a whole company of men who offered kind words and then doled out insults behind his back. A sniper’s life was generally one of solitude, spent mostly with rifle in hand and a trusted spotter nearby, and tonight even Trooper Lewis wasn’t here. Instead, Bowen had a Frenchman named Henri to keep him company. Henri was likable enough, a quiet fellow who apparently didn’t bathe much, but he had readily volunteered to send himself into the lion’s den and risk his life to rescue a girl he’d never even met. Although not very well trained and shockingly undisciplined, Bowen could not help but be amazed at the raw courage the French partisans displayed. He doubted even one in ten would survive until the end of the war, but they fought nonetheless.

      But while the bravery of the partisans was unquestioned, their motives with regard to the Commandos remained somewhat cloudy. Bowen had strong suspicions that there was more going on that night, when the Germans discovered the British in hiding, than the partisan leader Bouchard let on. Although the partisans had left more than an hour before the Germans arrived, after the Nazis attacked they were back at the farm and into the fight within a handful of minutes. It was always possible the partisans had simply camped for the night a short distance away, and had charged in at full tilt as soon as they heard the fighting. But some instinct, the cautious sixth sense possessed by the best marksmen, made Bowen think the British had served another purpose that night: bait.

      When the traitor Laurent was dragged from the German armoured car, Bowen had seen the expressions on many of the partisan’s faces, and almost without exception, they were shocked and dismayed by the discovery of a turncoat. But not Bouchard; the partisan leader had displayed only an indignant rage, a vengeful fury that reminded Bowen of the sort one might see exhibited by a man or woman who suspects their spouse of adultery, and finally catches them in bed with another lover. Bouchard had known, or at least suspected, that Laurent was a traitor, and he must have passed him information about the British and where they would be hidden tonight. Then Bouchard had his partisans camp a short distance from the farm, where they could “rescue” the Commandos with an assault from the flank.

      It had been a most cunning maneuver, allowing Bouchard to publicly damn a suspected traitor and, at the same time, ambush and wipe out a German force of considerable size. The partisans now possessed more than two dozen Mauser rifles, several machine guns and submachine guns, as well as plenty of grenades, ammunition, and even a German wireless set. But it had been at the cost of two Commandos, and the price could have been considerably higher, paid in both French and British blood. Bowen told himself that the time may come during this mission when he would have to see Bouchard’s bearded face ruined by a .303 calibre bullet, viewed through the telescopic lens of his darling Enfield.

      At the moment, the only thing he viewed through that lens was a night-shrouded French town. So when the first distant burst of submachine gun fire reached Bowen’s ears, his sniper’s calm was stretched even further, because he could see nothing and do nothing but wait and listen for the sound of a grenade or spy a flare lighting up the sky over Merlimont. Time passed, the firing waxed and waned, and Bowen could tell it was coming from two directions; over near the motor pool on the far side of town, and off to the right, where the town hall was located. The klaxon was especially irritating, and if he had been able to see the sirens himself, Bowen would have risked exposing his position to the Germans just to silence the racket with a well-placed bullet or two.

      Irritation was quickly put to an end with the burst of a crimson flare over the rooftops, almost directly above where the town hall sat. At last, it was time to act. Bowen slipped his Enfield back into its leather carrying case, and then ran back through the woods to where he had parked the armoured car. Henri had been leaning against the car’s hull, chewing on an unlit match and cradling his submachine gun, but as soon as he heard Bowen running through the woods, Henri leaped into action, clambering over the hull and dropping into the machine gunner’s cupola, then taking Bowen’s rifle case as the sniper dropped into the driver’s seat. Henri even took the time to set it down carefully inside the crew compartment, in a spot where it wouldn’t be damaged by anyone climbing into the car.

      Glancing back to make sure his rifle was, indeed, properly secured, Bowen thumbed the car’s starter. As the engine rumbled to life, he closed and dogged shut the driver’s hatch, ready to go to battle against the Germans, peering through the vision slit of a captured German car, rather than his rifle’s optics.

      Such were the strange fortunes of war, Bowen mused, from sniper to chauffeur, all in the same night.
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      Lynch pulled the pin from his last Mills Bomb and flung it towards the advancing squad of Germans. The soldiers threw themselves out of the way, but some were not fast enough. Two men screamed and fell writhing to the ground, legs and bellies shredded by grenade fragments. Chenot leaned around the corner of the building, his MP-38 spitting fire, and two more Germans tumbled to the ground, both perforated by slugs through their chests.

      Although it had taken a few minutes, the Germans had figured out that there were not one, but two small raiding parties running rampant through Merlimont. Building by building, alleyway by alleyway, first individual Germans, then small teams, and now squads of grey-clad soldiers stalked the trio as they scrambled from one hiding place to another. So far, Lynch had burned through six of his nine Thompson magazines, and both Chenot and Marie were running dangerously low on ammunition. The Frenchman had slung a captured Mauser over his shoulder, to use when - not if - he ran out of bullets for his submachine gun. Twice, Lynch had resorted to using his revolver to take carefully-aimed shots at the Germans, saving the Thompson for when he could catch the enemy bunched up and exposed.

      The remainder of the German squad began firing back from cover, 7.92mm spitzer bullets tearing chunks of brick and wood out of the buildings. Trapped in a short alleyway, their only escape route would be to flee into one of the main streets, and at that point, they would be as good as dead. Lynch looked at Chenot, and then to the girl, his eyes conveying a terrible meaning as his hand touched the revolver at his belt. Chenot nodded his understanding. Better to give her the mercy of a bullet, Lynch thought, then to let her fall into the hands of the Nazis again.

      There was another flurry of rifle shots, and with a shouted command, half a dozen men broke from cover and charged, bayonets gleaming at the end of their Mausers. Lynch levelled his Thompson and emptied his twenty-round magazine into the men. Four tumbled into the dirt, but two men survived the fusillade unscathed. Lynch brought up his weapon and blocked the thrust of a bayonet inches from his throat, then brought the butt of his Thompson around in an attempt to bash the German in the temple. The soldier ducked back and tried to slash at Lynch with the bayonet, but Lynch dropped his submachine gun, grabbed the forestock of the Mauser with one hand, and drew his revolver with the other. He brought the muzzle of his Enfield up under the German’s chin and pulled the trigger. The muzzle flash was visible in the man’s open mouth, and the .38 calibre slug erupted from the top of the German’s skull. With a convulsive twitch, the corpse slumped to the ground.

      Lynch turned to Chenot, who was wrestling with the other soldier, the man pressing his bayonet a hairsbreadth from the Frenchman’s throat. Marie beat on the soldier’s arms with the butt of her MP-38, but to little effect. Lynch took a step and jabbed the revolver into the German’s ribs, pulling the trigger twice and blowing holes through the soldier’s heart and lungs. With a shudder, the German toppled away and died. Chenot stepped back and let out a sigh of relief.

      “Mon ami, that was close.”

      Before Lynch could reply, there was a shout from the other end of the alley. Turning, the three of them saw four more Germans come around the corner, one man carrying an electric torch, all of them carrying rifles. Lynch considered the pistol in his hand - only three shots remained. One to make them duck, then one for the girl, and one for the partisan. Then a prison camp for me, if they don’t just shoot me first.

      But before he could act, Lynch heard the roar of an engine, and a German armoured car screeched to a halt behind the Germans. Lynch could see the silhouette of a man standing in the cupola manning a machine gun.

      “Eviter!” A voice shouted in French from the car.

      Lynch threw himself at Chenot and the girl, knocking them down and out of the line of fire. With a deafening roar, the MG-34 fired upon the Germans at nearly point-blank range, the heavy slugs shredding all four men in a heartbeat. Sensing it was all over, Lynch peered up from the ground.

      “Crikey Bowen, cutting it damn close, aren’t you?”

      “C’mon Lynch, get in the bloody car!” the Welshman hollered from the driver’s seat.

      The three of them scrambled to their feet, gathering their weapons and running to the idling car. Henri ducked inside the hull and opened the passenger hatch, helping Marie climb into the vehicle. Chenot followed, and Lynch climbed in, maneuvering into the commander’s chair, grabbing a nearby MP-38 and checking the magazine. Standing up in the commander’s hatch, he thumped the hull over Bowen’s head.

      “Let’s go fetch Nelson!”

      The sniper gunned the engine and tore down the street. Henri swung the MG-34 from one side of the road to the other, searching for Germans. Buildings flashed past and Bowen pushed the car’s engine to the limits of its speed, and within seconds, they heard the sound of gunfire growing louder. Soon they saw searching torch beams flashing left and right, heard shouts in German. The motor pool was dead ahead, the dark hulks of German lorries briefly illuminated now and then by the soldiers hunting for their prey.

      Lynch turned to Henri and shouted. “Are you ready?”

      The Frenchman replied by testing the bolt of the machine gun and giving him a thumbs-up.

      Several Germans turned to the car and waved, calling it over. They couldn’t make out the silhouette of the two men standing in the hatches, and assumed they were part of the raiding party returning to Merlimont. A couple of the Germans hollered greetings, and more than one asked a question in German that Lynch didn’t understand, but assumed to be something along the lines of “How many British did you kill?”

      Most died never understanding who killed them. Henri swept a nearby search party with a withering fire, the foot-long tongue of flame spouting from the gun’s muzzle illuminating shocked expressions and pain-contorted faces. A few managed to turn and raise their weapons before being chopped into dying meat by the stream of slugs that ripped the men apart. In the first few seconds, the Germans were too surprised to do anything but stand and die. Sawing the machine gun back and forth, Henri burned through the MG’s ammunition in seconds, the bolt finally coming to rest on an empty chamber, the muzzle smoking.

      Then it was Lynch’s turn. As the car rumbled forward, he tucked the stock of the German submachine gun into his shoulder, peered down the barrel, and shot any man who showed himself. Keeping his bursts short and economical, Lynch cut down a half-dozen men even as some managed to return fire, spitzer bullets glancing off the armoured hull and whining away.

      “Nelson you bastard, where are you?” Lynch bellowed into the night. His MP-38 ran dry just as he heard Henri rake back the bolt of his reloaded machine gun.

      “Be careful!” Lynch shouted at the Frenchman. “Don’t shoot them by mistake!”

      The partisan nodded vigorously, swinging the muzzle of the gun from side to side, searching for targets. Lynch reached down into the crew compartment and Chenot handed him a fresh magazine.

      “We’re here, damn you, hang on!” Lynch turned and saw Nelson and his partner, hunched and running between two troop transports. Pierre was limping, but Nelson seemed all right. Lynch slapped the roof of the armoured car, and Chenot undogged the side hatch, swinging it open and offering a helping hand. Nelson reached the car first and helped Pierre climb in, the Frenchman’s hip gleaming with blood.

      No sooner had the partisan climbed inside and Nelson grabbed for the edge of the hatch, than several Germans ran around a nearby transport, one of them lifting his submachine gun and cutting loose with a long burst. Lynch saw Nelson shudder and collapse with an anguished cry.

      Sodding bastards! Lynch thought. He brought up his own reloaded submachine gun and emptied the thirty-two round magazine at the soldiers at the same moment Henri cut loose with his MG-34, dozens of bullets shredding the men into an almost unrecognizable mess of torn cloth and ruined flesh.

      Chenot hollered from inside the car. “He’s inside! Go go go!”

      Bowen gunned the engine and the armoured car tore off down the road. Henri fired bursts ahead of them, causing the occasional German soldier to leap out of the way or die in a hail of gunfire. They closed in on the end of town, and Lynch felt exhilarated, amazed they had survived and made good their escape.

      Then darkness exploded into blinding, thundering light.

      In their rush to escape, everyone - including the meticulous sniper - had forgotten about the anti-aircraft armoured half-track posted at the end of town. The gun crew, awake and alert, had seen the distant armoured car machine-gunning Germans by the motor pool, and made the only logical conclusion; partisans had somehow taken over the vehicle, and were using it to escape town. As the car closed in, the half-track crewmen lowered the muzzle of its 20mm anti-aircraft cannon and swiveled it around to point down the road. Having almost no time to react, the gunner pressed the firing lever just as the car rushed through the line of fire.

      A six-foot long tongue of flame lit up the armoured hull like a searchlight, and over a dozen 20mm cannon shells riddled the car from one end to the other. The car roared past, and the gun crew, disappointed that they had seemingly hit nothing vital, jumped down onto the road and fired a few parting shots from their rifles as the captured vehicle disappeared into the night.

      Inside the car, all was blood and chaos. Bowen and Lynch up in the front of the vehicle emerged unscathed, but as Lynch turned around in the car’s command hatch, he saw the remains of Henri sprayed across the top of the armoured hull. Several 20mm shells had glanced off the sloping hull, but instead of penetrating, they had exploded and sent their deadly, scything fragments across the roof of the car, mangling the Frenchman almost beyond recognition.

      Lynch dropped down inside the car. There were a number of holes punched through the hull, each as big around as a shilling piece, and there was blood all through the crew compartment. The interior of the car was lit by a single, weak red bulb in a protective wire cage mounted on the inner roof of the compartment, and the red light, coupled with the gleaming shreds of flesh and sprayed gore, turned the inside of the car into a slaughterhouse nightmare. Lynch saw Pierre seemed to have been dismembered, the Frenchman blown apart by several shells, and Nelson was, if anything, even more badly wounded. Chenot had been peppered by shrapnel and slumped against the armoured hull, while Marie was almost completely coated in a sheet of blood. The girl simply sat and stared ahead, trembling in shock.

      Lynch’s blood ran cold. Bloody hell, they’re all cut to pieces. He climbed over his seat and into the main compartment.

      Bowen shouted back at him. “How bad is it?”

      “Bad! Don’t stop, just keep driving!”

      “Bollocks!” Bowen swore, but kept the car tearing down the road.

      Ruthlessly shoving aside what remained of Pierre, Lynch grabbed Nelson by the shoulders and shook him. “Nelson, you cack! You still with me?”

      The Englishman grunted and wiped gore from his face. Running hands across the man’s body, Lynch found a half dozen superficial shrapnel injuries, but the four gunshot wounds looked far more serious. Nelson had been perforated from thigh to shoulder, one bullet through the leg, two wounds in the side, and one bullet had clipped the top of his shoulder. Thankfully there was no spurting artery, and both of the chest wounds seemed to have done no more than skirt across Nelson’s ribs.

      Nelson looked up at Lynch. “I’m all done in, aren’t I?”

      Lynch shook his head. “You’re a mess, but you’ll live. The Jerry couldn’t shoot worth a damn.”

      Nelson grinned, and slumped back against the hull. “Bloody wankers, all of ‘em.”

      Lynch turned to Chenot. A shell fragment had creased his skull, and several others had peppered his arms and legs, but although the wounds were bleeding freely, the Frenchman seemed all right. The most troublesome was the head wound. Although the bleeding was bad, Chenot kept blinking and staring off into space, stunned and unresponsive. Lynch tore open a field compress and bound Chenot’s wound, tying the ends under the Frenchman’s chin like a child’s bonnet.

      Finally he turned to Marie. Lynch carefully examined the girl, but miraculously, none of the blood seemed to be hers. Pierre must have taken the brunt of the onslaught and Marie had been drenched in the Frenchman’s blood. Still, the girl simply huddled in the corner, fending off Lynch’s attempts to wipe her face clean, and she whimpered incessantly.

      “Anyone left alive back there?” Bowen shouted back.

      “The dead are dead, the living will live. Just get us back to the rendezvous.”
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      Merlimont-Plage

      

      Krieger sat in a chair on his balcony, booted feet propped on the railing, a glass of brandy in one hand, a cigarette dangling from the other. Although it was only perhaps an hour or two before dawn, he could not sleep. Anxiety over Bieber’s mission to the south coupled with excitement over how he would watch the French slut die in the morning kept him from his bed.

      Eventually deciding that he would not be able to sleep, Krieger had dressed and settled into a chair with a bottle and some cigarettes, staring out over the starlit ocean. Fatigue had finally taken hold, and while his eyes drooped closed, his chin had just touched his chest when Krieger suddenly snapped awake at the sound of gunfire, dimly heard but unmistakable. He stood up, turning his head in an attempt to tell where it was coming from. He expected the firing to be more distant and further to the south, but it finally occurred to him that the gunfire was coming directly from the east, towards Merlimont proper.

      The partisans were attacking the town, Krieger realized. The brandy glass slipped through his fingers, shattering on the balcony.

      Krieger dashed into his suite, snatched his pistol belt from the arm of a chair, and buckled it on while he ran down the staircase, bellowing at the men sleeping in the inn’s common room below.

      “Up, up, you lazy asses! The partisans are attacking the town!” He lashed out with a boot and kicked his driver in the thigh, knocking the man onto the floor with a yelp. Krieger burst out the front door and nearly collided with another man about to run inside.

      “Hauptmann! There is gunfire coming from the town!”

      Krieger slapped the sentry across the face. “Why do you think I’m running, you imbecile? Get the car started!”

      The Gefreiter saluted and ran towards the armoured car parked nearby. While Bieber’s car was a hastily field-repaired armoured scout car, Krieger used a vehicle of substantially greater size and armament. The eight-wheeled behemoth - a Sd.Kfz. 232 - boasted a turret-mounted 20mm cannon as well as an MG-34 machine gun. As he stepped into the driveway, he heard the growl of a motor approaching, and a scout motorcycle roared into view. The driver skidded to a halt and saluted Krieger, but before he could open his mouth, Krieger raised a hand to stop him.

      “I know, I can hear it just fine. How big a force?” he asked.

      “Unknown, but they are fighting near the motor pool and the town hall,” the scout reported.

      The rest of the men had finally pulled on their boots and grabbed their weapons, and all of them ran to Krieger’s car as the engine rumbled to life.

      Krieger turned to the scout. “Lead us back into town.”

      The eight-wheeled car followed the motorcycle back into Merlimont. Krieger had climbed into the belly of his armoured steed, checking to make sure his Browning was loaded. The men around him likewise checked their MP-38s, tucked grenades into their belts, and peered out vision slits. One of the men stood in the command cupola with an MP-38, while another was standing in the turret, manning the 20mm cannon. This will truly be a night to strike fear into the partisan’s hearts, Krieger thought.

      By the time the armoured car pulled into Merlimont, Krieger could hear no more firing. For a second there had been a massive burst of gunfire at the southern edge of town. It had almost sounded like an anti-aircraft cannon, but Krieger heard no aircraft engines, and could not believe the partisans had coordinated their assault with British air power.

      Krieger instructed his driver to take them to the town hall. Stepping out, Krieger found dead soldiers sprawled everywhere, spilling out of alleyways, across the hall’s steps, and as he stalked inside the building, he was greeted by blood, sprayed ink, and an explosion of shredded wood and paper everywhere he looked.

      Krieger turned to a nearby soldier. “The girl?” he asked.

      The Gefreiter shook his head. “They took her, Hauptmann. It appears they shot their way into the building, killed all the guards, destroyed the wireless set, and escaped. Patrols went after them, but they either found nothing, or they were killed. There are documents missing as well, including the code books for the wireless.”

      Krieger raged inside. The fucking peasants have gone too far!

      A thought occurred to him. “Before the attack, was there any word from Bieber?”

      The soldier shook his head. “None that we know of. It was assumed that he was still busy hunting down the British.”

      Krieger glanced around the room, then bent down and picked something up off the floor. He held it in front of the soldier. It was a fat, expended pistol cartridge.

      “Do you recognize this?” he asked the young man.

      “It is a spent casing, sir.”

      “Do you notice anything specific about it?” He handed the casing to the soldier, who looked it over carefully, turning it in his fingers to read the stamp.

      “Point four-five A-C-P?”

      “Ja,” Krieger answered. “The ammunition used by the American Thompson machine pistols carried by British Commandos. This was not the work of armed peasants, this was a Commando operation.”

      The soldier stared at Krieger, mouth agape. “That means Leutnant Bieber...?”

      “More than likely, he is already dead,” Krieger replied.

      “Then what do we do now?” the soldier asked.

      Krieger turned and began to walk out of the building. “We mobilize the rest of the men and go after the Commandos.”

      An explosion erupted near the southern edge of town. It was followed in short order by another, and another. Krieger turned to one of his men and gestured towards his armoured car.

      “Get on the wireless set and send a report. It looks like we will need additional troop transports.”

      The man saluted. “Jawohl, Hauptmann.”

      “And contact the nearest airfield,” Krieger added. “As we hunt them from the ground, I want the Luftwaffe ready to strike from the air.”

      Another explosion tore through the night, sending a ball of fire rolling into the pre-dawn sky.
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      South Of Merlimont

      

      Price, McTeague, and the rest of the Commando squad had not been idle after Lynch and the others departed. Of the three German lorries, one had been damaged too badly to use, and another had several tyres shot out, but after cannibalizing tyres from the disabled vehicle and a lot of hard work, two functioning transports were now at the partisan’s disposal. Fuel, weapons, ammunition, and any other supplies that could be gathered together from the stripping of Bieber’s armoured car and the incapacitated lorry were loaded onto the two transports.

      In addition, the Soulieres were offered refuge with the partisans. As much as the old couple regretted leaving their farmstead, they understood that the Nazis would condemn them as collaborators and have them shot. The partisans and Commandos helped the couple strip the farm of anything that might be useful: food, clothing, tools, and even an ancient pheasant shotgun. The couple wanted to bring along their hens from the chicken coop, but the space needed to feed and care for the birds wouldn’t be guaranteed. Tearfully, madame instead opened the cage, spilled as much feed as she could around the yard, and said a prayer for her feathered friends as she set them free.

      Along with the supplies brought by the Commandos, and all the looted war goods, the partisans also packed three of the four inflatable rafts. The remaining raft had been shredded by machine gun bullets during the firefight, and was hopelessly beyond repair. The Commandos had a scheduled rendezvous with their trawler two nights from now, but if needed they could attempt wireless contact and arrange for an earlier pickup. However, there would be no rescue beyond the hours of midnight and three in the morning, because anything else did not leave enough time for the trawler to make the journey out and back in complete darkness.

      Eventually, the two heavily burdened lorries had departed the farm, but only after Bouchard insisted on permanently disabling the third transport by pouring kerosene all over the engine block and setting the vehicle on fire. As for the German dead, their bodies were arranged in a neat row along the side of the road, all thirty-six men. The traitor Laurent was tossed into the cab of the lorry before it was set on fire. Lieutenant Price protested this last act, but Bouchard waved him away.

      “A traitor such as him does not deserve a proper burial. Let his body be cleansed by fire, and perhaps his soul will learn its lesson,” the Frenchman stated.

      The two vehicles departed for a new encampment further to the south of Merlimont, not a farmhouse but instead a thick copse of trees a few hundred yards off of the road. The lorries moved slowly and without headlights, relying on stealth rather than speed to avoid detection. Still, every Commando and partisan kept a hand on their weapon throughout the journey, and both of the mounted MG-34s were manned and ready to fire at the first sign of German traffic on the road.

      But the trip was without incident, and the lorries pulled into their new encampment at almost the same time Lynch, Bowen, and the others began their mission in Merlimont. As the transports pulled into the woods, other partisans emerged from hiding. Price could count two dozen or more men and women, and even a few teenage children. They were all lean, with faces pinched from the hunger of a long winter and a hard spring, but they were all adequately clothed, and each of them carried some manner of long arm, usually a French MAS-36 or a captured German rifle, although a few carried MP-38s, older rifles, and even some Italian arms. Here and there, Price saw a pistol or hand grenade tucked into a belt, and even a couple of machine guns ready to be manned at a moment’s notice.

      As soon as the transports ground to a halt, the partisans immediately began camouflaging the lorries with netting and cut branches, distributing captured weapons and ammunition, and handing out the supplies of medicine, explosives, and other goods that the British had brought with them.

      Price wasn’t sure what to expect when he agreed to undertake what was, essentially, a goodwill mission to support the fledgling alliance between the British and the French resistance. He had assumed Bouchard possessed a handful of desperate fighters, and the Frenchman had set his cap out on the sidewalk, as it were, in request for aid because he had nothing to use against the Germans. Now, Price could see Bouchard’s resistance cell consisted of at least forty partisan fighters, all armed and apparently very determined. In Price’s mind, the possibilities of what he might do with such a force, properly fielded, had expanded considerably.

      It also appeared to Price that the partisans had been considering what they might accomplish with the aid of a British Commando squad. From the moment that they arrived in camp, the British were greeted with open arms, offers of wine and bread, hearty handshakes and a few comradely embraces. After a number of introductions, so rapidly delivered that Price could barely remember one in ten names, Bouchard heartily recounted to everyone the fight at the barn, and more solemnly, the discovery of Laurent as a traitor. Price noticed a number of partisans scowling as they were informed of Laurent’s execution, but the overall reaction seemed grimly accepting of the traitor’s fate.

      Price turned and whispered to McTeague. “I daresay, perhaps Laurent was not the first fellow to be left for the worms because of bad behavior?”

      The Scotsman nodded. “Aye, a rough lot, to be sure. Cannae fight the Jerries on your own without turnin’ tough as an old boot.”

      The most emotional reaction came when Bouchard informed the camp of the rescue mission sent to save the young girl. Women wept and the men shouted curses, many gesturing with their guns, as if the whole camp should pile into the lorries and drive to Merlimont immediately. Monsieur Souliere, who had been standing nearby, stepped over to Price and McTeague. His English was heavily accented, but the old Frenchman had learned it during the years of the Great War, and had kept it up by speaking to English tourists after the war.

      “You heard earlier that the girl is not the first to be taken by this Krieger, the garrison commander. Some of the girls, they do not come back when they go to him. If a family protests, they are declared spies and shot. Several of the people here, they have lost daughters to this man, or their families have been killed, accused of collaboration.”

      Price’s face turned grim. “So they decided to become partisans in fact, if they were already going to be labeled as such in fiction.”

      Souliere nodded. “He has, I hope, sown the seeds of his own destruction.”

      After Bouchard finished explaining the current state of affairs to the camp, the Commandos were formally introduced. Although none of them could follow Bouchard’s French, Souliere was kind enough to mutter a translation. The speech explained how the British had sent their finest, most battle-hardened warriors back to French soil to once again do battle against the Nazis. Bouchard then explained how Price and his men had pledged to help the partisans by fighting with them against the Merlimont garrison.

      Price looked to Souliere. “He does realize that we are here for only a couple of days? It is too perilous for us to remain here any longer.”

      Souliere shrugged. “Better to warm their hearts with fire now and let it cool over the course of the next day, than disappoint them just as you are introduced.”

      After Bouchard’s speech, Price divided his men among the partisans, with orders to do whatever they could to help determine the readiness and combat effectiveness of the resistance forces. Trooper Hall, the Commandos’ medic, had some of the most important jobs. He performed a detailed inventory of the partisan’s medical supplies, looked over the people themselves and assessed their overall health, and created a list of the most urgent supplies needed in anticipation of airdrops and other squad landings in the future.

      Lance Corporal White was shown the partisans’ one functioning wireless set, and after ensuring that the wireless was in proper working order, White sent out a brief coded message to the listening station in England tasked with monitoring their communications. White also presented the partisans with the wireless set taken from Bieber’s armoured car, and began discussing with the partisan signals team ways in which the two sets could coordinate attacks.

      While this was going on, Price asked McTeague and the other Commandos to begin a thorough inventory of all the partisans’ weapons and munitions, again with an eye towards what was most badly needed and could be airdropped at a future date. Most critical were explosives such as grenades and mines, as well as demolition charges and sabotage incendiaries. Price knew that once an invasion of France was under way, a strong resistance and saboteur movement would be vital to the invasion’s success.

      While his men were thus engaged, Price found himself acting in the role of diplomat. Although Bouchard was considered by many to be the “soul” of this body of partisans, there were local leaders that he deferred to regarding many things. After all, Souliere reminded Price, Bouchard was a city-dweller from Calais before the war, a recent arrival in the area. Price could now see a distinct difference between the two groups that made up this body of resistance fighters. There were those who were Bouchard’s men, who had come here with him from further Calais, and there were those who were local to the area, who had perhaps only recently joined the resistance. The former group carried themselves with a far more militant and aggressive air, while the latter appeared more bemused and unsure of themselves, handling their weapons with unfamiliarity.

      “Are all of Bouchard’s men former soldiers?” Price asked Souliere.

      “Most, yes, but not all. Several are like him, men who lost loved ones at the beginning and took up arms right away. They have been fighting against the Nazis for almost a year now. All have killed at least one German, and most have killed several.”

      “A regular Leonidas and his Spartans, it seems.”

      “Oui. But unlike the Greeks, our Persians have already conquered here.”

      “Do you think Bouchard wants his own Battle of Thermopylae? Leonidas died in the end, as did all his men. Are these people prepared to die at his command?” Price asked.

      Souliere shook his head. “Bouchard is already dead inside. He just wants to take as many Germans with him as he can. If we did not fight with him, it would not matter. He would walk to Berlin with a grenade in his hand and try to kill Hitler on his own.”

      “The fellow has pluck, that’s for sure.”

      Suddenly, a hush fell over the camp. Heads turned, searching for a sound half-heard through the trees.

      It was the sound of a lone engine, racing closer. The sound changed, grew deeper, the sign of a transmission shifting down, the vehicle slowing, turning off the road and coming closer. Partisan sentries hurried back from the edge of the treeline, shouting.

      The rescue party had returned.
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      Lynch stumbled out of the armoured car, Thompson slung over his shoulder, and helped Bowen carry out Nelson and Chenot. Hall reached the car before it even finished rolling to a halt, and he immediately began to go to work on the two wounded men. Several of the partisan women took Marie away to a remote corner of the camp. Finally, grim-faced volunteers removed the remains of Henri and Pierre from the car, sluicing out the blood and gore with several pails of water from a nearby stream.

      Slumped on the ground, drinking water from offered canteens, Lynch and Bowen moved to stand and salute as Price walked over to them. The lieutenant motioned them to sit, and he took a knee in front of them.

      “Well lads, in spite of the great cost, it appears mission bloody accomplished.”

      Bowen merely nodded, but Lynch spoke up. “The Huns were sleeping on the job. It got hot for a bit near the end, but Rhys here pulled us through. If it hadn’t been for that ruddy ack-ack gun at the end of town, we’d have been away almost unscathed.”

      “Any idea of enemy casualties?” Price asked.

      Lynch shrugged. “Chenot and I chewed up a couple squads while playing cat and mouse after we struck the town hall and nabbed the girl. Not sure what sort of mess Nelson and Pierre created, but I am sure it was bloody. The two of us nearly ran our guns dry. Perhaps twenty or thirty casualties, maybe more? Bloody hard to tell in the dark.”

      Price nodded. “Well, that is a damn good showing. Between the action at the barn and your mission in town, we’ve probably halved Jerry’s garrison. Can we presume Nelson’s sabotage of the German lorries was successful?”

      “No idea, sir. We can only hope. One thing’s for sure though; those Jerries are going to turn over every rock and dig up every shrubbery to find us.”

      “I imagine so. We need to send a message and request an early extraction. Between the Souliere’s farm and your action in town, I think we have accomplished the mission of working together with the French and establishing some manner of rapport. Now it is time to lay low and survive until tomorrow night.”

      “Couldn’t agree more, sir,” Bowen replied.

      Price stood, dusted off his uniform trousers, and gave the two men a quick salute. “The two of you should get some food in your bellies and a few hours of rest. The Germans are going to be putting on quite a show to find us, and when they do, we want to be ready. Bouchard is hoping to pull off an ambush, preferably along the road, where we could wipe out a motorized column and be off before they know what hit them.”

      Lynch nodded. “Very good, sir.”

      As Price walked away, Bowen turned to Lynch. “What are the odds that the Frenchies will make cack of it?”

      “More to the point,” Lynch replied, “what do you think the odds are that one of us will pay for it?”

      “Such cheerful thoughts you have.”

      “Life as one of His Majesty’s finest.”

      Forgetting entirely about a hot meal, the two men soon fell asleep leaning against the cannon-riddled hull of the armoured car.

      Lynch awoke slowly, able to tell that he hadn’t gotten anywhere near the amount of sleep his body was demanding, but something, some outside stimulus, had prodded him from his slumber. Looking around, Lynch realized that the prodding outside stimulus was, in fact, Sergeant McTeague’s rather enormous combat boot making repeated contact with Lynch’s thigh.

      “Alright, laddie. On yer feet, naptime is over,” McTeague growled.

      Lynch attempted to stand and nearly fell over, his arse completely asleep. Stumbling about as if drunk, leaning against the armoured car for support, he muttered a string of curses.

      Meanwhile, McTeague was also prodding Bowen awake. The little Welshman roused himself without fanfare, yawning and stretching. Halfway through his motions, Bowen froze, cocking his head to the side.

      McTeague nodded. “Hear it, do ye?”

      Lynch halted his stream of profanity and listened. Faint at first, but the sound was unmistakable; he had spent a month dreading it while fleeing across the whole length of France.

      “Stukas,” Lynch muttered.

      “Aye,” McTeague said. “Been hearing ‘em off and on for a couple of minutes now. They’re cuttin’ trail, like a tracking hound.”

      “Looking for us,” Bowen surmised.

      McTeague nodded again. “If they find us, they’ll radio the Jerries on the ground and direct them here while they bomb and strafe us, breakin’ us up and wearing us out. By the time the ground troops find us, all they’ll have to do is mop up. We’ll be easy game for that lot.”

      “So what do we do?” Lynch asked.

      “Price is with White over by the wireless with a Frenchie who can speak Jerry. They’re doin’ their best to try and catch word from the Stukas, find out if they’ve spotted us. If we can have a little warning, at the very least, we can hope to scatter and make ‘em work for their supper.”

      “Making it difficult just means we wait out strafing and bombing runs until the Jerries show up with machine guns and mortars.”

      McTeague grunted. “Price is cleverer than you lot give ‘em credit for. He’ll have the Stukas pipped, just you see.”

      “With what?” Bowen asked. “Is he going to shoot them out of the sky like quail?”

      “Never you mind. Get your kit sorted and be ready tae fight. Get some food in your bellies, too. It’s gonna be a long day.”

      Lynch and Bowen did their best to follow McTeague’s orders. Although Bowen hadn’t fired a shot from his Enfield rifle since he cleaned it last, he still took a few minutes to examine and clean the weapon again. Several 20mm cannon fragments had penetrated the leather carrying case, but the only damage done was to the wooden stock. Nevertheless, Lynch noted how Bowen tutted and fretted over the rifle’s condition like a parent whose child has scraped a knee.

      Lynch’s own weapons needed considerable servicing. He cleaned his revolver, Thompson, and fighting knife; all three weapons were filthy and blood-spattered. Lynch also re-stocked on ammunition, pilfering from Nelson’s magazine pouches and acquiring his own last few magazines from the kit he left behind before the rescue mission. His revolver ammunition was also sorely depleted and he had no grenades left. The Commandos all worked together to redistribute the ammunition load, including ammunition and grenades taken from Smith and Green.

      When he finished tending to his own kit, Lynch cleaned Nelson’s Thompson and his sidearm. The submachine gun was given to Trooper Johnson, while Nelson was given his reloaded revolver for self-defense. Hall had cleaned Nelson’s four bullet wounds and picked out over a dozen small fragments of shrapnel, then applied sulfa powder, bandages, and a syrette of morphine. Lynch tucked the revolver back in Nelson’s holster and buttoned the flap closed. Patting the wounded Commando on the shoulder, Lynch offered him some consolation.

      “Harry, you tough old goat, you owe me a pint when we get back home for cleaning your kit.”

      “I don’t owe you anything Lynch, you worthless Irish bugger,” Nelson grinned. “I’ll just have to clean it proper when we get back, because you’re too much of a lazy bastard to do it right.”

      Lynch chuckled. “Johnson’s going to hold onto your Thompson and look after it for you, but I’ve given your revolver back. Just don’t shoot Hall if he’s too much of a mother hen.”

      Nelson shook his head. “After that lovely tot of morphine, he’s alright in my book. Don’t kill too many Huns without me, hey?”

      Lynch smiled and patted Nelson on his unwounded shoulder. “Sure thing Harry, I’ll save a few of the Boche just for you. Now get some rest.”

      Standing up, he glanced at Hall with a worried, questioning look. Hall smiled and shook his head. “He’ll be all right. Nothing serious was hit, no bones broken or vital organs damaged. He’s very lucky, and he’ll be abed for a while when we get back, but with a little luck he’ll make a good recovery.”

      When, not if, he says. Lynch thought. Hall certainly is the optimist. Lynch knew no one wanted to say it, but he was beginning to feel like the odds of their returning, tonight or any night, were becoming slimmer by the moment. Although they were miles further to the south and west of Merlimont than the Souliere’s farm, the Germans weren’t going to give up on looking for them, not after last night, and the further they ran from the area around Merlimont, the further they were from the coast. They had about - Lynch checked his watch, noting the time as just past eight in the morning - fourteen hours before they needed to be waiting on the beach, keeping an eye out for the trawler’s signal torch.

      A shout broke his contemplation. Turning, Lynch saw activity around the partisan’s wireless set. He walked over and called to Price. “News, Lieutenant?”

      Price turned, his face grim. “The Stukas. One of the bloody pilots saw our tyre tracks cutting across the field.” Price pointed up into the air. The sound of an airplane engine was decidedly louder now.

      “What are your orders, sir?” Lynch asked.

      “The pilot is calling in the other two planes. Once they’re here, we’re in for a brawl. Get the Frenchies mobilized and ready to scatter, and get Nelson, Chenot, and the Boche wireless set into the armoured car.”

      “Then what, are we going to try and fight?”

      Price shook his head. “I’m hoping we won’t have to.” He turned to White, who was manning the wireless set with a German-speaking French assistant. “Time to call in the cavalry. Send a message home: Arrowhead calling Longbow, request volley fire, enemy knights are charging. Give them our map coordinates.”

      White nodded and began dialing in the right frequency. Price turned to Lynch. “If you’ve got any of that Irish luck tucked away in your back pocket, corporal, now is the time to hand it out. We’re all going to need some right quick.”

      The droning buzz of more approaching airplanes quickly grew louder. Sensing the air attack was nigh, the Commandos and partisans broke camp and scattered into the trees, spreading themselves out and seeking shelter in any divot or dip in the ground, tucking themselves into the roots of trees or wedging into the shadow of a half-buried boulder. Lynch helped Hall get Nelson and Chenot into the armoured car, then the two of them drove it out of the camp area, hunkering down in the vehicle. Although no protection from a direct hit or even a close blast, at least the car’s armour plating would stop most bomb fragments...or at least that is what the two men hoped.

      Less than a minute later, the Stukas began their attack.
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      For half an hour, the three planes had crisscrossed over the territory around Merlimont, passing over roads, farms, fields, and woodlands like a pack of hunting hounds cutting the trail in order to find game spoor. The six men who made up the Stuka flight crews were all veterans of dozens of combat sorties over the last two years, and they had a great deal of experience in spotting the tell-tale signs of lorries and heavy armour moving across open ground. To these men, the tyre tracks cutting through an open field were as obvious as a lighted sign pointing towards their quarry.

      Once the flight formed up, the three attack planes wasted no time in beginning their dive-bombing runs, rolling in over the target area and plunging towards the ground at an almost ninety-degree angle. At five hundred metres above the target, each of the Stukas dropped their centerline 250-kilogram bomb, staggering the impacts so that each landed roughly a hundred metres from the last.

      Of the three bombs that fell, the first utterly destroyed the two lorries captured by the partisans. The drop was shockingly accurate, placing the bomb between the two vehicles without the Stuka pilot even being able to see his target. Both of the transports came apart with wood and steel flying for dozens of metres in every direction, great plumes of fire and smoke erupting as their petrol tanks blew from the blast. Two partisans were injured by the flying debris, though neither wound was serious.

      The second bomb did little more than punch a deep crater in the ground and blow several trees into kindling. Considering that the crater was close to the center of the partisan camp, the idea to run and hide had been a good one. The armoured car had originally been parked close enough to the crater that, if it had stayed in place, the concussion alone would have pulped the bodies of its occupants.

      The third bomb, however, was murderous. Half a dozen partisans had found a dry creek bed running through the woods. The men had figured the bed provided a natural defilade that could protect them from flying bomb fragments, debris, and the bomb blast itself. Unless, of course, the bomb landed in the creek bed. Six lives were snuffed out in a heartbeat, the partisans blown to jellied bits and scattered across the forest floor by the blast.

      After the first bombing run, the Stukas broke formation and circled around. Rather than dropping bombs, this time each of them raked the forest below with their 7.92mm machine guns, tearing apart trees and sending a flurry of leaves and branches falling to the ground. Two unlucky partisans were killed by the dive bombers, caught by streams of gunfire as they sprinted from one patch of cover to another in a blind panic, having never been under air attack before.

      Although the Stuka pilots couldn’t see below the forest canopy, the rolling cloud of black smoke that marked the deaths of the two transports let them know they’d found their targets, and like vicious carrion birds, they circled the smoke cloud, swooping in to riddle the forest with bullets or drop one of their smaller, wing-mounted bombs.

      Whether they killed all the partisans or not, the pilots didn’t really care. This was the first chance any of them had been given to kill Frenchmen or the English in almost a year, and they wanted to simply enjoy the mission. Each pilot mentally pictured their bombs throwing up great plumes of earth, French and English bodies torn limb from limb, bloody pieces cartwheeling through the air. When they swept the forest with their machine guns, the pilots imagined frantic figures racing through the trees like hares, desperately searching for cover and finding only death, as German bullets punched through their backs and ended their lives. The pilots enjoyed every moment of their private daydreams, secure in the knowledge that there was nothing those helpless targets down below could do to stop them.

      In moments, however, they would be proven terribly, foolishly wrong.

      The subject of using air support for Commando operations had been a long debated topic amongst the British High Command. Some felt the raids would be too quick to require air support, and sent against targets that would be defensively soft enough that speed and skill would carry the day. Others were worried about the risk of turning any Commando operation into an expensive side-show for the air battle that would soon brew up above any raid using air assets for support.

      To support Arrowhead, a mission involving just twelve men attacking a target of no real, critical military value, official air support was out of the question. However, Lord Pembroke petitioned the RAF and asked for six volunteer pilots who would be willing to fly two rotating flights of three Spitfires over the course of April 15th, who may be called on at any moment while in the air to race across the Channel at full throttle and engage German forces, either ground targets or aircraft. RAF command grudgingly consented to the petition, but cautioned Pembroke that six pilots might not step forward for the duty.

      Over seven hundred volunteered.

      When Lance Corporal White’s coded transmission came in over the wireless, the three “Longbow” pilots on-station consulted their maps of Merlimont and the surrounding area and determined the necessary heading. Pushing their engine’s throttle to the wall, each of the three Spitfire pilots dropped their aircraft down to less than a hundred feet off the water and hurtled across the Channel, crossing the water at a speed of over six miles a minute. Each fighter plane carried a full ammunition load for their two 20mm cannons and four .303 calibre machine guns. Although the Spitfire could carry bombs, they were not considered because of the reduction in speed, maneuverability, and range the extra five hundred pounds would impose.

      They spotted the Stuka flight within minutes. Preoccupied with gaining altitude quickly after dropping ordnance and keeping their flight over the target area, the German pilots paid no attention at all to the skies around them. The Stuka’s tail-gunners, on the other hand, were normally tasked with watching for enemy fighters and had little else to occupy their attention. However, this mission was a quick bombing and strafing run against a French partisan hideout, so what was there to fear? British air power was saved for defending their home islands and launching massed bombing raids against strategic targets deep behind enemy lines. No one would send Allied fighters to defend French peasants from German bombs, would they?

      Perhaps not, but defending British Commandos was, apparently, another matter entirely. The first Spitfire was spotted by a tail-gunner for a brief moment before his plane turned and took the glimpsed apparition out of the gunner’s field of view. Confused as to what he saw, the tail-gunner asked his pilot how many other Stukas were assigned to the attack against the French. The pilot, confused about the question, turned his head and looked over his shoulder to ask the gunner what he was talking about.

      That was the moment when he died.

      At a distance of roughly one thousand feet the lead Spitfire, risking a climbing attack rather than coming in over occupied territory at a normal dogfighting altitude, raked the trailing Stuka from tail to propeller with a dozen 20mm cannon shells and over two hundred .303 calibre slugs. The German dive bomber simply ceased to be. The wings and fuselage came apart in a spray of bullet-torn metal, burning fuel, and fluttering ammunition belts. The canopy disintegrated an instant before both the pilot and tail gunner were chopped to pieces by cannon shells and tenderized by machine-gun bullets. Their corpses fell to the ground as little more than bloody tatters of flesh wrapped in grey fabric and parachute silk.

      The lead Spitfire, after making its kill, climbed up and over the tumbling corpse of the Stuka and closed in on the remaining two dive-bombers. The tail-gunners in both planes had seen the death of their comrade, and with frantic shouts to the pilots calling for evasive maneuvers, the two tail-gunners racked the bolts on their machine guns and prepared to defend themselves. Arcs of tracer fire streamed from behind the canopies of both Stukas, searching for the British fighter planes, but to no avail; the Spitfire aces were too fast and too nimble to fall for such desperate tactics. The lead fighter continued through the Stuka formation, blazing away with cannons and machine guns, while the two other Spitfires broke off, one cutting left and the other right in order to herd the Germans back into the lead fighter’s guns in the event that the two planes broke and ran.

      Unfortunately for the Germans, that is exactly what they did. Each pilot broke in a different direction, the two planes splitting off in the hopes of forcing the attacking Spitfire to pick one target or the other. As each Stuka banked and came about, the pilots saw the flanking Spitfires closing, their weapons sending streams of tracer lashing through the air. Like a Spanish vaquero cracking his whip to redirect wayward cattle, the Spitfires drove the Stukas back and brought their formation together again, pinning the two remaining dive bombers in a three-way crossfire. Cannons roared, machine guns chattered, and the two German aircraft fell out of the air. One plummeted to earth trailing smoke and shedding parts, while the other simply exploded in a fireball of detonating ammunition and aviation fuel.

      Just like that, the mission was over. From the time the Spitfires left the Channel behind them and flew over the beaches of occupied France until the last Stuka dropped from the sky, less than three minutes had elapsed. After making their kills, the three planes dropped down low over the forest treetops, all the better to avoid detection by the crude but ever-vigilant German radar systems. But just before departing, the Spitfires made a victory pass over their brothers in arms on the ground, wings waggling in salute. Within two more minutes, the fighters would be back over the Channel, roaring through the skies at full throttle and heading home to England.
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      Both Commandos and partisans cheered as the smoking debris from destroyed Stukas tumbled down around them. Lynch crossed his fingers, hoping that no one was struck and killed by an aircraft fragment. He knew several men had been killed last May by debris falling from the sky, and it was a cruel twist of fate when a comrade was killed by the enemy after the enemy was killed. There were no injuries this time, and only a few close calls during the dogfight as spent Spitfire cannon casings, each as long as Lynch’s hand, rained down through the forest canopy along with the far more numerous machine gun brass.

      Gritting his teeth and steeling his stomach, Lynch joined Hall as he walked through the cratered encampment, aiding in the search for dead and wounded partisans and Commandos. He was relieved to see that the damage wasn’t as bad as he originally expected, at least until he found the point where the creek bed had been bombed. The carnage was so complete, a casualty figure for the bomb’s blast was only agreed upon after a head count and a few minutes of debate amongst the partisans.

      Once the dead were buried and the wounded tended to, the Commandos and partisans began to pull themselves back together again in order to prepare for the inevitable ground attack. Leaving Hall with the wounded, Lynch went to go find Bowen, but as he turned, he nearly knocked over Marie, the young French woman he’d rescued. She was cleaned up and wearing a set of hunting clothes, a scarf tied around her head like some kind of French pirate maiden. A MAS-36 rifle hung from her shoulder, and she wore a cartridge belt around her waist.

      “Hello, monsieur,” she said to Lynch.

      “Well hello miss! You’re looking much better. I see you’re kitted right proper for killing Germans today,” Lynch replied.

      Marie looked confused. “I’m sorry, my English...not so good. Yes, I hope to kill Germans today.”

      Lynch smiled. “Miss, your English is much better than my French.” He gestured towards her rifle. “Do you know how to use that?” he asked.

      Marie nodded. Unslinging the rifle, she tucked the buttstock into her shoulder, pointed the muzzle at the ground, and then unlocked the bolt and drew it back far enough to show there was a cartridge in the chamber. Then, she locked the bolt forward again.

      Lynch nodded, smiling. “There you go, miss. Simple as a biscuit. Line up the Boche and knock them down.”

      Marie smiled and began to blush. A right fine young lady, she is. Lynch mused.

      A sudden thought occurred to him. “You say you’ll be part of the fighting today?” he asked.

      Marie nodded. “I...ah, we with the rifles, we stay in the trees, shoot at the camions.”

      Lynch frowned. “At the wha, oh, you mean the lorries?” He mimed turning a large steering wheel back and forth.

      Marie laughed. “Oui. Shooting at the ‘lorries’, yes.”

      Lynch considered this for a moment, then dug into the pocket of his battle dress and pulled out his Colt automatic. Holding it up for her to see, he gestured to his eyes, then hers.

      “Watch me please, miss,” he said.

      Lynch drew back the slide, showing Marie the empty chamber, a cartridge waiting in the magazine. He let the slide snap home again. Putting his thumb on the safety, he set it to ‘safe’.

      “This is safe. The gun will not fire,” he said, then flicked the safety to ‘fire’. “Now it is ready to shoot. Do you understand?”

      Marie looked at Lynch, puzzled. “Oui, je comprends, I understand. But why?”

      Lynch safed the pistol again, then handed it to Marie, butt first. “I want you to carry this, for protection. You may not have time to reload your rifle.”

      Marie shook her head and tried to push the pistol back towards Lynch, but he insisted. Finally, she sighed and nodded, taking the pistol and dropping it into one of the voluminous pockets of her coat.

      “Merci beaucoup. I will return after we fight the Germans.”

      Tommy shrugged and smiled. “Sure. Now, go on with you, we’ve got a battle to win.”

      Marie walked away to join the other rifle-carrying partisans, giving Lynch a brief glance and a smile over her shoulder. Lynch noticed Bowen walking over and nodded to the sniper, ignoring the Welshman’s raised eyebrow.

      “That was a lucky bit of business, eh?” Lynch said. “Spitfires out of the blue? Bet those Stuka pilots weren’t expecting that.”

      Bowen glanced over at Marie, then looked back to Lynch and shrugged. “Lucky yes, except for the Frenchies in that creek bed.”

      “Still could have been a lot nastier. This assignment is beginning to look rather gruesome, and it’s not even afternoon tea time. We’re going to be up to our armpits with Boche soon,” Lynch replied.

      “I’m beginning to think that was the point,” Bowen muttered.

      “What do you mean?”

      Bowen took Lynch by the arm and led him a few paces away from the nearest Frenchmen. “Don’t you think it was just a wee bit convenient that the Frogs showed up and cleaned up the Huns just as we were getting ready to make a run for it? I think we were staked out as tiger-bait, a goat on a tether for Jerry.”

      Lynch gave the sniper a sharp look. “That’s hardly a sound method for forming strong ties with your allies. Do you really think they planned such grim business?”

      Bowen nodded. “That Bouchard chap is a grim sort of fellow. I think we were the perfect bait to lure in the Germans, and he knew we’d be savvy enough to hold our own and thin out the enemy before they stepped in to clean up the mess.”

      “And if we didn’t survive?” Lynch asked.

      Bowen tugged on the brim of his beret. “Such is often the fate of those who serve for king and country, boyo.”

      Lynch’s expression grew somber. “I don’t like being used as bait. I think we need to talk to Price.”

      “About what? This is our duty. We’re here to fight with the partisans and that’s what we’re doing.”

      “But if we’re just being used, we’re not fighting with them, we’re fighting for them, and that’s not cricket. If I’m to be someone’s cannon fodder, that someone should be Churchill or Colonel Durnford-Slater, not a school teacher with a grudge.”

      Bowen frowned, but eventually nodded. “All right, we talk to the lieutenant. It appears that Bouchard is off with his own people now anyway.”

      The meeting between the Commando leader and his French counterpart had just ended. Bouchard and several of his men walked off calling to other partisans, while Price and McTeague were now turning to find their men.

      “Ah, boys, we were just going to look for you,” Price said.

      Lynch looked at Bowen, who nodded. “Sir, we feel as though the Frogs set us up at the barn, and we don’t appreciate being used as bait to lure in the Jerries just so these fellows can clean up after,” Lynch declared.

      McTeague glared at the two corporals. “What’s all this then? Blubbering in the ranks? Lot o’ bellyaching if you ask me.”

      Price raised his hand to halt McTeague’s tirade for a moment. “Gentlemen, what is your point?”

      The two corporals looked at each other for a moment. “Lieutenant, I don’t think it is advisable that we continue to work with the partisans if we’re to be treated as cannon fodder,” Bowen stated.

      Price’s expression darkened. “Corporal Bowen, when I need your advice, I will seek it from you. In the meantime, you need to prepare yourself for battle. The Germans will be here within minutes, and we’ll need to engage them briskly if we aren’t to be overrun.”

      It was Lynch’s turn to speak up. “But sir, that’s just it. This whole show was a mug’s game from the very start. Twelve of us against the German garrison? A bit of cheese in a trap waiting for the mouse’s teeth, more likely. We’ve no idea what is rolling down the road towards us. The Boche might have put together a whole battalion to snuff us out.”

      Price’s expression turned furious. The lieutenant stepped up and poked a finger into Lynch’s chest. “Corporal, keep your bloody cowardice to yourself. Bad for morale in the ranks.”

      It was Lynch’s turn to become enraged. He stepped forward, driving Price back half a step and eliciting a warning growl from McTeague. “How dare you, Lieutenant? Bowen, Nelson and I took those goddamn frogs into town and pulled that girl out on the heels of a whole company while the rest of you played at caravan. I’ve put my neck on the block for your good King George aplenty and I’ve got a bloody medal to prove it. But if we drown in German steel here, all we’ve accomplished is knocking off a few dozen Jerries and saving one girl, who’ll probably end up on the point of a bayonet herself before the day’s out.”

      Price’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head, and Lynch barely noticed the Lieutenant’s hand dropping to the flap of his revolver holster. But it was McTeague who stepped between the two men, putting his hand over Price’s and most of the holster, the Scotsman’s enormous hand covering his commanding officer’s like an oven mitt.

      “Listen ‘ere, lad,” McTeague growled. “None of us are foolin’ ourselves that we’re not in a tight scrap. But we and the froggies are in this together. Better tae be pipped standing side by side with these brave souls, than tae break an’ run and leave the poor bloody fools to their deaths at the hands of the Boche. Ye aren’t just a Commando, not just a soldier fightin’ for good King George, ye stand for all the free people in the world, y’hear? Turn away now, and that mad bastard in Berlin takes another step closer to winnin’ the world.”

      “Then what about the Frenchman?” Bowen asked. “What about Bouchard? He’s got an agenda, he does. And I don’t think our well-being is anywhere on it.”

      Price looked from Lynch to Bowen, then glanced at McTeague. “Gentlemen, you leave the ‘Butcher of Calais’ to us. Right now, occupy yourselves with the task of killing Germans.”

      Lynch looked at Bowen, who nodded sheepishly. Lynch himself felt rather foolish. Price was well within his rights to shoot the two of them for gross insubordination. The two men straightened themselves up and gave Price sharp salutes.

      “We’ll stack the Jerries up like firewood, sir,” Lynch said.

      Price returned the salute. “I know you will, Tommy. That’s why they sent you to me. Now get going.”

      The two corporals walked away. McTeague turned to Price. “Sharp lads. Do ye think they’re right about the Frenchie?”

      “Without a doubt,” Price answered. “Before, I would say our usefulness to Bouchard was in our capacity to kill Germans. But there’s something else behind this cheap bit of theatre.”

      “What do ye mean?” asked McTeague.

      “The lads are right, I think we were bait dangling for a set of jaws. But now I’m beginning to wonder if that scrap at the barn wasn’t just the first jig of the lure. Bouchard isn’t from here, he’s from Calais. I think he’s trying to catch a much bigger prize than this degenerate captain, and he needed something shiny to dangle in the water.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “My good fellow, we can only fish or cut bait, and I am still quite the sportsman. See to the Jerry machine guns, and make sure the lads have enough grenades.”

      “Aye, Lieutenant.”
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      Massacring the Germans required a simple plan. The British had the training and discipline required to execute an ambush on a moving column of troop transports, but there were only nine Commandos in fighting health, and this would require several times that number. Because of this, the partisans would be required to take part in the attack, but for all their fighting spirit and enthusiasm, Dougal McTeague feared they would break and run as soon as French blood began to soak the ground.

      The French, as a race, were not a cowardly people; McTeague was smart enough to understand the partisans came from a long and proud line of warriors. But these were untrained troops without benefit of drill and standing orders, lacking the discipline necessary to keep fighting when friends and loved ones died at their feet. If their morale became unsteady, that lack of discipline would be the death of them all.

      Dougal McTeague was the unwanted offspring of an Irish whore who’d found herself living in Glasgow. He had not the foggiest notion of who his father was. His dear mother, when not earning her tuppence, was usually too drunk on gin to provide a list of possible gentlemen who might have given her son his height, complexion, and unruly nest of ginger hair. McTeague eventually accepted this missing influence in his life, conjuring up an image of some barrel-chested Highlander who had treated his mother as well as could be, then went on his merry way to gain fame and fortune in some exotic foreign land, perhaps as a sailor or an adventurer.

      This fantasy did not stop McTeague from living the hard life of a prostitute’s son. Growing up with back alleys for playgrounds and an education consisting mostly of a series of savage brawls, he killed his first man at the age of fifteen. The death had been unintentional; even as a young teenage boy McTeague was still as big as most full-grown men, with fists as hard as a bar top and a temper sharp as a broken bottle. But the man had not deserved to die, and the event forced McTeague to look at himself and see that, without a doubt, he would be dead in a gutter within a few years. Some fateful day, he would be the victim of a lucky knife thrust or an unseen pistol shot fired into his back by a coward carrying a grudge. His life needed to change, and for the better. His unknown father would not want such an ignominious end to befall his son.

      So McTeague lied about his age and joined the army. Within a few years, he found himself a member of the Royal Scots, and by the age of twenty (or twenty-three, as far as the army was concerned) Dougal McTeague received his sergeant’s stripes. The massive Scotsman developed the perfect combination of intimidation tempered by willpower, just what was necessary to watch over the King’s flock. One hard look from Sergeant McTeague would snap even the most incorrigible miscreant back into line. Duty, responsibility, discipline, and respect: all these were his in the army.

      And then the rout across France. Despite all the strength in his body and heart, McTeague couldn’t save his men. Young boys died by the score, cut to pieces by machine guns or ripped apart by mortars, bombs, and shellfire. The German Blitzkrieg was an irresistible force, and McTeague learned that he was no immovable object. The killing rage, the glass-sharp temper that he thought long buried, rose up to the surface and McTeague took to the Boche with bayonet, blade, or even his bare fists whenever he could. But the battlefield of 1940 was not a field of triumph for a brawling highlander, and fists as hard as a bar top were nothing compared to the armour plates of a German tank.

      After the humiliation of Dunkirk, McTeague brooded back home, seething with a killer’s rage. He would get drunk and enter himself into regimental boxing matches, only to be banned shortly thereafter because he was too violent in the ring. When the opportunity came to join the Commandos, McTeague lunged at the chance, a lifeline of purpose thrown to a man drowning in his own violent self-pity. A chance to get back at the Jerries, a chance to lead men in purposeful battle once again, a chance to hammer a blade through German flesh and spit in the face of evil.

      Now, along a road running through the French countryside, Dougal McTeague planned murder. He had no idea how many Germans they would face, and that suited him just fine. If you prepare to kill ten men, you’ll never know what to do when you’re faced with a dozen. But if you simply set your mind to kill as many men as you possibly can, you might stand half a chance to come out alive. McTeague daydreamed of slaughtering the Boche with rifles and machine guns until the ammunition ran out, then resorting to grenades and bayonets, finally dying a glorious Highlander’s death surrounded by a ring of enemy bodies.

      Such an end would suit him just fine, he decided. But he wouldn’t let his boys meet such a fate, and then there were the Frenchies to think about. Even though he knew Bouchard was playing dirty cricket, McTeague sympathized with the man’s rage, and his peasant soldiers simply fought to survive and defend their homeland from a conquering host. The French deserved to live and fight another day, and another after that, until they were a free people once more. For all these reasons, McTeague wouldn’t let himself fight just to kill.

      Today, he would fight to win.

      McTeague lay in a ditch along the side of the road, the Bren light machine gun propped on its bipod in front of him. After Smith died, Harris was able to keep the old girl running, but McTeague had placed Harris and the three other riflemen - Lewis, Hall, and Johnson - on the captured MG-34s. Each Commando partnered with a pair of Frenchmen to serve as loaders and assistants in case the guns needed to move or if there were casualties. Although the riflemen were not dedicated machine gun specialists, all of the Commandos had been cross-trained on a variety of Allied and Axis weapons, and they understood how to correctly lay down fire, what targets had the highest priority, when to fall back to avoid being overrun, and more importantly, when not to fall back. McTeague had to strengthen the mettle of the partisans with British iron, forming an alloy strong enough to stand and fight against trained, veteran German infantry.

      Hopefully, there would be less fighting and more professional slaughter. The four MG-34 machine guns were arrayed in a reverse L-shaped pattern, with two guns facing down the road towards the oncoming Germans, each placed a few yards to either side of the road. Two more MG-34s were arrayed in fifty-yard increments in the woods along the side of the road, ready to rake the left-hand side of each troop transport as it entered the killing field. Given the weapon’s high rate of fire - close to nine hundred rounds a minute - within the first ten seconds of the ambush the Germans would take close to six hundred bullets. As deadly as that sounded, of course, McTeague knew that would hardly be enough. Bullets went high, ricocheted off of truck bodies, or simply passed through the random empty spaces around men and vital equipment. He doubted one bullet in ten would find its mark in something important, but the weight of fire was more important than the impact of the bullets. McTeague needed the Germans to freeze up, to halt and hunker down to escape the withering fire. Because once that happened, then the real killing would begin. Partisans with captured MP-38s and British Commandos carrying Thompsons would rake the transports while advancing forward, and once they were close enough, grenades and close combat would - hopefully - finish off the disordered Boche troops.

      McTeague’s thoughts were interrupted by a sound carried on the breeze, the unmistakable rumble of heavy engines traveling the road together. The forest was too thick and the roads too winding to see the German lorries yet, but the sound grew louder by the moment. He turned to his left and found Monsieur Souliere who, despite the protestations of his wife, insisted on fighting with the partisan ambush team. The old man carried one of the ancient Lebel rifles given up by another partisan, who now carried a captured Mauser. He had been offered one of the German rifles, but Souliere had refused, explaining that he had carried a Lebel in the Great War and felt most comfortable with one in his hands again.

      “I ask ye one more time, sir. Please join the other riflemen along the flank. I intend to shove this ‘ere Bren right down the throat of those Boche, and I’ll no doubt be in the thick of it. This is no place for a venerable fellow such as yourself, sir.”

      Souliere shook his head and adjusted the cartridge belt across his chest. “Non. I was fighting Germans before most of these men had let go of their mother’s apron strings. I am not afraid, I will not run, and I can still see well enough to kill Boche.”

      McTeague nodded. “So be it. I’m nae gonna tell ye how to live or die.”

      Just then, a grey shape came around the bend, some two hundred yards distant. McTeague had been expecting only troop transports, heavy lorries easily immobilized by concentrated machine gun fire through their engine bonnets, but leading the way came an armoured car, one more formidable than their own captured vehicle, topped with a turret armed with a light cannon and a machine gun. Ach, shite. We’ve nothing that can kill that beast while staying safe and sound. They would have to do it the hard way, up close with grenades, Thompsons, and a whole lot of luck. Because if the armoured car wasn’t killed, its firepower could chew their entire ambush to pieces.

      Suddenly there was no more time for worry. Lieutenant Price’s Lanchester began to chatter away, and a heartbeat later, the stretch of road ahead of McTeague exploded with machine gun fire.

      The Scottish sergeant tucked the butt of the Bren into his shoulder, peered through the aperture sight, and poured fire at the armoured car’s tyres in a futile attempt at slowing it down.
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      The moment Lieutenant Price cut loose with his Lanchester, Lynch sighted down the length of his Thompson and began squeezing short bursts into the passenger beds of the German lorries only thirty yards away. Each of the MG-34 gunners was raking a transport, first concentrating on the engine, then the crew compartment, and then finally finishing their belts by spraying the embarked troops. Carrying mostly submachine guns and rifles, the assault teams were instructed to focus on the German infantry first and leave the vehicles to the machine gunners.

      At such close range, the effect of so much firepower was immediate and devastating. The 7.92mm spitzer bullets fired by the MG-34s were more than powerful enough to punch through the steel bodies of the German transports, ripping apart engine components, puncturing petrol tanks, shredding tyres, and perforating doors to slaughter the crew within the vehicle cabs. Against the unprotected men riding in the transports, the streams of machine gun fire were utterly murderous. Bullets punched through the backs of men, only to burst from their chests and bellies, often with enough force to kill or maim the man sitting opposite. Steel helmets rang with the sound of copper-jacketed slugs tearing through them, and the whine of ricochets filled the air as bullets struck metal support struts, rifle barrels, and other objects.

      As deadly as the machine gun fire was, the gunners were merely raking the vehicles with the goal of stopping the transports and forcing the Germans to keep their heads down. The assault teams, on the other hand, dedicated their fire to killing as many embarked troops as possible. Every rifleman in the assault teams became an ad hoc sniper, firing on any German who exposed himself, while those with Thompsons or MP-38s delivered precise bursts of fire at any sign of resistance. By the time the machine guns had run through their ammunition belts and the assault teams had emptied their magazines, half the Germans in the convoy were either dead or badly wounded.

      Lynch commanded one of the assault teams, made up of himself and four Frenchmen. Two of the men carried MP-38s, while the remaining two carried Mausers with fixed bayonets. Price was in charge of another assault team, some fifty yards further up the road, near the tail end of the six vehicle convoy. He was leading a team of four other partisans, one of them Bouchard. The partisan leader had at first insisted on leading a team himself, but Price was able to win a compromise and take Bouchard as his second-in-command.

      Lynch heard a whistle-blow from his right, Price’s signal to advance, over the steady thumpthumpthump of the armoured car’s 20mm cannon and chattering machine gun. The armoured car at the head of the column was blazing away with all its weapons, and the machine guns at that end of the road were now silent, their crews no doubt in hiding. Such weapons would be futile against the armoured hull of the car, their obvious muzzle flashes serving as easy targets for the car’s own gunners.

      Behind the armoured car, the German lorries were now all stopped, and two of the five were on fire, their engines having burst into flames after being riddled with armour-piercing and incendiary ammunition. Lynch saw the passenger beds of all five transports carpeted with dead and dying German troops. There were sporadic rifle shots coming from the Germans hunkered down on the other side of the five lorries, but this fire was largely ineffectual.

      Some of the survivors tried to run for the treeline on the other side of the road, but an MG-34 team set up to cover that area cut down most of the fleeing men. The rest were easy pickings for Bowen, who had set himself in a tree on that side of the road for just such a purpose. Bowen had killed men more than five hundred yards away during the retreat to Dunkirk, so shooting Germans at less than half that distance, from an elevated position, was almost no challenge at all. Every crack of his P-1914 Enfield signalled another German helmet punctured by a .303 calibre bullet and leaking blood and brains, or another man left scratching feebly at the grass and dirt around him as his life’s blood slowly drained from his body. Yet, to look at him, Bowen might as well have been sitting on the rifle range in Largs, shooting at bullseyes.

      Back in the treeline along the road, Lynch changed magazines and nodded to his four companions. Walking in a crouch, they advanced out of the treeline, firing in short bursts towards the riddled transports and the occasional glimpse of arms or legs in field-grey as the Panzerschützen attempted to return fire. One of his entourage, carrying an MP-38, crumpled in mid-stride, shot through the heart by a steady-handed German at a range of less than ten yards. Lynch fired a burst and saw a coal-scuttle helmet flip through the air, bits of white and pink scattered around it. The two men carrying Mausers paused, each tugging the ignition cord of a Jerry stick-grenade and flinging them high, over the beds of the lorries and onto the other side. There were shouts and cries, silenced a moment later by a pair of scything explosions. The nearest lorry lurched to the right as all the tyres on its right side blew out, shredded by grenade fragments.

      A moment after the grenades detonated, Lynch dropped to one knee and peered under the axle, looking for survivors. He saw one of the Jerries rolling over and reaching for his Mauser, but the partisan to his left saw the man and raked him across the chest with a burst of slugs. None of the other bodies within his field of view moved.

      Lynch turned to the three remaining partisans and made a sweeping gesture with his hand towards a nearby lorry’s fender. “Alright lads, around we go. Look sharp.”

      The four men might not have understood his words, but they knew what they had to do. They scuttled around the tail end of the lorry, weapons sweeping left and right, looking for survivors. Lynch thought the area was clear, but the crack of a bullet passing a hair’s breadth from his face assured him otherwise. Several Germans had taken refuge in the roadside ditch, and as soon as the assault team rounded the lorry’s tailgate, the Boche opened fire from almost point-blank range. One of the Mauser-carrying partisans flipped backwards with a bullet under his chin, the back of his head exploding outward as if it had been mined with a demolition charge. Another let out a sharp cry as a bullet creased his leg.

      As one, Lynch and the two remaining Frenchmen brought up their weapons and emptied their magazines into the ditch. Lynch cut apart the man who had almost killed him, a burst of slugs tearing the man from groin to chin as he crouched and took aim. One partisan let out a shouted curse in French and burned away a nearly-full magazine into the Germans, over two dozen slugs chopping through guts, hearts, and brains. The last partisan fired only one bullet from his Mauser, but the aimed shot punched through the heart of a gut-shot German who’d been trying to tug the ignition cord of a stick-grenade. In those brief few violent seconds, their position was clear of any living Germans.

      A hundred feet to the right, there was a brief fusillade of fire as Price, Bouchard, and the rest of their team came around another lorry and ran into a mostly-intact squad of Germans. The gunfire was intense, but within a few seconds Lynch saw the superior firepower of the assault team sweep through the Boche ranks. Two partisans were on the ground, one of them dead, but the rest stood unharmed. A few arms and legs twitched in the dirt here and there, but all the Germans were dead or dying. Lynch turned to the remaining members of his party to offer congratulations on a job well done.

      The man next to him exploded.

      20mm cannon shells cut through the air a foot from Lynch’s face, their passage felt more than heard. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of Price’s Frenchmen come apart as if torn limb from limb by giant, unseen hands. The man’s left leg sheared away from his body at the hip, his right arm flipped away, severed at the elbow, and his head simply puffed into a pink mist, the shredded scrap-cloth of a cap fluttering through the air.

      Survival instincts born on the battlefield kicked in, and Lynch flung himself backwards, seeking cover underneath the troop bed of the lorry behind him. The roadbed was awash in the drippings of the dead and dying German soldiers in the lorry above. Lynch found himself squirming around in a muddy pool of blood and urine, the fluid still warm to the touch, feeling drops pattering against the back of his clothes as they leaked through the wooden slats.

      Like an avalanche of blacksmith’s hammers crashing down on the troop transport, the armoured car’s cannon shells tore the vehicle to pieces from the front bumper back. Lying underneath the axle, Lynch could see the body of the lorry rocking and shuddering with each impact, bits of expended shrapnel, pieces of shattered metal, and even more blood raining down all around him. Risking a glance, Lynch poked his head out from under the transport just enough to see the hull of the armoured car. The vehicle was backing up along the side of the road, straddling the ditch. The car’s turret was reversed, pointing back up the column, and the cannon was firing sporadic bursts towards Price and his men, who were seeking cover under or on the other side of the remaining lorries behind Lynch.

      Looking around, Lynch grimaced at the leaking remains of what had once been a human being an arm’s length away, the man who had taken the first burst of cannon shells. He couldn’t see the last partisan, and thought he must have been killed as well. Then Lynch noticed the cap on the man’s head, just visible above the lip of the ditch. Lynch realized the man still lived because this close, the partisan was crouched lower than the cannon’s ability to depress.

      Just then, the cap rose up several inches, and Lynch made eye contact with the terrified partisan. The man’s hand came up onto the lip of the ditch, fingers digging into the soil. The partisan was going to make a dash towards where Lynch lay under the lorry.

      Lynch waved his hand at the man, urging him to stay where he was. “No, you bloody fool! Get down! Stay down! They can’t shoot you from there!”

      Despite being untouchable by the car’s weapons, the partisan was terrified, stuck out in the open and feeling too exposed. He scrambled, half standing, and took a single step onto the road before a booming shot cut him in half just below the armpits. The man’s lower torso and legs flopped to the ground at the edge of the roadbed. The upper half of the man fell back into the ditch.

      Lynch turned and peered around the flattened tyres of the lorry. He could see the rolling tyres of the armoured car as it approached his position. The front tyres were flattened, presumably by gunfire, but the eight-wheeled car was able to roll on just fine regardless. He was safe if he remained where he lay, but as the car progressed down the column it would be able to cut apart Price’s assault team if they tried to make a dash for the safety of the treeline. If the car passed the whole column, it would bring the turret around again and chop them all to pieces at the crew’s leisure.

      Taking a couple of deep breaths, Lynch reassured himself by touching the revolver on his hip and the two grenades clipped to his webbing. Satisfied, he laid under the lorry, German blood pattering across his body, and waited for the armoured car to get close. Long moments passed, and then the wheels appeared next to him, grinding the remains of the partisans into the roadbed. Rolling out from under the lorry, Lynch grabbed a handhold and pulled himself up onto the armoured car, feet scraping at the wheel well for purchase. He climbed onto the hull, clinging like a bug to the angled armour plate, then he dragged himself towards the driver’s vision slit.

      Someone on board must have noticed the car’s unwanted passenger, because the turret began to swing around towards the front of the car. Drawing his revolver, Lynch jammed the muzzle against the driver’s vision slit and fired three times, moving the muzzle around each time to try and spread the shots inside the compartment. He could hear, for a brief moment, the ping and whine of slugs as they ricocheted inside the armoured hull.

      The effect was immediate. The car accelerated for a brief second, jerking to the right and slamming its fender into the side of a lorry. The armoured car pushed the lorry a few feet, then ground to a halt, its engine stalled. The turret continued to swivel in his direction and Lynch wasted no time, jumping up onto the turret and rolling over it onto the other side of the hull.

      “Corporal Lynch, be a good fellow and give me a hand, would you?”

      Lynch looked down and saw Price standing on the fender, one hand clutching his Lanchester, the other raised up, beckoning for help. Grinning, Lynch reached down and grabbed the lieutenant’s hand, hoisting him up onto the hull. Price drew his revolver, handed it to Lynch, and tugged back the bolt of his submachine gun.

      A pistol in each hand, Lynch stuck the muzzles into the two nearest vision slits, while Price found a third. For several long seconds, the two men emptied their weapons into the armoured car, the reverberating noise inside surely deafening anyone who managed to live through the hurricane of copper-jacketed lead scything through the crew compartment. The chassis of the armoured car gave a sharp wobble, and Lynch looked up to see McTeague, the huge Scot soaked in blood from a dozen flesh wounds, clambering onto the front of the armoured car. He was carrying the twenty-five pound Bren gun as easily as Lynch would carry his Thompson.

      “Try tae kill me with that wee popgun, would ye? It’ll take more than that tae put this Highlander in the bloody ground!”

      McTeague jammed the muzzle of his Bren against a vision slit and pulled the trigger, his lips pulled back in a bloody rictus as he braced himself against the car to control the Bren’s ferocious recoil. If Lynch thought the pistol and submachine gun bullets had made a racket careening around inside the armoured car, that was no more than rattling pebbles in a tin can compared to the cacophony produced by the Bren’s fusillade. Lynch could feel the hull under him vibrate from the staccato hammering of the ricocheting bullets, and when the Bren’s magazine ran dry, the silence from inside the car was rather ominous.

      The three men waited, standing on the hull and breathing heavily. Lynch used the moment of inactivity to reload both his and Price’s revolvers, handing the lieutenant back his sidearm. From out of the treeline men hesitantly stepped forward, both Commandos and partisans, weapons at the ready. Bowen, Souliere, Harris, Hall, and Johnson stepped out, but Lewis and his two partisan assistants were nowhere to be seen. Bouchard and the remaining partisan from the assault team crawled out from under a lorry further down the column, covered in blood and fluids just like Lynch. Resembling primitive hunters emerging from their caves to inspect the carcass of a dead mammoth, the survivors slowly clustered around the silent vehicle.

      With a despondent squeal of metal, one of the side hatches unlocked, the armour-plated door slowly creaking open. A half-dozen gun muzzles trained on the opening, and the three Commandos on the car jumped down to investigate. Slowly, feebly, a figure in an officer’s uniform, captain’s insignia torn but still recognizable, dragged himself out of the opening and onto the roadway. The man had been struck by at least half a dozen bullets, but he still had the strength to lever himself into a sitting position, leaning back against one of the car’s eight massive wheels. The man’s hand fumbled at his pistol holster, and although gun barrels tracked his movements, the man drew his sidearm only to hold it out, butt-first, in a gesture of surrender.

      Price stepped forward, gave the German officer a brief salute, and took the man’s bloody pistol. Turning to Hall, Price gestured to the German. “See what you can do for the poor sod, would -”

      The crack of a pistol cut him off, and everyone jumped. Everyone but Marie, who had worked her way to the front of the crowd, and now stood with Lynch’s pistol smoking in her hand. The partisan looked down with grim satisfaction at Krieger, who was slumped on the ground with a bullet hole through his forehead.

      Price turned to face the woman, aghast and open-mouthed. “Bloody Christ! The man had just surrendered, and you outright murdered him!”

      Before she could reply, Bouchard stepped between the two and gave Price a cold, unflinching stare. “He may have surrendered to the British, but he needed to pay for his crimes against France. He was a murderer, a rapist, and a war criminal. Now he is a corpse, and justice has been served.”

      Price stood there for a long moment, silent, eyes wide and unable to find any words. His gaze swept over the bloody, grim-faced partisans around them, saw several hands tighten on weapon stocks. Their surviving numbers were still easily twice that of the remaining Commandos. Finally, he let out a long sigh, shoulders slumped. “I do not approve of your continued mistreatment of prisoners, sir. But this is not my land and I am not your commanding officer.”

      Bouchard gave Price a small nod and adjusted his glasses. “Oui. See that you remember that, Monsieur Price, and we shall be the best of friends.”

      The little Frenchman turned and began to walk away, shouting orders to his remaining partisans. Still disgusted, Price turned to Lynch, who stood there, staring down at the dead German captain. Looking at the bloody pistol in his hand, Price grimaced and offered it to Lynch as a man might hand another a rotted fruit.

      “You were first onto the car, corporal. You’re welcome to this.”

      Numbly, Lynch nodded and took the pistol. As Price moved away, Marie walked up to Lynch and offered him his Colt, just as he had offered it to her only an hour ago.

      “Merci, monsieur, for the use of your pistolet,” she said.

      Lynch looked at the pistol in her hands with a sour expression on his face. Before, he used to consider it his good luck charm. Now, he thought of it as a murder weapon. He shook his head.

      “No, miss. You keep it. It appears to have served you well. May it bring you luck in the future, as it brought me luck in the past.”

      Marie nodded. “Au revoir et bonne chance, monsieur Lynch.”

      Unable to look the woman in the eye any longer, Lynch turned away from Marie until she walked back to the rest of the partisans. Looking down at the German officer’s pistol in his hands, Lynch considered throwing it away, but instead, he tucked it into the thigh pocket of his fatigues. After a few seconds of hesitation, he bent down and unbuttoned the German’s ammunition pouch, pulling two magazines free and tucking them in his jacket.

      “We’re all running low on ammunition, no idea how long we’ll be here,” he mumbled, as if justifying the looting to himself.

      A few feet away, Price looked away from Lynch and turned to McTeague. “Sergeant, gather the men. We need to get clear of this massacre and arrange transport home. I think we’re done here.”

      “Aye, Lieutenant, that we are.”
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      South of Merlimont

      April 16th, 1941

      

      Germans in camouflaged battle fatigues stepped gingerly over the stripped corpses of their dead countrymen. Many of them carried a variety of different machine pistols, while several carried scoped Mausers. All carried grenades, knives, and a full load of ammunition. All the men had the look of tough, battle-hardened men who had seen years of combat.

      They also all bore the double-lightning bolt insignia of the Schutzstaffel on their uniforms.

      Each of the five troop transports on the road sat on charred wheel rims, little more than smoking skeletons of blackened metal. The armoured car along the side of the road had been blown apart. A demolition charge had been planted inside, and the hull had shattered and peeled back like the petals of a rotting flower, but not before the cannon and machine gun, as well as anything else of value, had been stripped from the hull.

      Another armoured car, similar in design but immaculate in appearance, rolled to a stop at the tail end of the column. A side hatch slammed open, and a figure in black emerged, donning his brimmed officer’s cap and brushing dirt from a sharply-pressed trouser leg. The man wore the insignia of an SS Standartenführer and an Iron Cross hung at the collar of his uniform jacket. His only weapon was a long-barreled Mauser C96 in a black leather holster. The butt of the pistol was just visible; black ironwood inlaid with polished bone said to come from the femur of the first man ever killed by that pistol. The man was tall, lean, and grizzled, with iron-grey hair and only a scarred, empty socket where his left eye should be, a souvenir from a British sniper in the Great War. The man had been a Hauptmann in 1918, but returned to military service as a Sturmbannführer of the Waffen-SS and was quickly promoted after his exemplary service in Poland, Belgium, and France.

      The service for which Standartenführer Johann Faust had been so well-rewarded was the hunting and killing of partisans. After the sole remaining garrison officer from Merlimont had contacted his regimental headquarters to report the disaster, explicit orders had been given to leave the road ambush exactly as it had been found, even the dead soldiers. The order had not been well received, but when Faust’s imminent arrival was announced, any recalcitrance on the part of the surviving Merlimont garrison quickly disappeared.

      Faust stepped among the German bodies, past the shreds of flesh and blood that remained of Frenchmen butchered by cannon fire, and approached the sprawled corpse of Hans Krieger. An SS Hauptsturmführer walking with Faust gestured to Krieger’s empty holster.

      “They stripped him of his pistol.”

      “No doubt the prize possession of some filth-grubbing peasant,” Faust replied.

      “Over fifty dead here, and as many again between the farm and the town. If we shoot the required number of civilians, they’ll be no one left in Merlimont.”

      Faust shook his head. “Nein. There will be no shootings.”

      His adjutant gave Faust a sharp look. “But our standing orders in dealing with reprisals for partisan attacks - “

      Faust raised his hand, cutting the man off. “This was not the work of petulant Frenchmen. Partisans might have assisted, but there is the spoor of Englishmen all about this place. British ammunition, spent magazines and charging clips, even bandage wrappers. This was the work of British Commandos. Killing civilians will just waste ammunition, and give rise to more enraged Frenchmen.”

      The Hauptsturmführer frowned. “So what is our purpose here? We hunt partisans.”

      Faust smiled. “Ja, we will hunt. You see, I know who led these French; it was the schoolteacher, the Butcher of Calais. He is the reason the British were brought here, and when we find him, that mistake will earn him a very slow death.”

      Faust’s adjutant flashed him a wolfish grin. “Jawohl, Standartenführer.”
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      If you’re reading this, you probably have a creaking pile of military history books, a collection of World War Two movies, maybe even a model Sherman tank or P-51 Mustang kicking around in an old shoebox somewhere. You’re the sort of person I wrote this for; the person who’s always been fascinated by the world’s greatest armed conflict - or at least some aspect of it - and anything related to it piques your interest.

      There have been a number of pulpy action-adventure fiction series written about WW2, but as far as I can tell, there hasn’t been a series written specifically about the British Commandos. Formed right after the Dunkirk evacuation and containing a large number of BEF veterans, these Commando units were employed mainly as company or battalion-sized raiding forces, much like the US Army Rangers, who were formed in the image of the Commandos.

      As far as I am aware, by April of 1941 no official Commando action of such a small size as depicted here had taken place. But later in the war, some of those men would get recruited into the SOE (Special Operations Executive, the British counterpart to the American OSS) and fight alongside partisans all over the world. So, although the story told here is apocryphal, its heart is in the right place.

      The main reason I wanted to focus on a small group of fighting men was to give my main characters a chance to shine during their baptism by fire. Tommy Lynch, the fighting Irishman, might be our story’s main character, but there is also Bowen, the thoughtful and deadly Welsh sniper, McTeague, the indomitable Scotsman, and Price, the dapper but steadfastly patriotic Englishman. I wanted a core cast of characters who represented all of Britain, not just England, and if these men come off as a bit caricatured, well, I hope it elicits a chuckle rather than a groan.

      As for the French, I pray the Francophiles don’t berate me too badly. Bouchard might be duplicitous, scheming, and brutal, but that is often the true nature of those waging “total war”. However, he is balanced by the selfless Chenot and the aged but steadfast Souliere. We will see more of these men, and other partisans will step forward to take the place of those who fall.

      Last but not least, we have the Germans, whose burden here as the villains is unfortunate but necessary. Krieger, Bieber, and Faust are obviously detestable scum; they are not the noble, highly professional soldiers of the Wehrmacht who fought not for fascism, but for their families and for their honor. Instead, they are the sorts of evildoers that make you cheer when they finally get their comeuppance. That is not to say you’ll never find a sympathetic German over the course of this series, but they will no doubt be the exception to the rule.

      So, the first of our missions is complete. Lynch, Bowen, McTeague and Price will be back again, slipping across the English Channel to wreak havoc on the Nazis once more. It’s only 1941, after all; there are another four years to go before the war is over, and a lot of ground left to cover...
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      Twenty Kilometres South Of Calais, France

      July 8th, 1941, 2100 Hours

      

      René Chenot stepped out of the forest’s evening gloom and into the center of the partisan encampment. They had found a shallow dip in the forest floor, a dozen paces wide, perhaps an old, dried-up pond. The ground was mostly clear except for a carpet of leaves and moss, but the forest itself was dense enough to hide them from sight as little as two dozen meters away.

      A dozen men and women were seated around a fire pit in the middle of the encampment. The pit contained a bed of glowing coals, heating a cast-iron pot filled with a fragrant, bubbling soup. There was no other source of light in the camp other than the coals, their red-orange light reflecting off the polished bottom of the pot. Two soft points of light hung in the air nearby, as two men smoked carefully-rationed cigarettes.

      Chenot set his German machine pistol down, leaning it against a nearby log, and he rummaged in his pack for a moment, pulling free a battered tin bowl and spoon. Stepping over to the cooking pot, Chenot ladled a healthy portion into his bowl, breathing in the steam rising from its contents. He returned to his pack and weapon and sat down.

      “Careful, it’s hot.”

      René looked across the fire pit and smiled at Marie Coupé. “Don’t worry, I won’t burn my tongue. I’m very cautious.”

      Marie smiled back. “René, your tongue is anything but cautious.”

      André Bouchard, leader of the partisan band, shook his head as he dipped a hunk of stale bread into his bowl of soup. “The two of you, for decency’s sake, just go take a walk in the woods and find a comfortable spot already. Give the rest of us some peace from your nauseating banter.”

      The young couple laughed, eyeing each other from across the campsite. In fact, the two of them had been considering just such a liaison later that evening, once the rest of the camp went to sleep. René had an extra pack of German cigarettes he’d hoarded from their latest ambush, hoping to use them to bribe whoever was on sentry duty tonight.

      Jean-Marc, at forty-six the oldest of the partisans, waggled his finger at Bouchard. “In these trying times, André, you cannot chastise two young people for falling in love. Even in the midst of the most terrible ruins, a few beautiful flowers can bloom.”

      Chenot almost choked on a spoonful of soup at Jean-Marc’s comment. “Monsieur, please. I am trying to eat.”

      “What is wrong with it?” Marie asked, mock outrage in her voice. “I thought his words were very touching.”

      Chenot quickly spooned more soup into his mouth, only to give a muffled yelp of pain as the hot liquid burned his tongue.

      “See, I told you,” Marie chided, “not cautious at all.”

      Everyone in the circle laughed at Chenot’s blunder. Everyone except Bouchard, who simply stared into the fire pit, lost in his own thoughts. When the laughter died down, he set aside his empty bowl and turned to Chenot.

      “When do you think we can move everything back to the cave?” he asked.

      Chenot thought for a moment while he blew across his next spoonful of soup. “We will go tomorrow and see if we can steal a pony or an ass, and perhaps find a small cart - that would be best. We have broken down most of the crates and separated out what we will cache here, what we will keep with us, and what we will store there. We were very, very lucky with that ambush.”

      Bouchard nodded. “Those medical supplies will be very useful. It is a shame that they are so easy to recognize, though. They would make excellent bartering goods.”

      “The Boche would wreak havoc on any community where they found German goods,” Jean-Marc chimed in. “Especially medicine.”

      Arnaud, the band’s unofficial cook as well as their explosives expert, leaned forward to stir the coals below the pot. “Well, we certainly do not want a repeat of what happened last month.”

      Everyone grew somber for a moment. An attack on a train carrying German troops to Calais resulted in a nearby village being wiped out for their supposed collaboration with the partisans, despite the fact that not only were they innocent, one of the local teenage boys had tried to warn the train of the attack. The boy had been killed by the Germans, who’d thought he was trying to slow the train so it could be ambushed, and the Germans who later found his body used it as evidence of the village’s involvement in the attack.

      “Yes, well, that was a tragedy,” Bouchard muttered. “Sacrifices must be made in order for a war to be won...but no more than necessary.”

      “That assumes what happened was necessary,” Chenot replied.

      Bouchard looked at him for a long moment while the rest of the partisans sat in silence. “I am not proud of what happened. But I would do it again, and again, and a thousand times more if it meant the extermination of the Boche.”

      Chenot found himself looking down into his half-empty bowl. “André, I am still here, am I not?”

      The little Frenchman grunted. “Oui. I do not doubt your resolve, René. I am sorry. Let us talk of happier things, yes?”

      “Perhaps we should discuss,” Jean-Marc said, “what to name the baby?”

      “What baby?” Marie asked, her brow furrowed.

      Jean-Marc laughed. “The baby you and René keep trying to make, when you think no one notices!”

      “We’re not trying to make a baby!” Chenot sputtered.

      Jean-Marc’s eyebrows went up. “Oh? Then, do you not know how it is done? Poor Marie, most unfortunate for her! You and I need to have a talk, mon ami.”

      Even in the dim light, the flush of Chenot’s cheeks was noticeable. The whole camp roared in laughter. Chenot looked up at Marie, and was glad, at least, to see her blushing as well.

      Later that night, Chenot felt Marie’s feather-light touch on his arm. She was so quiet moving about the camp at night that he hadn’t realized she was crouching next to him, and he almost gave them both away with a gasp from the unexpected contact. Marie made no sound, but jabbed him in the ribs sharply for his lack of control. He didn’t say anything, just reached out and took her hand, giving it a soft squeeze.

      With infinite care, Chenot set his blanket aside and stood up. He glanced around in the near-total darkness, hesitating for a moment on whether to bring his MP-38 with them. But a tug on his sleeve made up his mind, and he left the weapon where it lay, only pausing for a moment to tuck his pistol - a captured German officer’s P-38 - into his coat pocket.

      The two lovers made their way towards the edge of the encampment, using all the stealth they might employ stalking a German sentry. Although their liaisons were a very poorly kept secret, they still didn’t want to alert the camp pickets and risk being mistaken for a skulking Boche, with potentially lethal results.

      Finally, Marie leaned in close to Chenot’s ear. “I think this is far enough,” she said, giving his earlobe a quick nip. “I promise to be quiet...this time.”

      “You always promise to be quiet,” Chenot replied, “but someone seems to always hear us anyway.”

      They slowly lowered themselves into a soft bed of leaves at the base of a tree, feeling around in the dark to move a few dead branches out of their way so as to avoid not only the sound of a snapping twig, but the sharp jab of broken wood into bare skin.

      Finally, their carnal bedding properly prepared, the two young partisans began the first act in what was now an established routine of covert lovemaking. For long moments, the two lovers were nothing more than a dark, shifting shadow at the base of a tree, silent save for the occasional sounds of a sharply caught breath, a soft sigh, or a barely repressed moan.

      Suddenly, some primal survival instinct - honed to razor sharpness over long months of living two steps from the edge of death - caused both of them to become stone-still and completely silent. Several heartbeats passed, with neither of them moving a muscle, despite the awkward postures they found themselves in. Finally, Chenot slowly lowered his head until his lips were brushing Marie’s ear.

      “There’s someone out there. In the woods,” he whispered.

      “I know,” she replied. “I heard a branch scrape across dead leaves. Someone moved it with their foot. That was no animal.”

      Chenot moved his head in a nod, so close Marie could feel his cheek brushing hers. “It can’t be one of the pickets. They would be to my left.”

      Marie nodded in agreement. Without another word, the two of them began to slowly - very slowly - extricate themselves from each other’s embrace. After a long minute of careful movements, the two partisans found themselves crouched next to each other in the shadows of the tree. Marie had drawn her little Colt automatic from its shoulder holster, and Chenot was glad he had taken the precaution of bringing his pistol. It was now in his hand, the safety off. His free hand patted his pockets, taking inventory of his possessions: a spare magazine for his pistol, a small clasp knife, a book of matches, and half a bar of German chocolate.

      Minutes passed, and there seemed to be no noise or visible movement. A soft breeze rustled the leaves of the trees around them, but the noticeable, irregular sounds of an intruder couldn’t be detected. Chenot and Marie slowly rose to their feet, standing shoulder to shoulder. René’s left hand reached out and pressed itself reassuringly into the small of Marie’s back, and she leaned into his hand in acknowledgement of his gesture.

      Finally, Chenot leaned in close. “Perhaps it was a larger animal? A stag, perhaps,” he whispered.

      Marie shook her head. “They wouldn’t be moving at night. I tell you, it was a person.”

      Chenot was about to offer a rebuke when they both heard another sound: a sentry’s voice, quiet but clear, off towards the edge of the camp. The words were too faint to be discerned, but from their tone, it was an interrogation of someone the sentry had detected.

      With an abrupt violence that almost caused them both to exclaim in shock, the roar of an automatic weapon filled the night air. In the direction of the curious sentry, a long tongue of flame lashed out in the dark, briefly illuminating a twisting, jerking body. Just as quickly, the forest was silent for a single heartbeat, before the real slaughter began.

      Shouts of surprise and calls to arms came from the camp. Right after the first burst of fire had lit up the night, both Marie and Chenot had tensed and began to gather themselves together for a headlong dash towards the camp, but the same survival instinct that had warned them of a footfall in the woods now caused them to hesitate for a precious second or two and understand what was happening.

      From all around, they heard the sounds of men moving quickly through the forest, men who no longer cared if they were stealthy or not. There were voices speaking German; harsh, guttural words, indecipherable but with clear intent. What little moonlight filtered down through the forest canopy now glinted here and there off the barrels or magazines of weapons, and the occasional click or snick of safeties being released or bolts being drawn back carried distinctly in the dark.

      Individual shots rang out from the camp, the cracks of pistol and rifle fire as several partisans made it to their weapons. There was a burst from an MP-38, but just as quickly there was one, then another and another burst of answering fire, the muzzle flashes of the weapons briefly lighting up the camp. The two lovers saw that the German soldiers were firing from several different directions, having neatly wrapped the camp in a crescent, careful not to move into each other’s arcs of fire. Within seconds, at least a score of Germans were firing, and the answering shots were diminishing by the moment.

      The Germans had found them at last, and the partisans were being eliminated.

      Marie leaned in and whispered frantically in Chenot’s ear. “René, we have to run. We have to go now.”

      He turned to her, saw her face illuminated by the moonlight. Her eyes were wide and bright, her pale skin framed by her black hair. I risked my life to save her once, he thought. And she has risked hers to save mine. We cannot throw each other’s lives away now, not when we still have a chance.

      Chenot nodded, and the two of them turned and started moving through the woods away from the camp, crouched low and moving slow but smooth, a steady pace that maintained silence but ate up distance. They heard - and occasionally saw - Germans moving through the woods, and they both realized that this was a large body of men, a company at least. With a deep sense of dread, Chenot realized that it must be the SS unit that had been hunting them down since their battles in and around Merlimont.

      They were facing an Einsatzkommando. A German death squad.

      This realization caused Chenot’s pace to quicken, and he found himself nearly dragging Marie along, his left hand clamped to her wrist.

      “Slow down, they’ll hear us!” she whispered at him.

      Too late, Chenot heard a twig snap from a couple of metres away, and a pair of voices questioned them in German. Without hesitating, the two partisans stopped and turned, bringing their pistols to bear. Two bulky figures were barely visible in the moonlight. Chenot and Marie both fired three shots, aiming for center mass. The bodies jerked and one of them cried out as he fell.

      Before the bodies had finished crumpling to the ground, Chenot and Marie were tearing at the weapons in their hands, the webbing around their belts. Both SS were wearing camouflage smocks, with their webbing buckled over them, making for easy looting of the bodies. Each of the partisans simply stuffed their pockets with ammunition and tucked stick grenades into their belts. Chenot found himself holding an unfamiliar machine pistol, a model with a wooden stock, a pistol grip in front of the trigger guard, and a side-loading magazine. Nevertheless, his soldier’s instincts moved his hands automatically, finding bolt, safety, and magazine catch. Marie’s victim was armed with a Kar-98K, and as she ran her hands over the weapon she discovered a telescopic sight mounted above the bolt. It would make for clumsy shooting at night, but the man also wore a pistol and Marie pulled the holster free. Further investigation of their victims was interrupted by the sounds of running feet coming their way and a challenge shouted in German.

      Chenot answered the challenge with a five-round burst from the machine pistol in his hands, and although the muzzle flash from the weapon blinded him, he heard the runner tumble into the brush, blood gurgling from a perforated throat.

      “Enough, René! We have to get out of here!” Marie growled at him.

      They reached out in the dark and found each other’s hands, and as the last shots rang out from the encampment, the two lovers fled into the night.
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        * * *

      

      André Bouchard managed to slaughter a pair of Boche as they stormed the camp, but within seconds it was clear they were surrounded by a larger and far better-equipped enemy force. Bouchard knew, as much as he loathed the idea, that they had to run if there was the slightest hope of survival. A second after he’d made that decision, a burst of automatic fire caught him with a bullet in the leg, knocking him down, and as he’d tried to stand, another round clipped him across the shoulder, a third cutting a burning trail across his stomach.

      Now he lay in the dark, fumbling across the ground, hunting for his MP-38. The weapon had fallen from his hands when the bullet punched through the meat of his thigh. Hands searching for the cold steel, Bouchard could hear the Germans getting closer, and every few seconds there was a single pistol shot; someone was executing wounded partisans. Before he could find his machine pistol, the searching beams of hooded lanterns and electric torches illuminated him. Bouchard turned onto his side, gritting his teeth against the pain, and raised a hand to shield his eyes from the glare, determined to look into the face of death and show no fear at the moment of his execution.

      But instead of gun muzzles blazing death, Bouchard made out a tall figure clad in black, stepping through the circle of camouflaged SS, a long-barreled pistol still smoking in his hand. A gaunt face, close-cropped grey hair, and a shadowy, gaping eye socket revealed the officer’s identity.

      “Johann Faust,” Bouchard muttered through gritted teeth.

      “Guten Abend, Herr Bouchard,” Faust replied.

      With desperate speed, Bouchard snatched the little MAB automatic from his belt, but instead of aiming and firing at Faust, Bouchard tried to bring the pistol up against the side of his own head.

      Before Bouchard could complete his suicide, Faust raised his Mauser, and with a brief shake of his head, fired a single shot.
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      Largs, Scotland

      July 10th, 1400 Hours

      

      The pistol bucked in his hand, the barrel rising up from the target with the recoil. Bringing the weapon level again, he fired two more shots at each of the three targets in front of him, all aimed at center mass. Finally, the weapon’s slide locked back, the magazine spent, a thin curl of smoke rising from the barrel.

      Corporal Thomas Lynch, formerly of the Royal Irish Fusiliers, now a member of Britain’s 3 Commando troop, pressed his pistol’s magazine release with the side of his thumb. The magazine dropped out of the pistol’s butt, and Lynch deftly caught it before it could hit the ground.

      “Quite the superlative weapon, don’t you agree?”

      Lynch turned to see Lieutenant Price, his commanding officer, walking across the grass to stand next to him on the small arms firing range. The range was designed for engaging targets up to fifty yards away, but Lynch had been shooting at silhouettes standing only fifteen yards from the firing line. In his experience, any further away, and either you had time to bring your long arm to bear, or if that wasn’t available, your best chance was to leg it and live to fight another day.

      Lynch gave Price a perfunctory salute, which Price returned. Thankfully, Price was not the sort of officer who bawled out his men for the slightest informality, but Lynch knew the lieutenant’s aristocratic upbringing caused him to prickle whenever his authority went unacknowledged. Blond-haired and blue-eyed, Price was tall and slender, always wearing an immaculate, privately tailored uniform, his dashing good looks and a thin, well-groomed moustache making him look every inch the dapper English gentleman playing at war. As Lynch well knew, however, looks could be very deceiving.

      In response to Price’s question, Lynch looked down at the pistol in his hand. It was an American Colt M1911A1 self-loading pistol, calibre .45 ACP. It was a simple, rugged weapon, slab-sided and rather inelegant, but there was no denying its suitability for ending the lives of your enemies. Although the pistol had a substantial report and recoil, it was a fast-firing weapon. Lynch found with practice he could empty the seven-round magazine with rapid fire in less than four seconds, and reload the weapon in another four.

      “Aye, so it is. The Yanks know how to build a pistol,” Lynch replied. “Certainly an improvement over our Enfields.”

      Price made a sour face. “Shame, really. I don’t like to see the colonials lording anything over us, but one can’t deny their proficiency with firearms. I hear every man Jack has a rifle over the mantle and a revolver in the nightstand. A bit bloodthirsty if you ask me.”

      His practice done for the day, Lynch inserted the empty magazine back into the butt of the pistol, then tapped the slide release and lowered the hammer. He hefted the pistol in his hand and looked at Price.

      “I think we’re going to become more and more grateful of American bloody-mindedness in the years to come. We already use their tommy guns, and now their pistols. Soon their rifles, tanks, planes, ships - drinking our lager from cans before long, we will.”

      “Perish the thought,” Price muttered. He nodded his head back towards the castle a quarter-mile away. “We have a meeting with the colonel. New assignment. Holster your weapon and come along.”

      Lynch nodded and followed orders.

      The weather was warm and sunny, with a light breeze that did just enough to evaporate sweat and cool the skin. Although it could be uncomfortably hot on a cloudless summer day here in Scotland, he thanked his lucky stars they weren’t with the lads down in North Africa, those “desert rats” as they were called, battling it out in the scorching heat and blazing sun. With his shock of thick black hair and fair Irish complexion, Lynch feared he’d drop from heat exhaustion long before an Italian or German bullet got him.

      As Price and Lynch walked across the grounds of Castle Largs, home of House Boyle for the last few centuries, they passed hundreds of men going about their daily training routines. The crackle of rifles and the rattle of automatic weapons was accompanied by the blast of grenades and the shouts of men battering each other in unarmed combat practice. Elsewhere, Commandos in full kit ran past, led by leather-lunged sergeants keeping cadence.

      Although he’d always been fit while serving in the Royal Irish Fusiliers, since joining the Commandos Lynch had found himself pushed to the peak of his physical abilities. Commando training emphasized both the strength needed to carry heavy weapons and equipment, as well as the endurance necessary to bear that load over long, grueling marches, often cross-country, or while climbing up a cliff-face after being dunked in frigid ocean waters. Some of the men were slender and wiry like Price or Rhys Bowen, while others were barrel-chested brutes like Harry Nelson or Sergeant McTeague. But most of the men were like Lynch; a little above average height, broad-shouldered with a narrow waist and muscular limbs. It was the build of a natural warrior, a physicality that lent itself to the perfect combination of strength, speed, and endurance. It gave men such as Lynch the likeness of mountain wolves – strong, swift-moving predators ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

      That moment had come during his first mission under Price’s command three months ago, when Lynch crossed the Channel with ten other men and battled a Wehrmacht company in and around the small coastal town of Merlimont. It was his first taste of combat since joining 3 Commando, and his first battle since the long, ignominious retreat through France, up to the port of Dunkirk. Being able to take the fight to the Germans, to make a contribution to the war effort, no matter how small, had made Lynch proud to be part of the “lone light in the dark” standing against the Nazi menace.

      However, the war was also a constant reminder of how that “lone light” - the British Empire - had stamped out Ireland’s attempts to be free around the time of his birth. His father, a veteran of the Great War, had been killed during the rebellion, his mother arrested. He and his siblings had been split up and sent to various orphanages, and Lynch had become a ward of the state until his majority. Looking for a way to channel his tendency towards rowdiness and violence into something that wouldn’t get him arrested, he joined the RIF, anticipating a good fight as the world watched and waited for the Third Reich to take its first goose-stepping strides down the road to war.

      Of course, in the last two years, his view of the world had changed considerably. War was a grim, dirty, merciless business, with one’s survival as much a matter of luck as skill. So far, Lynch had been very lucky, but he doubted that luck would hold forever.

      Such morose thoughts occupied his mind until the two Commandos made their way through the halls of the castle, and eventually Lynch found himself following Price into the castle library. Lynch hadn’t stepped foot in this room since he’d met Lord Pembroke back in April, and was somehow not surprised to see the white-haired statesman sitting exactly where he had been three months ago, sipping tea and eyeing a tray of sugar biscuits. Standing at ease along one side of the room were Sergeant McTeague and Corporal Bowen. The huge, bearlike Scottish sergeant towered over the blade-thin Welshman next to him by nearly a foot, and probably weighed twice as much as the lean marksman. Although you couldn’t find two more physically different men in the whole troop, Lynch couldn’t make up his mind as to who was the deadlier man. McTeague was an unstoppable juggernaut, possessing a primal, barbaric strength, while Bowen was as fast, agile, and silent as a hunting falcon diving after its prey. Both men glanced in Lynch’s direction, and Bowen gave him an almost indiscernible nod in greeting. Lynch realized he was simply glad both men were on his side.

      The commanding officer of 3 Commando, Colonel John Durnford-Slater, sat in a wingback chair next to Pembroke, delicately balancing a cup of tea on one knee as he engaged the elderly gentleman in small talk. Behind them, a man in a well-tailored suit stood in one corner of the room, slowly paging through a large, leather-bound book.

      As the two Commandos entered the room, the gentleman with the book turned and gave them an appraising look. Lynch saw he was of average height and build, trim and athletic, with sandy brown hair and brown eyes. He had a plain, fairly handsome face, with a neutral expression that betrayed little of his background or disposition. Lynch noted that the man carried himself well, and seemed to move with a fluid dexterity. If he had to guess, the fellow had a gentleman’s education, but fancied quite a bit of sport in his youth. Lynch would put him somewhere in his late 30’s, but such fellows kept themselves young through exercise and tended to look more boyish than they were.

      Lynch’s thoughts were interrupted by Durnford-Slater setting his teacup on the table in front of him and standing up. Lynch and Price gave the colonel smart salutes, which were amicably returned.

      “Ah, Lieutenant, glad you could find the corporal on such short notice. Out on the field, Lynch?” Durnford-Slater asked.

      Lynch nodded. “Aye sir, on the pistol range, sir. Familiarizing myself with the new Yank sidearms, I was.”

      “And what do you think?” the colonel asked him.

      “An excellent bit of kit, sir. Just the thing for pipping Jerries up close and personal like, sir.”

      The colonel nodded and gave Lynch a polite smile. “Lord Pembroke, you remember the corporal, I imagine?”

      Pembroke looked up from the rim of his teacup. “Ah, yes John, I do. The fellow who wanted us to give him ‘a good scrap’. Well boy, did you find the results to your liking?”

      Lynch didn’t detect any sarcasm in Pembroke’s tone. “Aye, my lord, thank you. It was a rough bit of business, to be sure, but we gave the Huns a bloody nose, so we did.”

      Pembroke gave him a searching look. “And what would you say if I was to send you over again?”

      Lynch put an extra bit of steel in his spine. “I would be asking when the lorries depart, sir.”

      Pembroke let out a sharp bark of a laugh and slapped his knee. “I knew it John! Quite the eager crop of lads you have here. Good show, man, good show!’

      The colonel smiled patiently and nodded. He then looked to Price, who gave a small inclination of his head. Durnford-Slater ran his eyes across McTeague and Bowen, who continued to stand at ease, clearly having been subjected to Pembroke’s banter before Price and Lynch arrived.

      “Alright lads, then it’s settled,” the colonel spoke at last. “You’re going back into northern France, you and the rest of your squad. You’ve all had time to bring the new fellows up to speed and learn to work as a team, and the sergeant here has recovered from his wounds, as well as your chap Nelson.”

      From the corner of his eye, Lynch could see Price standing up so straight, he was practically toppling over, and both McTeague and Bowen seemed pleased. They had all speculated on whether or not they would take on another mission like the Merlimont raid, but they’d lost three good men and two others wounded. McTeague had suffered a score of minor shrapnel wounds, and Nelson had taken four nine-millimetre bullets, although thankfully they’d all been superficial injuries. Five casualties out of twelve men was shockingly high, but of course no one joined a Commando troop to avoid danger, and Lynch knew they’d all been quite lucky. If it hadn’t been for some swift thinking and the assistance of the partisans, they very likely would have been captured or killed in their first battle at the Souliere’s farm.

      Durnford-Slater noticed their reaction and smiled. “I’m glad you all seem to approve, but this is not a raid; it’s a rescue mission.”

      The Commandos shot each other puzzled looks. Price was the only one to speak up. “Sir? Has another Commando unit run into a spot of trouble?”

      “You’re not going to be rescuing any of our boys,” the colonel replied. “You’re going over to help the Frogs. The partisans you fought with...well...most of them are dead. Those few who survived, we’ve made the decision to extract them, bring them back to Blighty, train them, and prepare them for the day when they can return home to continue the fight.”

      Lynch felt his stomach lurch. He cleared his throat. “Beggin’ your pardon sir, but do we know who survived?”

      Durnford-Slater shook his head. “Sorry, Corporal. All we know is that there were a few survivors who managed to contact us via the wireless. Seems they were hunted down by a company of SS, and wiped out almost to a man. There’s not enough of them left to remain effective, so we’re going to nab the survivors before those jack-booted knaves find them and finish their grim business.”

      “So it’s back to Merlimont, sir?” Price asked.

      The colonel shook his head. “They’ve been operating further up the coast, just south of Calais. It’ll be damn tricky getting you lads on the beach, but I’m sure it can be done. Your mission will be to make contact with whoever’s left, determine a good extraction point and time, then arrange the details for your departure over the wireless. Once that’s done, you’ll find a dark place to stay out of sight until our Navy lads can fetch you home again.”

      It all seemed simple enough, Lynch thought. Of course, so did Merlimont, and that became anything but simple. As the thought crossed his mind, Lynch couldn’t help but wonder if Marie, the young French girl he’d rescued, had survived the attack by the SS. He knew she was stronger and more capable than she first appeared, and he remembered the look in her eyes as she shot that German captain.

      “Now lads,” Pembroke said, “I have been speaking to General de Gaulle. Pleasant enough fellow, for a Frenchman. Has the backbone for a good fight, unlike that windy chap Pétain. Anyhow, the general has asked me to look after these patriots, as he calls them, and make sure they join him here in England to fight another day.

      “What’s more,” he continued, “my old chum Winnie - that would be Prime Minister Churchill to you lads - wants to keep de Gaulle fat and happy, so to speak, in the hopes that he can win over support from the French people. The poor fellow has been declared a traitor to his country by the Vichy government. Quite intolerable, I must say. Wouldn’t you agree, John?”

      “Yes, Lord Pembroke,” the colonel replied. “Quite intolerable.”

      Pembroke nodded. “Can’t believe the Frogs would condemn a fellow for having the spine to stand up to that vegetarian maniac. Can you believe that, John? Fellow won’t even have a bit of kidney pie, I’d warrant. Can’t trust a man who doesn’t enjoy a bit of good kidney pie on his plate now and then.”

      “Adolf Hitler is indeed a most peculiar fellow, Lord Pembroke,” the colonel agreed.

      “And now he’s gone and taken his mob East, going to see if he can’t accomplish what Bonaparte and the Kaiser never could, eh? Thinks he’s going to go give the Commies a swift kick in the backside? He’s mad, John! Gone completely starkers, I tell you!”

      Durnford-Slater inclined his head. “Let us hope Stalin can get his act together soon, Lord Pembroke. The Heer has been doing quite well so far. At this rate, they’ll be knocking on the door of the Kremlin before the year is over.”

      Before Lord Pembroke had a chance to reply, the colonel glanced over his shoulder at the man standing in the back of the room. Lynch noticed the fellow hadn’t looked up from the book in his hand the entire conversation.

      “Lord Pembroke, perhaps we should discuss...?” He tilted his head towards the man.

      “Ah, yes, quite right you are John, quite right,” Pembroke nodded. “Mister Smythe, if you would be so good as to introduce yourself to the lads.”

      The man in the suit closed and shelved the book he was reading in one smooth motion, then turned and took a few steps closer, until he stood next to Pembroke’s chair. He gave the Commandos a friendly nod and smile.

      “Hello chaps. John Robert Smythe. I’ve been asked to cross the channel with you and stay behind, spend a little time enjoying the French countryside.”

      Lynch saw confusion on the faces of the other men. Price was the first to speak. “Pardon me, sir,” he said to the colonel. “But are we to ferry across a civilian?”

      Durnford-Slater nodded. “Mister Smythe is a… professional observer. He will stay behind in France and gather intelligence for the war effort.”

      “You mean he’s a spy?” Lynch asked the colonel. “Sorry Smythe, don’t mean anything by it now. Just wanted to be clear, sir.”

      Lord Pembroke gestured to Smythe, as if allowing the man to answer. Smythe gave Lynch an embarrassed smile.

      “Well, old bean, I suppose that’s one way to put it. I speak a good bit of French and German, and I’ve got a knack for blending in with the local colour. Hopefully I’ll find myself a - as the colonel put it - a dark place to stay out of sight, and I’ll keep an eye on Jerry while you good fellows make ready to give the Huns a right solid punch in the gob.”

      The colonel nodded at Smythe’s explanation, and turned back to the rest of his men. “Well Price, we’ll work out the details later, but there you have it, the meat of the matter. Any questions?”

      Price looked at each of his men, then back at Pembroke and Smythe, before he gave Durnford-Slater a textbook salute.

      “Sir, as Corporal Lynch said earlier, when do the lorries depart?”
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      Two Kilometres North Of Wissant, France

      July 11th, 0200 Hours

      

      The inflatable rubber raft made a soft hissing sound as Lynch helped drag the craft up onto the sandy beach. There was almost no moonlight, and they dared not use their torches, so the landing had been done under conditions of near-total darkness. The Commandos had to rely purely on the faintest gleam of the white sandy beach and the phosphorescence of the surf to measure their approach to shore. Thankfully there were no strong winds, dangerous rocks or other hazards awaiting them.

      As soon as the rafts were out of the water, Lynch and the two other men in his boat party formed up in a triangular pattern, each man covering a segment of the shore. Lynch held his Thompson at the ready, bolt locked back and safety off. He remembered the fear of ambush during the first landing near Merlimont months ago. Tonight, fear gnawed at Lynch’s belly again, his mind racing at the thought of the remaining partisans captured, SS machine gun teams lying in wait for the Commandos just beyond the beach.

      “Bloody hell it’s dark. Where’s the Frogs, eh?”

      It was one of the new men, a fellow named Pritchard. A friendly fellow, Pritchard had been an apprentice fitter before the war. He appeared unusually young, with a boy’s round face and eyes that always seemed to be registering surprise. But Pritchard’s problem was being too familiar; he never shut up, and the more nervous Pritchard became, the more he tended towards idle banter.

      “Pritchard, you’ll be shuttin’ your gob now, before Jerry hears you in Berlin,” Lynch growled at him.

      “Sorry, Corporal, I’ll be quiet,” Pritchard replied.

      Lynch sighed, but he agreed with Pritchard’s sentiments. According to surveillance photos he’d studied while the squad flew south from an airfield near Largs, this section of French coastline was all low scrubland rising slowly from the surf, with plenty of bogs and ponds leading gradually into farmland. That meant during daylight hours, movement would be extremely limited, with no sizable wilderness to hide them from view. It was critical the French found them and moved them to safety before the sun came up a few hours from now.

      Suddenly, off to his right, Lynch saw the flash of a red lens, and he turned to his left and whispered into the darkness. “Lieutenant, signal from the right flank.”

      A moment later, Price flashed a return signal with his own torch. Seconds passed, each man crouching lower in the darkness, waiting for the muzzle flashes.

      Instead, a voice called from the darkness. “Teapot!”

      “Milk Bottle!” Price replied, giving the counter-phrase.

      There was the sound of movement, quiet footsteps approaching in the dark. Lynch stood up, his submachine gun still at the ready. He whispered, “Chenot, is that you now?”

      Lynch could barely make out the silhouette of a man, but for a moment he caught the gleam of moonlight on the man’s teeth as the Frenchman grinned.

      “Oui. It is good to see you again, Corporal Lynch.”

      The two men shook hands.

      “Well, who be with you?” Lynch asked.

      Chenot turned and made three clicking noises with his tongue. In a moment, a smaller, more slender silhouette had joined them. Lynch recognized the profile of Marie, the young woman they’d rescued during the Merlimont mission.

      “Monsieur Lynch, thank you for coming to France once again.”

      Lynch’s throat went dry for a moment, before he cleared it and spoke. “No trouble at all now, Miss. We always enjoy a wee holiday along the coast, so we do.”

      The crunch of sand underfoot signalled the arrival of Price and McTeague. The lieutenant shook the hands of the two partisans. “At your service as always, Mister Chenot, Miss Coupé. Now, let’s get off this beach and under cover, shall we?”

      Chenot nodded. “We have a long walk ahead of us, Monsieur. Some ten kilometres. You will want to bury your rafts and any unwanted equipment, no?”

      McTeague let out a grunt. “Ten kilometres? That’s...six miles. An easy hike for the lads, but we’ll nae make it before sunrise if we’re walkin’ cross-country and keeping silent.”

      Chenot shook his head. “We know of peasant trails, paths the Boche have not found. It will not take as long as you think, perhaps three hours.”

      “Just a minute,” Price interrupted. “This is a rescue mission, sir. We’re to gather up your remaining partisans and arrange for transport as quickly as possible. Just where are we going that’s so far from here?”

      Chenot smiled. “We’re going to the one place the Germans have yet to look. We are going underground.”

      The trip lasted almost three hours. The Commandos broke down their rafts and buried them under some scrub brush well off the beach, deep enough that they wouldn’t be exposed if a storm hit in the next couple of days. The Commandos only brought with them their weapons and packs, carrying enough food and other necessities for a couple days’ worth of operations, but little more.

      The journey was taken in near-total silence. Chenot led the way, with Marie trailing the Commando squad and ensuring they weren’t being followed. Lynch could tell they were moving in a mostly south-southeastern direction, directly inland from where they’d landed. The scrub and bogland of the coast soon turned into farmland, and they found themselves walking along the edges of fields, the only sounds their labored breathing, the swish of their boots through the grass, and the occasional clink of metal against metal. The terrain was easy enough to cross, but the partisans ushered them with an abundance of caution, wary for the slightest noise that might announce a German ambush.

      As the sky to the east revealed the coming dawn, Lynch could see they were approaching a low, rolling hill spotted with clumps of trees and scrub brush. The hill wasn’t terribly high, perhaps two hundred feet at its summit, and its slopes were so modest it appeared only as a swell of green bulging out of the farmland and forests around it. As the Commandos drew closer, Chenot and Marie urged them on, sacrificing quiet for speed as they raced the rising sun.

      With enough light to finally see everyone clearly, Lynch looked around and found Smythe, near the end of the column. The spy was dressed as one of the Commandos, wearing a pack and carrying a rifle. Lynch figured that although the man looked to be fit, the sort who played polo or a game of football now and then, he’d not have the endurance for a march of several miles under full kit. However, if anything, Smythe looked to be enjoying himself immensely, and seemed less tired than most of the men.

      The same couldn’t be said for Corporal Nelson. Harry had received a promotion after the Merlimont raid for his incredibly successful attack on the German motor pool. Although Lynch knew the foul-mouthed Englishman skirted the edge of acceptable discipline in a Commando unit far too often, his eagerness to take risks and get stuck in with the enemy made him a valuable asset. There was no denying his skill at close-in fighting and explosives, either.

      However, the wounds Nelson had taken during the escape from Merlimont now worried Lynch. He was convinced that Nelson had either bribed or intimidated the Medical Officer into declaring him fit for duty again, and as Lynch glanced his way, he could see Nelson’s face shining with sweat, his features twisted into a face that gave away the pain of his exertions. Over six feet tall and built like a warhorse, Nelson shouldn’t look nearly so haggard, even carrying his usual heavy load of explosives and other weaponry. Lunch’s mouth tightened into a thin line. Nelson would have to be looked after.

      Turning away from studying his companions, Lynch saw they were much closer to the hill. It was clearly a knob of stone covered in a thin layer of topsoil and some modest foliage. There were rocky outcroppings where the soil had eroded away completely, leaving only the bare stone behind, cracking and weathering now that it was exposed to the elements. Lynch imagined that such a hill would have made an excellent defensive position in antiquity, before men could hurl explosives from the mouths of cannons and mortars, or drop bombs from thousands of feet in the air. The stony surface of the hill would make it almost impossible to entrench anywhere, meaning the defender would be exposed to any kind of plunging fire or air attack. He could even imagine Napoleonic cannons skipping shot up the hill, the deadly iron missiles crushing and tearing apart men who found it impossible to find a place to hide.

      The procession stopped just inside the treeline, with a large field between them and the hill. Chenot spoke to the Commandos. “We will have to cross out in the open. A short distance from here, there is a drainage ditch, almost a metre deep. We will crawl to the ditch, then move at a crouch as fast as we can to the base of the hill. Once we are there, we will be safe.”

      “All right, you lot,” McTeague growled, “on yer bellies, and follow Mister Chenot.”

      The men crossed the field at a rapid crawl, quickly soaking their battledress in the early morning dew. Lynch privately thought the partisans were being too cautious; as best as he could tell, the nearest farmhouse was over five hundred yards distant. But he knew farm folk rose early, often before the dawn, and the partisans - those that survived - were only alive today because they made every effort at concealment.

      Within a few minutes they were in the ditch, and from this point, the Commandos moved at double-time in a crouch, keeping their heads below the top of the wheat growing in the fields to either side of them. They would be invisible to any farmer, but there was still the remote possibility that an early morning air patrol might spot them. If that happened, Lynch had no doubt in his mind that they’d all be dead within minutes.

      Bent over and moving at a fast trot, Lynch nearly ran face-first into Pritchard’s backside when the man suddenly stopped. Lynch was about to curse Pritchard out before he realized everyone had stopped, and he looked up to see the side of the hill rising up in front of him. The base of the hill was surrounded by trees and some fairly thick underbrush, and at Chenot’s signal, everyone emerged from the ditch and moved into the woods. Once they were under cover, Chenot murmured something to Price that Lynch couldn’t hear, and then the partisan moved off on his own.

      “He’s going to take a dekko,” Price informed the men. “Make sure Jerry hasn’t laid a trap for us. If it’s all clear, he’ll be back to bring us in.”

      Minutes passed, and Lynch looked out past their wooded cover to watch the sun’s first rays set the tip-tops of nearby trees alight. He remembered crossing the French countryside with the BEF over a year ago, and once again marveled at its simple beauty. England had plenty of farmland that looked just as pretty, but none of it, he believed, could compare to his homeland. Lynch wondered when he would see Ireland again, and the thought reminded him that he may very well never return home. In truth, although he longed to be there once more, he didn’t even know if Ireland was home anymore.

      Lynch turned as he heard the rest of the Commandos stir, and saw Chenot emerge through the woods. With a nod of his head, everyone resumed following him, and Lynch noted they were circling around the hill, and taking the first steps up the gentlest parts of its slope. A minute later, Chenot stopped them again. Before them was a thicket at the base of a large crack in the hill’s stony base. Pushing a branch aside, Chenot disappeared into the thicket. One by one, the rest of them followed.

      Lynch and the others emerged in the shadow of the split, and he could see that the crack was deep, and wide enough that a man shuffling sideways could step inside. As the thought crossed Lynch’s mind, Chenot did just that, disappearing from view in the blink of an eye. Lynch looked at Price, and with a moment’s hesitation, the lieutenant followed their partisan ally into the cave, also vanishing within a few steps. Lynch shrugged, and followed his commanding officer.

      A few feet inside the opening, Lynch discovered that the crack in the hill took a sharp dogleg and opened up considerably, allowing him to turn and walk normally as he progressed deeper. Although only a hair-thin crack above his head let in light, Lynch found a battered old wrought-iron candle holder had been hammered into a smaller crack in the side of the tunnel. A fat, homemade taper sat on the holder, casting a flickering illumination into the tunnel. Lynch continued on, moving further into the hillside, and found the tunnel twisted and curved, growing broader and narrower in turns, for at least thirty feet. Several other candles lit the passage, and in the near-total darkness even their weak light was enough to show him the way.

      Eventually Lynch emerged into a triangular cave lit by a single mirror-backed oil lamp fitted to the far wall. There were a half-dozen cots along the side of the cave, and opposite them were piles of stores: wooden boxes and crates of various sizes, with several small casks and a number of dark glass bottles and ceramic jars. A fire pit made from piled rocks occupied a far corner, with a pair of wrought-iron stakes and a metal spit holding a cooking pot hanging from a chain.

      Along with Price and Chenot, there were three other people in the cave. Two of them Lynch recognized; Monsieur and Madame Souliere. The old married couple looked thinner and more haggard since Lynch had last seen them three months ago, but both husband and wife wore broad cartridge belts and pistols, and Monsieur wore a bandolier across his chest half-filled with rifle cartridges. Both of the Soulieres nodded to Lynch and gave him a warm welcome, and Lynch gladly returned their greetings.

      Back in April, when the Commandos first came ashore south of Merlimont, the Soulieres had volunteered their barn as the squad’s hiding place for the night. Unfortunately, a traitor among the partisans had revealed their farm to be the Commando’s hiding place, and there had been a vicious firefight when three squads of Panzerschützen arrived to kill or capture the British soldiers. Thankfully the Germans were wiped out with the assistance of the partisans, but there was no hiding the Souliere’s involvement. Faced with flight or certain execution, the couple had packed a few small possessions and abandoned their farm, choosing to tie their fate to the resistance.

      The last person in the cave was a young man, probably seventeen or eighteen years of age. He was standing at the back of the cave, his cap in hand, watching wide-eyed as the remaining Commandos filed inside. The boy appeared unarmed, and Lynch didn’t remember seeing him before, so he could only presume the boy was a newcomer, perhaps like Marie another helpless victim of the German occupying forces.

      But as Marie entered the cave, following McTeague as he squeezed his bulk out of the tunnel, Lynch reflected that she certainly didn’t look helpless now. Her long brown hair had been cut short, now barely reaching the collar of her coat, and her feminine curves had been worn away by the abrasives of hard living and little food. In her hands, Marie carried a German sniper rifle, and the holster of a P-38 hung from her belt. Rather than a cartridge bandolier, she wore a set of German infantry braces, the ammunition pouches half-filled. There was a look about her now, a feline, predatory aura that had replaced her youthful innocence, making a determined, dangerous woman out of the terrified young girl Lynch had rescued three months ago. The transformation was both unsettling and attractive in equal measures. Marie caught him looking at her, and she gave Lynch a soft smile before moving into the room and standing next to Chenot. Lynch saw the way the serious young Frenchman’s dark features lit up when she came near him. Aye, so it’s like that, it is. Good for them.

      Price made the introductions between the three new Commandos and the partisans. Along with Pritchard, there was Trooper Miller, who’d taken on the duty of Bren loader after the team’s original loader, Harris, was promoted to Lance Corporal and given the job of Bren gunner. Miller was small-statured and bandy-legged, easily the shortest man in the unit. When he walked around next to Harris, who was the second-tallest man in the squad after McTeague, the difference between the two men always elicited a chuckle from the rest of the squad. The third man, Thatcher, was a serious-minded fellow from Derbyshire. A smile rarely graced Thatcher’s dark, brooding features; his face was usually turned down with a sour, irritated expression, despite the fact that Thatcher always went about his duties without any complaint. Although all three men were new to the squad, they’d all been through Commando training at roughly the same time as Lynch and the others, and each had seen combat with the BEF the previous year. They were all tough and professional; each was determined to do his part to prove their worth to the rest of the men.

      After Price had done his part, Chenot introduced the young man as Édouard. The boy was pale and emaciated, his sandy brown hair sticking out from under his cap like a bird’s-nest. He appeared nervous almost to the point of fainting, and Chenot explained that Édouard was an information gatherer for the resistance, recently operating out of Calais. Two days ago, Édouard had fled the city, travelling south on foot and trying to make contact with the partisans. Last night, nearly starving and long without sleep, Édouard had finally reached them with a piece of vital information.

      Price’s brow had furrowed over the course of Chenot’s explanation. “This young fellow sounds quite remarkable. I can only imagine his report is equally impressive. What could be so important?”

      Chenot glanced at Marie. “When we fled the attack, we believed everyone was killed. There was firing from both sides, but it quickly died out, and we had all agreed amongst ourselves that if faced with capture by the Boche, we would not let ourselves be taken alive.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” Price replied, “given the circumstances. But what are you saying, did they capture someone?”

      “Oui, they did.” Chenot replied. “The Butcher of Calais is imprisoned in the belly of his own city. And you, gentlemen, are going to help us free him.”
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      Hotel Du Chevalier, Calais, France

      0500 Hours

      

      Standartenführer Johann Faust awoke an hour before the dawn. Fifty-one years of age, Faust felt more alive, with more energy and endurance, than he’d felt in his twenties during the Great War. Then, he had been a lowly Hauptmann slogging through the trenches and across no man’s land, every footfall landing in a mixture of mud and putrefied human tissue. That war had been a reenactment of Hell, and after the treaty had been signed in 1918, Faust had given up on war, the exhaustion of battle wearying him down to his very soul.

      Unfortunately, when Faust returned to his home city of Braunschweig, almost immediately he found the city caught in a civil revolt between the communists and the imperials. Faust was a strong anti-communist, but didn’t want to become involved in the fighting, preferring to sit back and see what transpired. When he saw the formation of the Freikorps and the subsequent takeover of the city by the forces of the Weimar Republic in 1919, Faust made a few tentative inquiries among some old army contacts, and soon found himself employed as a low-level government official, eking out a modest existence shuffling papers, writing reports, and returning from home each night to an empty flat and a bottle of Korn.

      During the interwar years, Faust lived as a ghost of a man, slowly passing into middle age alone, with few friends aside from a handful of amicable co-workers and an occasional visit with an old war comrade. It was this state of purposelessness that eventually drew him to pay more and more attention to the rise of the Nazi party through the late twenties and early thirties. Like so many others, Faust had watched as his once-proud German empire slowly descended into a morass of communism, strife, unemployment, and a general malaise. And again, like so many others, Faust was beguiled by the promises offered by Adolf Hitler and the return of a German state that was strong, united, and driven towards a powerful purpose.

      Once more, Faust reached out to former commanding officers and other war veterans, men who now found themselves in positions of influence throughout the Nazi party. By 1934 Faust was in uniform again, this time wearing the black of the Schutzstaffel. Faust’s first prominent act as a member of the SS was his participation in the Night of the Long Knives, acting as a trigger-man for the party and killing four members of the SA. From that moment onward, Faust discovered that he had a new purpose in life. He was given the rank of Sturmbannführer, a position he held until the invasion of Poland in 1939.

      It was during the last days of the Polish campaign that Faust’s talents came into their own. He found himself leading a growing body of SS infantry tasked with hunting down and eliminating partisans and troublesome political or military figures who were trying to coax the last few flickers of resistance from the smouldering embers of Poland’s ruins. As his unit was transferred back to Germany in preparation for the invasion of Belgium, Faust was given command of an Einsatzkommando, then tasked with following the invading Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS divisions, performing “mop-up operations” wherever the locals seemed less than pleased with the new state of affairs in their communities.

      After the fall of France, Faust found himself promoted to Standartenführer. He was given his own Einsatzgruppe and stationed in Calais, his elite cadre of partisan-hunters prepared and ready to attend to any uprising throughout the Pas-de-Calais region. At first it had been a quiet posting, hunting down the occasional band of outlaws or political dissidents hiding in the ruins of the shattered city. Eventually though, Faust and his men eliminated any signs of organized, armed resistance in the area.

      Or so they had thought.

      Faust finished the last of his breakfast as the first rays of sunlight crept over the jagged, battered rooftops of Calais. The meal had consisted of several thick slices of hearty black bread slathered with butter, a large wedge of sharp-smelling French cheese, and a platter of roasted chicken, cold from the icebox but still delicious. He only ate one meal a day, finding there was never enough time for two repasts, let alone three. Faust washed it all down with several cups of strong coffee, the last doctored with a slug of Korn.

      Before he left his room, he dressed in his uniform. Although the infamous black of the SS had been replaced a few years ago by the field-grey worn by most German military units, Faust’s rank and his independent command left him sufficient freedom to be a little eccentric in the fashion of his uniform. He wore the black garment as much to show his zealous dedication to the Nazi party as the air of menace and intimidation it gave him. In the same vein, Faust refused to cover his empty eye socket. Although in his civilian life Faust had worn an eyepatch to hide the gaping wound, since the war began, he’d decided to go without.

      After dressing, Faust buckled on his weapons. On his left hip, Faust wore his ceremonial SS dagger, given to him in 1936. Next to it hung an ammunition pouch, containing several stripper clips of 7.63mm Mauser pistol ammunition. On Faust’s right hip, he wore a custom-made holster carrying his Mauser C96. Before going to war in 1914, his father had presented the weapon to him, privately purchased and expertly customized. The wooden grips were decorated with an inlay of polished bone, his family crest scrimshawed and stained into the surface. One night in 1917, while drinking with several younger officers, he’d told the other men the inlaid bone was taken from the pistol’s first victim. The story quickly spread among the other men of his regiment, giving Faust a diabolical reputation. When he entered the SS, the story somehow resurfaced, and Faust was more than willing to let it circulate among the ranks. While during the Great War he’d carried the pistol in its standard wooden holster, these days he carried it in a holster that left the butt exposed, showing off the inlay.

      Exiting his room, Faust was greeted by a pair of SS soldiers posted outside his door. Each man snapped to attention and saluted him, and Faust smartly returned the gesture.

      “Kommen Sie mit,” Faust told his men, and gestured down the hallway.

      The two guards fell in line behind their Standartenführer. Both men held the rank of Sturmmann, or Storm Trooper. Each had at least five years’ enlistment with the SS, and had been with Faust through Poland, Belgium, and France. One of the men, Klaus, carried an MP-28, while Dieter carried one of the new MP-40s. Faust knew each of the men had at least a score of kills to his name. At his command, these men would murder, torture, rape, beat, or burn without the slightest hesitation.

      To Faust, that was the sign of a perfect soldier.

      The three men walked down the hall of the Hotel du Chevalier, built in the early 20’s to entice tourists from England and America after the Great War. During the siege of Calais a year ago, the hotel took several hits from heavy weapons fire, and rooms on various floors of the hotel were little more than open wounds facing the streets. Since the city’s occupation, Faust’s Einsatzgruppe had been using it as their command center. The seven-story hotel was certainly more comfortable than any other lodging the men had occupied over the last two years, and although it couldn’t fit Faust’s entire command, one of the two Einsatzkommando units was stationed there at any time, while the other was broken up into reinforced patrols moving throughout the Pas-de-Calais region.

      There were, of course, a few inconveniences. Faust had been ordered to treat the civilian population fairly unless provoked, and he had to pay the hotel staff wages and provide reimbursement for food and drink. Supplies arrived at regular intervals, and when he wanted to eat better than the men, Faust and his officers paid the kitchen staff to go and acquire better food than what his unit was issued. Most of the men didn’t mind, as it allowed them more leisure time, as well as food prepared by those who knew what they were doing. The French might be awful at making war, Faust reflected, but they were experts at making dinner.

      Faust and his bodyguards stepped into the elevator at the end of the hallway. The operator shut the gate and Faust raised two fingers. The man, an elderly Frenchman in a somewhat worn hotel staff uniform, nodded and selected the second floor. The elevator lurched and began to descend. Faust noticed that the old man refused to look at any of the Germans, and a single bead of sweat had formed on his forehead, trickling down until it disappeared into one of the man’s eyebrows.

      Faust turned and looked at the man. “You appear unwell. Did you sleep poorly last night?” he asked, addressing him in rough French.

      The old man turned pale and gulped, patting at his forehead with a kerchief. He glanced at Faust, his eyes flickering to Faust’s empty eye socket, and then the man looked away again.

      “Oui, monsieur, I am unwell today. My apologies.”

      Faust leaned down, looming over the smaller Frenchman, and tilted his head so his empty eye socket seemed to be staring at the man.

      “Perhaps you are sick?” Faust asked. “Maybe you should see a doctor. I do not want you to spread your illness to my men. That would be...unfortunate for all of us, wouldn’t you say?”

      The old man shuddered and glanced away, unable to look into the hollow of Faust’s skull. “Yes, very unfortunate, I will do as you say.”

      “Good, that’s good,” Faust replied, standing up straight again. “Ah, here we are.”

      The elevator stopped with a clatter and the operator pulled open the gate. Faust smiled at him, causing the man to turn even more pale and look away again. His disfigurement had an unsettling effect on the younger officers who tried to kiss his Arsch too much, and when he turned the scarred, empty socket on some terrified civilian, the poor unfortunate would rather betray their deepest secrets than be forced to meet his gaze.

      The three Germans stepped out of the elevator car, and began walking down the hall. Behind him, Klaus and Dieter quietly chuckled at their commander’s sport. They reached an intersection and turned left, walking past several doors before approaching another with two other Storm Troopers standing guard. Faust nodded to the men, and one of the guards took a key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and stepped inside the room, holding the door open.

      Faust stepped inside. The small hotel room had been stripped of all its decorations and finery. Even the carpets had been pulled up and taken away. A bed occupied the center of the room, not much more than a cot. There were a couple of wooden stools and a large wooden chest in the corner, with a pair of trays sitting on top. One of them contained a plate with two slices of bread covered in preserves and a tin cup of milk. The other tray contained several stainless steel instruments and several different kinds of medical dressings. A small, bent Frenchman with wisps of white hair sticking out from his head was leaning over a patient strapped down onto the cot. At the moment Faust entered, the doctor stopped rolling a bandage around the man’s right hand, and looked up.

      “How is our guest today?” Faust asked.

      “He is recovering well,” the doctor answered. “There continues to be no sign of infection, and his wounds are closing as they should.”

      Faust smiled. “Excellent.” He stepped forward until he was looking down at the man on the cot.

      “Guten Morgen, Herr Bouchard.”
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      The Partisans’ Cave

      0530 Hours

      

      In short order, the Commandos settled into the cave and began preparing a morning meal. Every fourth man fired up a small Primus stove, and within minutes hot tin mugs of sweet tea were being passed around, while the men shared their packaged rations with the French. Tins of potted meat, some hard bread and cheese, as well as chocolate bars and cans of condensed milk were shared with their hosts, and soon everyone was sitting around in the cave, talking to each other and catching up on the time the two groups had been apart.

      In one corner of the cave, Pritchard handed Lynch a mug of tea and half a tin of bully beef, heated in a small bowl until it steamed. Lynch nodded his thanks, and took a long sip of tea before balancing the mug on his knee. He used some hard bread from his pack to scoop up the beef and shovel it into his mouth.

      Sitting in a circle with him were Chenot, Price, McTeague, Smythe, and the boy, Édouard. Corporal Bowen had volunteered to stand watch outside the cave, and Nelson, although promoted to corporal, wasn’t yet considered part of the squad’s command element. He squatted next to a stove with several other men nearby, enjoying his tea and telling a rude story. Although Smythe was a civilian and fell outside the Commandos’ command structure, Price had told them to treat the spy as if he was one of them, at least with regards to planning and sharing information. Lynch watched the man as he perched on the edge of a captured German supply crate, sipping tea and worrying away at a hard biscuit. Smythe had a placid, almost chipper expression on his face, and Lynch wondered if this was the man’s version of a holiday.

      Lynch turned to listen to the Frenchmen with him. Édouard was relaying his story through Chenot, as the young man didn’t speak any English.

      “His grandfather works at the Hotel du Chevalier as an elevator operator,” Chenot said. “Several days ago, the Germans there, the SS Kommandos, brought in an injured man, a Frenchman. He had been shot several times, but he still lived. The Germans forced the staff to strip a room on the second floor bare of anything unnecessary. Then a small cot and a few other pieces of furniture were brought in, and the Germans summoned a local doctor.”

      “Are we certain the man is Bouchard?” Price asked.

      “The description matched,” Chenot replied. “Given the time, and the Germans involved, there is no other alternative. They wouldn’t keep anyone else alive and treat their wounds, but still hold them prisoner. I am certain it is him.”

      The Commandos exchanged glances.

      “So why do we think this Faust is keeping Bouchard alive now?” Lynch asked. “D’you think he’s going to try and break the wee fellow? Bouchard seemed a hard nut to crack, so he did, all the more if it’d be to a bunch of bloody death’s-head wearing SS bastards.”

      Smythe nodded. “Corporal Lynch is right. I cannot believe even their torture experts would get such a fanatic to talk.”

      Chenot shook his head. “It is just as much of a mystery to me as it is to you. I agree that André wouldn’t give away any secrets, but on the other hand, Faust has been an implacable enemy, and he is known for breaking men who were thought unbreakable.”

      “Well,” said McTeague, “what harm is it, if your man talks? I hate tae say it, but your efforts are at an end, laddie. You cannae fight the Huns with just yourself, Miss Marie, this young fellow, and a pair of grey-hairs.”

      Price looked from his sergeant to Chenot. “Sergeant McTeague is correct. Your unit, such as it was, is now combat ineffective, and we’ll be taking you back to England soon enough. I pity the poor fellow, but without a doubt he is a dead man. Do you suppose he would give up this location?”

      Chenot shook his head. “This area is full of little hills and patches of woods. André could have them running everywhere looking for us, and there are several caches and temporary camps we’ve set up over the last few weeks. He could hold out for a while to make it convincing, then send the Germans to a cache. They’d think we’d disappeared, taking what we needed. No, that is not the reason he must be rescued.”

      “Well now,” Lynch said, glancing at Price as he spoke to Chenot. “What be so bloody important as to risk our necks sneaking into an occupied city just to nab your mate?”

      Chenot looked down into his mug for a moment. Lynch took the lull in the conversation as an opportunity to drink more of his tea and scoop up more of his breakfast. In the army you learned that, when you had time to eat, eat quickly and as much as you can.

      “Several weeks ago,” Chenot finally said, “we derailed a train and killed the Germans on board. It was a great accomplishment, one of our finest, but as a result...many innocent lives paid the price for our victory.”

      “Bloody savages, the lot of ‘em,” McTeague grumbled.

      Chenot nodded. “It made many of the men quite upset, myself included. A vote was taken, and we all agreed that André should make contact with resistance cells in Vichy France, that we should leave this area and head south. Here, we are forced to attack Germans more frequently in order to acquire supplies, because so few are willing to help us with the Germans looking over their shoulders. To the south, we hope to find more support for our cause.”

      “The Vichy government is entirely in old Adolf’s pocket,” Smythe remarked. “You’re going to have a devil of a time no matter where you go. Intelligence has it some of your own countrymen are just as dedicated to hunting the resistance as the Germans. Perhaps more so.”

      “An enemy is an enemy,” Lynch muttered. “But a bloody traitor, they be deserving of a special kind of hatred.”

      “So, is that the problem?” McTeague asked. “Bouchard knows something of the southern resistance?”

      Chenot nodded. “Enough to put several cells in danger, at the very least. And there are the civilians who have helped us here in the north. Their lives are all in danger if he reveals them to the SS.”

      The three Commandos looked at each other. Risking other resistance cells was bad enough, but risk was part and parcel with that life. Those men and women were soldiers, of a kind. Giving the Germans innocents whose only crime was supporting those who fought to liberate their nation from tyranny...none of the Commandos could stomach that. Finally, Price nodded, and both McTeague and Lynch returned his nod.

      “Alright son, we’ll do this. Our orders were to get as many of the resistance back to England as we could, and if you think Bouchard is that important, we’ll try to get him out as well,” Price said.

      “But he’s right under the bloody Huns’ rooftop, so he is,” Lynch replied. “We be lookin’ at a reinforced company of crack sodding infantry now, the best of Hitler’s best. And that’s if we get inside the bleedin’ city. Lieutenant, I agree it’s orders sir, but there’s no way we be making it into Calais, much less be making it out again.”

      McTeague grunted. “Lad’s got a point, Lieutenant. I cannae imagine how we’ll pull off this caper.”

      Chenot made a small sound, and they all turned towards him. The Frenchman turned and looked at Édouard, who said something emphatically in French, gesturing in the direction of the city. Chenot replied, nodding, then pointed to Smythe, who smiled. Lynch realized Smythe was able to follow along; he was the only Brit among them who could speak fluent French. Smythe spoke with Édouard and Chenot for a few minutes as the Commandos waited, and finally the spy turned back to address them, a smile spreading across his face.

      “Gentlemen, we have a plan.”
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      Hotel Du Chevalier

      0530 Hours

      

      Faust pulled a stool over next to Bouchard’s cot and sat down. He took his peaked cap off of his head and ran his hands through his iron-grey hair. Bouchard was strapped down onto the cot at the ankle, knee, elbows and chest, with just his forearms and hands free. The Frenchman was dressed only in a pair of German-issued underwear, and his stomach, right thigh, left shoulder, and right hand were swathed in bandages.

      Faust’s bullet had struck the butt of Bouchard’s pistol, knocking it from his hand and severing his little finger at the second knuckle. According to the doctor’s initial diagnosis, while the wounds would keep Bouchard from going too far, if treated well the Frenchman would eventually recover, save for the loss of half a digit.

      Faust ran his eye over Bouchard’s gaunt frame. The man’s body, once soft and slightly overweight with the sedentary nature of his profession, was now scarred and lean, almost gaunt, with wiry muscles formed through months of hiking and running, climbing and crawling, living with little more comfort than a Gallic tribesman would have two millennia ago. Examining Bouchard’s face, Faust saw the SS hadn’t done anything to groom their prisoner, and the man’s beard was unruly, his hair wild on his head. His small rimless glasses were cloudy with dust and grime.

      “Tsk tsk tsk. Das geht nicht,” Faust said. He reached over and plucked the glasses from Bouchard’s face before the man could utter a word of protest. Pulling a kerchief from his pocket, Faust meticulously cleaned Bouchard’s spectacles, holding them up to the light coming through the widow three times before he was satisfied with their condition. Finally, he straightened the wire arms and placed the glasses back on Bouchard’s face.

      “At least now you can see your captors clearly, Monsieur Bouchard,” Faust said, speaking in French.

      “Do not expect a thank you,” Bouchard replied.

      Faust turned to the French doctor standing on the other side of Bouchard’s bed. “He has not eaten yet this morning?”

      “I was going to feed him after I’d examined him and changed his dressings,” the doctor replied.

      Faust nodded. “You may feed him now, while I speak to him.”

      The doctor brought over the bread and the tin cup of milk. The doctor held the tray and handed Bouchard a piece of bread, smeared with some kind of fruit preserve. Inquisitive, Faust reached over and touched his finger to the edge of one smear, then brought it to his mouth.

      “Hmmm. Apples, and a little cinnamon. Delicious.” Faust gestured to his empty eye socket. “When I was recovering from this, in 1918, The food was awful, what little I remember of it. Some thin beef broth, stale bread, water, perhaps a boiled potato mashed into a pulp and fed to me with a spoon.”

      Bouchard looked Faust in the eye for a long moment. Despite the straps restricting his movement, Bouchard managed to bring the bread up close to his mouth. He craned his neck forward and took a generous bite, then slowly chewed and swallowed, a small smile on his lips. His other hand reached for the cup, and he washed the bread down with a swallow. Faust could see the milk was cold, beads of condensation running down the outside of the metal cup.

      Faust sat there and watched Bouchard eat his breakfast for five silent minutes, each man studying the actions of the other. Faust produced a pipe from his pocket, filled it with a small measure of tobacco, and lit it with a wooden match. He didn’t draw deeply on the pipe, merely giving the occasional puff and enjoying the scent and flavor of the quality leaf. Finally, Bouchard finished his breakfast, and the doctor took away the tin cup and the platter.

      “Was it good?” Faust asked.

      Bouchard shrugged. “The preserves were fair, but the bread...I have had better. Still, I cannot complain. For a dead man, you are treating me exceptionally well.”

      Faust smiled and shook his head. “You misunderstand my intentions. I am going to keep you alive as long as I can. This is why I have done my best to prevent you from taking your own life. The restraints are not there to protect us - I doubt that even your surprisingly lethal skills are going to get you beyond the door to this room. They are there to prevent you from finding a way to end your own life before I am finished spending time with you.”

      “Ah, so it is torture then?” Bouchard asked.

      “Nein, no torture,” Faust replied. “Perhaps that would work on a lesser man, one of your lieutenants or some of the civilians who I am sure have helped you now and then. But I can sense that you, sir, are a different kind of animal.”

      Bouchard grunted. “So you intend to break me with flattery. I am amused.”

      Faust shook his head. “It is not flattery. Some time ago, I learned the reason for your campaign of vendetta. The men who committed the crimes were Wehrmacht, not SS troops, and I had no knowledge of the acts at the time and therefore it took a while to link your name and actions to that...incident.”

      Faust paused and puffed on his pipe. Bouchard was staring at him now, silent and with a deadly intensity.

      “While I was in the hospital, recovering from this,” Faust gestured to his empty eye socket, “my young wife was dying in another hospital, hundreds of miles away. She was a victim of the Spanish flu. You see, I know something about what can happen when you suffer such a loss.”

      Bouchard’s face twisted in anger. “Your wife died from a disease, tended by doctors and nurses. My family...their deaths were the acts of monsters.”

      Faust merely shrugged in reply. He stared into the space slightly above Bouchard’s head, as small curls of smoke rose from the bowl of his pipe.

      “Your kind of tragedy,” Faust continued, “it can do things to a man. It can break something, up here.” Faust tapped a finger against his own temple. “It causes a kind of madness, a fanatical intensity that cannot be reasoned against. I could torture you endlessly, strip the skin from your body, burn you, torment your bones and organs. But you wouldn’t break. You would laugh in my face. You would spit up your life’s blood onto my boots and grin as your heart stopped beating. No, Monsieur Bouchard, torture wouldn’t break you.”

      Bouchard finally looked away and stared instead at the ceiling. “So why am I still alive? If you won’t get any information from me, why let me live?”

      Faust stood up with a grunt, his left knee creaking slightly. He put his cap back on his head and looked out the window. The sun was bright outside, the sky without clouds. Perhaps he would take a walk along the waterfront and enjoy the view.

      Faust looked down at Bouchard. “Who says I won’t get any information from you?”

      Bouchard’s mouth opened and shut, he didn’t say anything. Faust smiled.

      “This is going to be a long war. I have no doubt that until its conclusion, and perhaps long after that, I will be hunting and killing men such as yourself. You see sir, the information I want isn’t the usual nonsense about resistance cells, meeting places, flowerpots in windowsills and other dreary cloak and dagger theatre. No, I want to learn the minds of the creatures I hunt, and you, my good man, are a prized trophy. I intend to learn what makes you tick, as they say. I might even write a scholarly paper on you, maybe present it for study by young SS officers.”

      “I feel embarrassed by your words of praise. You make me into such a dashing figure,” Bouchard replied with a sneer.

      “When your campaign of violence first came to light, I took little notice. I sent a zealous underling and a squad of men to hunt you down. But as my butcher’s bill of casualties began to grow, I saw you were not some purposeless idiot with a gun, taking potshots at Nazis. You were an assassin of sorts, a man who planned and executed his kills with surprising cunning. I had to dedicate more and more men to tracking down this ‘Butcher of Calais’.”

      “Such troubles I caused you,” Bouchard said.

      “After several months,” Faust continued, “you seemed to disappear from the city. Although a body was never found, I assumed ‘The Butcher’ had either died from some unrelated incident, or had been driven out of the city, forced to hide in the wilds and pout while concealed in some peasant’s haystack.”

      Bouchard’s lips drew into a thin line, his eyes hardening. Faust smiled at him again, a wicked, anticipatory smile, and turned to walk out of the room. Bouchard called after him.

      “How did you finally find us?” he asked. “You managed to get one or two of us at a time over the last few months, but such things are inevitable. How did you finally find me and the rest of my men?”

      Faust stopped. He turned slightly and looked over his shoulder. “Tracking dogs. We simply tracked your scent after your ambush. When we got close enough, the rest was easy.”

      Bouchard stared at Faust for a moment, then he simply nodded and looked away. Faust turned back and walked through the hotel room door.

      “Get well soon, monsieur,” he said, not looking back. “We have a great deal to talk about.”

      The door shut behind Faust. Bouchard turned and looked at the elderly doctor next to him. The doctor paused from tidying up before he left and gave Bouchard a soft smile and a shrug.

      “Merde,” the doctor said.

      Bouchard nodded and closed his eyes, resting his head on his pillow.
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      Ferques, France

      July 12th, 0100 Hours

      

      “Harry, you sodding lunatic, now where’d you get that bloody murderous pig-sticker?”

      Lynch looked down at the knife tucked into Nelson’s belt. Instead of the Fairbairn-Sykes dagger every man carried, Nelson was wearing a rather brutal-looking trench knife, with a built-in set of brass knuckles, each finger guard raised to a blunt triangular tip.

      “Was pokin’ about in a flea market last time we were on leave. Had a bit o’ loose coin in me pocket and found this sittin’ on a shelf with some uvver bits n’ pieces from the last great unpleasantness. The price was right, so I bought it, even got a discount on account of bein’ in the service an’ all.”

      Lynch just shook his head. “Harry me boyo, I just don’t know what to do with you sometimes.”

      “Sure you do, Tommy. That’s why you brought me along for this bit o’ ruckus,” Nelson replied with a grin.

      “Will the two a ye shut it? We’re supposed to be doin’ this quiet like!” McTeague hissed.

      The three men lay in an ancient graveyard just outside the tiny village of Ferques. A few dozen homes and businesses lined the streets, and all seemed quiet as could be. But it wasn’t the quiet that interested them that night. It was the one place where light could be seen and noises could be heard, a small tavern in the middle of the village, where light leaked out from behind heavy curtains, just enough light to illuminate the two canvas-covered Opel Blitz cargo transports and the Kübelwagen personnel carrier parked out front.

      Lynch, Nelson, and McTeague were stripped of most of their kit, carrying only their pistols and knives. Nelson and Lynch wore their Colt .45s, while McTeague, citing that it “feels more sturdy in me hand”, still carried his Webley revolver. The Scotsman also wore his long-bladed dirk, while Lynch carried his Fairbairn-Sykes dagger. In addition to the Colt, Lynch had stuffed a second pistol into his battledress pocket; the Browning 9mm Price had handed him, taken from the mortally-wounded Wehrmacht captain they’d fought against last time they’d been in France. Although possession of the pistol - which clearly bore German army stampings - might earn him a particularly harsh treatment if he was captured and the pistol was found on him, Lynch liked the feel of the Belgian-made automatic, and its thirteen-round magazine didn’t hurt matters, either.

      They had spent the better part of an hour slowly making their way out from the treeline and through the old cemetery, each of them careful not to step on any graves or make any noise. Lynch had been surprised to catch a glimpse of Nelson crossing himself as they’d entered the burial ground; he’d not thought the blustering Englishman to be so superstitious. But in fact, after a few minutes, he realized the hairs on the back of his neck were standing up, and the jittery rush of fear and excitement wasn’t entirely due to their mission. Looking around, as the silver crescent of the moon above peeked out from behind the curtain of clouds now and then, Lynch could see that the grave markers around them were truly ancient, certainly centuries old, if not even older. Most of the markers had been worn down to the point of illegibility, some of them little more than a rectangular stump of stone peeking a few inches out of the ground.

      A morbid thought suddenly crossed Lynch’s mind. Will I even have a marked grave? What if my fate is to be dumped in a ditch somewhere, perhaps with some of my mates, and a few shovelfuls of dirt thrown over us? Ain’t that been the fate of most soldiers down through the ages? A violent death and an anonymous grave. Lucky bastards, this lot. Probably been a thousand years or more, and still we know they’re here.

      A nudge from McTeague brought Lynch out of his dark thoughts and back to the situation at hand. Looking towards the village, he saw a pair of helmeted Germans step out of the tavern, weaving a bit unsteadily towards their vehicles. Another pair of soldiers were standing watch over the Blitzes, and after a brief exchange of words, unheard at this distance, the two sentries walked into the tavern, slapping each other on the back, while the newcomers yawned, stretched, and began walking a drunken patrol.

      “Alright laddies, up and at ‘em,” McTeague grumbled.

      “Thought you’d never bloody say so!” Nelson whispered with excitement.

      The three men crawled towards the closest buildings, and in minutes they were alongside the walls of a dark, silent home. The Commandos slipped from building to building, swift and quiet as shadows. It would surprise an ordinary person to see such large, powerful men move so quickly and yet make so little noise, but it was a skill honed by countless nights of training, coupled with the natural grace that born fighting men possess.

      Within short order, the German sentries were only a handful of yards away, around the corner of a nearby building. Too close to risk words, a series of hand gestures and nods cemented the plan of attack. Moving at a swift crouch, McTeague and Nelson slipped around the corner of the building and covered the distance to the two men in seconds. Lynch stood on overwatch, Colt in his left hand, Browning in his right.

      Harry Nelson claimed the mission’s first kill. As one of the sentries stepped around the back of a Blitz, Nelson delivered a full-powered punch to the man’s throat using the trench knife’s brass knuckle guard. The sentry’s rifle was slung over his shoulder, and he didn’t have time to do anything other than clutch at his crushed windpipe before Nelson drew back the knife and thrust it once, then again, into the German’s heart. The sentry died making no more noise than an alarmed gurgle, and Nelson lowered him to the ground, holding the man’s rifle by the barrel to avoid it making a clatter.

      McTeague stepped up behind the other sentry, and with a show of surprising efficiency, grabbed the man’s head between his two massive hands and broke the German’s neck with a swift, brutal twist. Like Nelson, he lowered the corpse slowly, almost gently, to avoid any noise that might give them away.

      Lynch stepped out from around the building’s corner and walked up to the two other Commandos. Nelson cleaned his knife on the German’s coat and sheathed it, then drew his pistol as McTeague unholstered his Webley.

      “Well lads, the quiet part’s over. Time to make some noise,” McTeague said.

      “Aye, that it is,” Lynch replied.

      The only guests in the tavern at this hour were four other Germans. Every other patron had left, concerned that with too much drink, the Boche would become agitated and violent. The proprietor had even sent his wife home. She was terrified of what might happen to her poor husband, but the tavern’s owner was an old hand at dealing with drunken men, and felt that if he was careful and stayed alert for any signs of trouble, he could avoid the worst of possibilities, something that would be more difficult with his wife around. She was still a handsome woman, and he knew drunken soldiers had no sense beyond that which hung between their legs.

      But all the tavern owner’s best laid plans were for naught, when he stepped into his back room to fetch another bottle of wine, only to feel a huge, calloused hand clamp across his mouth. A shadowy, menacing figure loomed before him, a cruel-looking brute with the craggy face of a barroom brawler. The intruder held a finger up before his lips.

      “Shhhhh, mon-sewer. See voo play.”

      Ten seconds later, Tommy Lynch came through the tavern’s front door, a pistol in each hand. He brought up the Browning, and with a perfectly calm expression, put a nine-millimetre bullet through the laughing face of a young Wehrmacht soldier about to tip a bottle of wine down his gullet. The man’s feet were up on the edge of the table, his chair tilted back, and when the bullet punched through his upper lip and blew out the back of his head, the man’s death spasm flipped him over backwards, the chair slamming into the floor, the wine bottle shattering and spreading a dark stain across the wooden planks.

      The single shot was the signal Nelson and McTeague were waiting for. The two men burst through the pantry door, Nelson coming in fast and low, the giant Scotsman towering above him. Each man picked one of the Germans and fired three shots apiece, their targets twitching and jerking from the bullets’ impacts. The only man to even touch a weapon was the convoy’s Feldwebel, who never drank as much as his men, feeling some responsibility as the senior man in the unit. He managed to get his MP-38 off the table next to him before Lynch shot him twice through the chest with his .45 automatic. The German sergeant dropped the machine pistol and let out a bloody, unintelligible curse before sliding out of his chair and onto the floor. Lynch stepped up to him, kicked away the MP-38, and shot the man through the head.

      There was a moment’s silence before all three men spun towards movement at the door. René Chenot crossed the threshold slowly, hands up. He looked around the room, surveying the bloody scene.

      “Mon dieu,” he said. “It is a good thing we’ve kept some stolen German uniforms. These appear to be soiled.”
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      Outside Of Calais, France

      0400 Hours

      

      John Robert Smythe was not, of course, his real name. After fifteen years working for His Majesty’s government as an international spy, he had used so many names, worn the guise of so many false identities, that it was only with difficulty that he could remember his original name, his date of birth, or his home town. He made it a practice, when taking on a new personae, to only ever think of himself in terms of his new identity, and that meant blocking out his true self.

      Since being given his Smythe identity a week ago, he made sure his only identity was Smythe. He only thought of himself as Smythe, Pembroke and Durnford-Slater knew him only as Smythe, and the Commandos he traveled with now only knew him as Smythe. If he was captured and tortured for information, he honestly doubted he could even conjure up the details his tormentors would want, because Smythe did not know them. He believed this because it had happened once before, in Cairo, and even after two months of abuse and interrogation, he had given them nothing - not one shred of his true self.

      The man now known as John Robert Smythe rode in the passenger seat of the Kübelwagen staff car while Corporal Lynch drove. Lieutenant Price and the Frenchman Chenot sat in the back seat, weapons at hand, keeping watch out the windows. All of them were wearing captured German uniforms and carrying German weapons, although their own arms were tucked under the back seat. Smythe wore the uniform of a Wehrmacht Feldwebel, while Price wore the insignia of a Gefreiter. Each of them had an automatic weapon of some kind, as well as grenades, knives, and pistols.

      Behind their car, the two Blitz transports trundled down the road, the slits of their blackout-lidded headlights appearing as squinted eyes in the rear-view mirror. It was four o’clock in the morning, and the small convoy was approaching the heavily armed checkpoint blocking the road leading into Calais. Smythe reached down and opened the black leather shoulder satchel at his feet. He ran his fingers along one seam, and pulling it back, revealed a hidden compartment. From this hiding place, he pulled out a small pistol and a metal tube, about six inches long. Both tube and pistol wore a flat black matte finish, as if they were fashioned from a block of charcoal.

      Smythe took the tube, a finely-crafted sound suppressor, and screwed it onto the barrel of the pistol. He pulled back the pistol’s slide and snapped it home, chambering a round. Tapping the magazine release, Smythe pulled the magazine free and thumbed in a .32 calibre cartridge he pulled from his pocket. He slid the now-full magazine back in place, then tucked the pistol into the open satchel in such a way that, with one fluid movement, he could draw the weapon and fire. As he did all this, Smythe saw the Irishman watching out of the corner of his eye.

      “That be an odd-looking duck you’ve tucked into your kit now,” Lynch said.

      Smythe smiled. “Browning Model 1900, thirty-two calibre automatic. The barrel sits below the recoil spring housing, allowing the sights to stand clear of the suppressor. Seven shots, eight loaded as it is now, and as loud as punching a fist into a seat cushion.”

      “Oh aye, recoil spring housings. Seat cushions. Makes perfect sense, it does.” Lynch cast Smythe a shrewd sidelong glance.

      “In the clandestine pursuit of knowledge,” Smythe replied, “one sometimes has to employ more direct measures to ensure the outcome of one’s mission.”

      “So you really mean shooting some poor Jerry bastard between the eyes with that wee little gun of yours.”

      Smythe gave Lynch a mirthless smile. “All for King and Country, good sir. Look alive now, we’re on stage.”

      The Kübelwagen rolled up to the checkpoint and came to a stop ten feet from the barrier. The roadblock consisted of a machinegun nest manned by three men behind an MG-34 on one side, and a sandbagged 37mm anti-tank gun with a similar crew on the other side of the road. A spartan-looking guardhouse of wooden planking sat a few feet behind the machine gun nest, a curl of smoke rising from the chimney. The barrier itself was made of several telephone poles bolted together, anchored with hinges on one side of the road to a fourth, truncated pole hammered into the ground, while the other end stood on a single, crudely-attached wagon wheel that moved in a rut it had cut into the roadway.

      A yawning soldier, his rifle slung over his shoulder, approached the Kübelwagen, the beam of the electric torch in his hand playing over the four men in the car. He stepped up to Smythe’s open window.

      “Ihre Papiere, bitte,” he said.

      Smythe held out the shipment manifest in a gloved hand. "Irgend was los?" he asked in flawless German.

      The guard shrugged and took the papers, illuminating them with the torch as he looked them over. “Der übliche Unsinn. Warum bist du so früh heute?”

      “Gebrochener Kühlerschlauch,” Smythe replied, casually gesturing with his thumb back at the Blitz behind them. “Wir haben beschlossen, weiter zu fahren. Es war schon zu spät, die Nacht hier zu bleiben.”

      The guard grunted in apparent agreement, and handed the papers back to Smythe, satisfied. “Na, hoffentlich können Sie etwas schlafen. Sie können gehen.” The guard waved towards another soldier standing by the gate with an MP-38 slung across his chest, and the man began to push the gate open.

      Smythe nodded and snapped a salute, his hand sticking out of the car. “Heil Hitler!”

      The guard saluted back. “Heil Hitler, und guten Morgen.”

      Lynch put the Kübelwagen in gear and passed through the checkpoint, glancing into the rearview mirror to make sure the rest of their convoy was following. Once they were moving at a normal speed down the road again, he glanced at Smythe.

      “Speak German like you’re one of them, so you do.”

      Smythe shrugged. “I spent a number of years there before the war. Got out just as everything was going to hell. Nothing encourages perfectionism like the threat of capture, torture, and execution.”

      “Aye, that would do it now,” Lynch replied.

      As the convoy began to enter the outskirts of Calais, Smythe mused upon his response to Lynch. While it was all true, what he hadn’t elaborated on was that he’d actually been hiding in plain sight, having enlisted with the SS in order to learn whatever he could of their plans and preparations. When Germany had finally declared war, Smythe had spent four months in Poland, unable to find a way to extricate himself from his cover without arousing suspicion. While he regretted many of the things he’d done during that time to maintain his cover, he took some comfort in the fact that he’d only exchanged fire with the Polish military. Smythe understood that sacrifices had to be made for the greater good of the Allied cause, but there was a line even he would not cross.

      When the time had come to invade France, Smythe had looked for a way to get back home. After the battle of Arras, when their division was closing in on the British Expeditionary Forces, Smythe had found an opportune moment. Slipping away from the rest of his unit, he’d switched uniforms with a dead Englishman, then carefully made his way towards Dunkirk. He managed to avoid being seen by the Germans he’d just abandoned, and escaped being shot by some nervous British sentry who didn’t immediately recognize him as a friendly. Eventually, he’d arrived back in England along with the rest of the evacuated soldiers, who thought him just another Tommy thankful to have escaped death or capture.

      Quite the adventure, really. Shame he couldn’t tell another soul about it.

      Rousing himself from his reverie, Smythe studied the ruined city of Calais as they began to enter its badly-battered heart. Several German divisions had laid siege to the city near the end of the campaign to take France, and there had been fierce artillery barrages and bombing sorties directed against it, in addition to bitter, brutal urban combat. Inevitably the Germans had taken the city, but their prize didn’t appear worth the effort after the pounding it had taken. Every other building had some kind of damage, whether structural or merely cosmetic, and some buildings, or even whole city blocks, were reduced to rubble. While in the intervening year the Germans had cleared much of the rubble from the streets and restored some sense of order, the city was still a shambles. A few slivers of light escaped from a badly-covered window here and there, but otherwise the city was blacked out, the only real illumination Smythe could see coming from his vehicle’s hooded lights.

      “We’re almost at the intersection,” Price said from the backseat.

      Lynch nodded and slowed the car, coming to a stop at a four-way intersection, next to a badly-damaged apartment building on their right. Smythe glanced over his shoulder and saw a trio of dark figures slip from the back of the first Blitz and duck into the narrow alleyway between the apartment building and the building behind it.

      “They’re clear,” he said.

      Lynch put the Kübelwagen back into gear again and kept driving.

      Smythe turned around in the seat. “All right gentlemen, get ready. Corporal Lynch and I will clear the entrance. Once we’re finished, we’ll give the other lads the signal to follow us in.”

      Price and Chenot nodded. Price lifted his Lanchester from the Kübelwagen’s floorboards and checked the seating of its fifty round magazine. Although a British weapon, the submachine gun was patterned on the German MP-28, and would pass a casual glance with its true identity undetected. Chenot brought with him the weapon he’d taken from the SS in the woods. It was an Erma MP-35, another well-made design from the interwar years, before the militarization of the German armed forces led to simpler, more easily-produced weapons like the MP-38 and -40.

      Within moments, the three vehicles approached the Hotel du Chevalier. Following the plan they’d devised, Lynch made a 180-degree turn just before the alleyway next to the hotel, pulling around and parking next to the curb facing back the way they’d came. The two Blitzes, on the other hand, drove up just past the alleyway, then backed in, as if preparing to unload.

      Inside the Kübelwagen, Smythe pulled on a pair of thin leather gloves, made sure his cap was on his head straight, then stepped out of the car. He unobtrusively tucked his Browning automatic into his belt at the small of his back, then slung his black leather case over his shoulder. A Luger was holstered on his right hip, and a black-hilted combat knife hung at his left. Lynch exited the vehicle with an MP-38 in hand, buckling on the two 3-magazine pouches. Chenot and Price climbed out of the Kübelwagen, and stood at the car’s fender, as if on guard. Price made eye contact with Lynch, “Good luck, Corporal.”

      Lynch smirked and gave Price a spirited German salute. “Jawohl!” he whispered.

      Smythe rolled his eyes at the Irishman’s attempt at humor. “Komm jetzt mit mir!” he growled.

      Lynch gave the others one last nod, then turned and followed Smythe. The spy walked along the side of the alleyway between the Blitzes and the hotel. An electric torch beam was bobbing in the darkness, approaching the tailgate of the first vehicle. At the sound of approaching movement, the sentry carrying the torch brought it up and caught Smythe in its beam. Smythe held up a hand to shield his eyes, and waved the shipping manifest in his other hand.

      “Halten Sie die Lampe wo anders hin!” he snapped.

      The sentry lowered the torch until the beam reflected off the cobblestones of the alleyway, the stone gleaming from the night’s condensation. Smythe saw there were two men in front of him, one with the torch, a MP-40 slung across his chest, another carrying a rifle in his hands. Both were SS, and they appeared suspicious and annoyed by this early morning delivery.

      “Für heute morgen ist keine Lieferung geplant!” the sentry barked.

      Smythe shrugged, perfectly mimicking the timeless gesture of a soldier who knows something’s awry, but can’t help but do what he’s told.

      “Das sind meine Bestellungen. Schauen Sie sich die Papiere an.” Smythe held out the folded document, and gave it a bit of a shake, so the sheets unfolded in front of the sentry’s face.

      As Smythe distracted the sentry with the torch, Lynch stepped up to the other guard, while holding an unlit cigarette in his fingers. He made a gesture with it, as if wordlessly asking if the man could provide a light. The guard shrugged, and took his hand away from his Mauser’s trigger, reaching up towards his coat pocket.

      Smythe saw Lynch get the other German’s attention as the first sentry brought up his torch, shining the light on the document in Smythe’s hand. So focused was the sentry on the paper in Smythe’s left hand, and so blinded by the torch’s beam reflecting off the paper, he didn’t notice Smythe’s right hand reach back and pull the Browning from his belt. Letting out an obvious sigh of exasperation, Smythe raised the paper and shook it directly in the sentry’s face.

      “Können Sie nicht lesen?” he asked, a tone of annoyance in his voice.

      The sentry frowned and opened his mouth to reply, just as small, ragged hole appeared in the middle of the papers in Smythe’s hand. The sentry’s head snapped back from the shot, just as a second bullet tore through the pages and punched through the soft underside of the German’s chin.

      The second sentry turned, confused at the shunt-shunt sound and the sudden motion of his companion. His eyes dropped to the electric torch as it struck the cobblestones with a clatter. The sentry felt the first surge of adrenaline hit his system as he instinctually knew something was wrong, but before he could act, he doubled over with a gasp as Lynch drove his Commando dagger to the hilt in the man’s heart. Lynch clamped a hand around the dying German’s throat, digging his fingers deep into the tender flesh and holding him fast. Lynch ripped his dagger free, only to plunge the blade home twice more as hard as he could.

      The silent killing was done in a matter of seconds. As soon as he was sure the two men were dead, Smythe glanced around, making sure no one was approaching them, then he pulled the magazine from his Browning and reloaded the weapon. Smythe then walked over to the closest idling Blitz and gave the tailgate three hard thumps. Almost immediately, the grinning face of Harry Nelson appeared over the tailgate.

      “Crikey, thought you selfish bastards were going to keep all the fun to yourselves.”

      Smythe pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Fear not, we’ve done little more than set the stage. More violence and mayhem awaits us yet.”

      “Bloody brilliant!” Nelson whispered, jumping down to the cobblestones, his Thompson in hand.

      Bloody is right, Smythe thought to himself. Bloody is certainly right.
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      Outside The Hotel Du Chevalier

      0415 Hours

      

      Lynch walked to the mouth of the alleyway and motioned to Price and Chenot that all was clear. The two men joined him, and together they moved back into the alleyway where the rest of the Commando assault team was assembling. One man was left behind with each of the Blitzes, the drivers wearing a German army jacket and headgear, enough to pass a quick glance up into the cab from someone on foot.

      The remaining men prepared to enter the Hotel du Chevalier: Smythe, Lynch, Price, Chenot, Nelson, and Hall, the Commando’s medic. There was no telling what the Germans had done to Bouchard, or what condition he might be in when they found him, so it was up to Hall to determine the partisan leader’s health and whether it was even possible to subject him to the rigors of their escape and the journey out of France and across the channel back to England. The mission would be a wash if they went through all the effort of getting Bouchard out, only to have him die from the exertion of escape.

      Looking around, Lynch noticed that Nelson and Hall were the only men who wore their standard Commando kit. Everyone else retained their Wehrmacht disguises. Lynch was uncomfortable in the German uniform, not only because of what it represented, but because it was not in his nature to be so duplicitous. Camouflage, feints, and misdirection were all weapons in a warrior’s arsenal, but this kind of trickery made him uneasy. Nevertheless, if it gave them an edge in this operation, uneasy or not, Lynch would do what was asked of him.

      The five men formed up on Smythe outside the alleyway entrance. It was a large, heavy wooden door, wider than a typical doorway to allow ease of access when delivering foodstuffs or other supplies.

      Smythe turned to them. “As quietly as possible, and let me lead on. No firing unless we’ve been rumbled, and they can’t be silenced first. Once I get you chaps to Bouchard, however, you’re on your own. I’ll have to disappear in order to carry out the rest of my mission.”

      Price nodded at Smythe’s last comment. “We understand, Mister Smythe. Thank you for volunteering to help us.”

      “Oi, on with it now,” Nelson muttered. “Daylight’s on its way.”

      Smythe gave the Commando a smile. Drawing back the slide of his Browning for a final brass-check, he readied the pistol, then pulled open the door and slipped inside. The five other men flowed through the entrance behind him, Lynch and Price first, then Chenot. The Frenchman was followed by Hall, pistol in hand, his rifle hanging from one shoulder, his medical kit slung over the other. Nelson brought up the rear, his Thompson moving from side to side, covering everywhere he looked.

      They found themselves in a large storage room, the only illumination a single dim bulb hanging from the ceiling. Crates and barrels stood around them, and there were hand carts and dollies leaning against the walls. Smythe moved up to the door at the other end of the room and put his ear against the wood, listening for a moment.

      “I don’t hear anything. Let’s go,” he said.

      Lynch opened the door for Smythe and the spy stepped through. Lynch followed, the MP-38 in his hands, bolt back, ready to fire. They’d emerged at the end of a short darkened hallway, with another hallway cutting across it a few yards away. The men moved down the hall towards the intersection, their steps slow and deliberate.

      Suddenly there was the sound of footsteps coming towards them from the left, and the men froze. One SS soldier walked past, unarmed and only in his trousers and undershirt, braces hanging at his sides, a tin mug in one hand and a slice of bread in the other. The man passed their hallway without a glance and continued on, and the men relaxed, taking another couple of steps forward just as a second German stepped out of the other hallway and turned in towards them. The man was fully dressed, wearing his helmet and carrying his rifle slung over his shoulder.

      Smythe didn’t hesitate for a moment. Holding his Browning in both hands, he fired two rapid shots into the German’s chest from five feet away. The man staggered and bumped hard against the wall, trying to unsling his rifle. Smythe shot him a third time, the bullet punching a hole over the German’s left eye. The bullet made a ping sound as it was stopped by the inside of the man’s helmet, and the soldier collapsed, the butt of his rifle striking the wooden floor with a hard thump.

      “Alles in Ordnung, Heinrich?” a voice called from the other hallway.

      It was the other German, the man who’d passed them by. Smythe pressed himself against the right-hand side of the wall, and the rest of them followed suit. There were quick footsteps, and the German came around the corner, taking a bite out of his breakfast.

      With surprising speed and smoothness, Smythe reached out and put a hand under the German’s tin mug just as he slipped the suppressor under the man’s chin and pulled the trigger twice. The muffled shots belied the violent eruption of blood and bone from the top of the man’s head, and he fell in a ragged heap at Smythe’s feet. The spy was left holding his smoking pistol in one hand, a mug of hot coffee in the other. Leading with his pistol, he leaned his head out into the hallway and glanced both ways, before stepping back into the shadows.

      “Drag the bodies away and into the other room, please,” he asked.

      Chenot and Hall stepped forward to deal with the bodies. Smythe sniffed the hot coffee, and took a sip.

      “Not bad, actually,” he said.

      Nelson stepped up and looked down at the slice of thick black bread lying on the wooden floor. A smear of blood left by a dragged body missed it by several inches. Nelson reached down and took it from the floor.

      “Well, what do you know, butter side up. Must be my lucky day.” He took a big bite and chewed, grinning.

      Price grimaced and looked to Smythe. “We need to keep moving.”

      Smythe nodded as he reloaded his pistol again. “If what Édouard told us is true, the kitchen is off to our left, but down the hallway to our right, there’s another turn to the left, and a staircase leading up to the second floor. That’s where they’re keeping Bouchard. Are we ready?”

      Everyone nodded. Nelson took a final bite before looking unhappily at the slice of bread in his hand. Finally, he shrugged and shoved the slice into his shirt pocket. Lynch shook his head at his friend, and Nelson shrugged.

      “Bloody good bread. Not going to waste it.”

      The five men followed Smythe out of the hallway, turning right and moving smoothly and quietly. Lynch and Price had changed their footwear before entering the hotel, exchanging the hobnailed German combat boots for their soft-soled Commando boots, footwear designed to help with a quiet tread. Lynch looked down for a moment at Smythe’s feet; although the man wore German boots, he made less sound than the Commandos.

      The six men rounded the corner and moved up the staircase, Smythe leading with his pistol raised, Nelson trailing with his Thompson leveled down the stairs, ready to plug anyone who discovered them, and damn the noise. They moved more quickly than might be expected, sacrificing some quiet for speed, knowing that if they were trapped in the stairwell it would end badly for all of them. Finally they made it to the landing, and Smythe took a moment to peer through the keyhole.

      “Hallway is clear,” he said, looking back at the others. “At the intersection, only those of us in German uniform will approach the door. The other two men will guard this staircase and the hallway. If there’s a time for this to fall apart, it’ll be now.”

      Price and the other men nodded. Smythe opened the door and stepped out, motioning for the others to fall in. Price, Lynch, and Chenot followed him, all four of them standing up straight and walking with assured authority as they rounded the corner of the hallway. Lynch glanced at Smythe’s right hand, and noticed he was keeping his arm close against his body, holding his pistol by the end of the suppressor, the rest of the gun tucked back along his forearm, hidden from view.

      At the end of the hall, two SS stood guard on either side of a door. Both men held machine pistols, and they immediately frowned with alarm, seeing what appeared to be four Wehrmacht soldiers suddenly approaching them.

      Before the men could say anything, Smythe held up a folded piece of paper in his hand, careful to hide the bullet holes and faint spatter of blood.

      “Ich habe den Befehl, den Gefangener zu überführen,” he said.

      “Wir sind davon nicht informiert worden!” One of the guards said, stepping forward with a hand raised to take the papers.

      Smythe closed the distance with several purposeful strides, and as the German reached for the document in his hand, Lynch saw Smythe tuck his right hand behind his leg, letting the pistol slip through his fingers until he caught it by the grip, ready to fire. In one smooth motion, Smythe brought up the Browning, pressed the muzzle of the suppressor against the base of the German’s throat, and fired twice. The guard let out a gurgle and dropped, clearing the way for Smythe to raise the pistol and point it at the second guard, who was gaping at the death of his comrade, his hand dropping to the grip of his machine pistol.

      Smythe, however, was far too fast. He fired three shots so quickly it sounded as if they were a single long report, the bullets striking the guard in the chest, throat, and left eye. The German staggered back and hit the wall next to the doorjamb, then his legs gave out and he slowly slid to the floor.

      Before the second guard came to a stop, Smythe reloaded his pistol once more, and the Commandos moved to the door at the end of the hallway. A moment’s search of the two guards produced a key, and very carefully, Price unlocked the door while Lynch stood by, dagger at the ready.

      The door opened with a soft creak, and the two men stepped inside. A single weak bulb illuminated the room, and at the edge of the bulb’s light a cot sat by a heavily curtained window, a mostly naked figure strapped down upon the small bed. Two oval gleams of light moved at the head of the cot, as the bespectacled man who lay there turned to look at the doorway.

      “Monsieur Price, Corporal Lynch. Bonjour, and welcome back to France.”
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      Hotel Du Chevalier

      0430 Hours

      

      Every second they stayed within the hotel, their chances of discovery increased, so time was of the essence. Hall stepped into the room, and as Lynch cut Bouchard free, Hall examined the Frenchman’s wounds, carefully unwrapping each dressing to look for signs of infection or other dangers.

      “Sir, they seem to have taken good care of him,” Hall finally said, standing up and buckling his medical kit closed.

      “The Boche were most eager for me to recuperate. That way, their ghoulish leader could spend more time examining my mind. I was to be his...specimen,” Bouchard replied.

      Price turned to Hall. “Can he walk? Can we move him?”

      Hall ran a finger absent-mindedly across the dark brown stubble of his chin and thought for a long moment before finally nodding. “As long as he moves carefully and doesn’t tear anything. All the wounds were superficial - no organs or bones. Well, except the loss of the finger.”

      Bouchard stood up and gingerly belted on a pair of trousers taken from the trunk in the corner of the room. “I will do whatever it takes to get free from this place. I will crawl out on my belly if I have to.”

      Lynch reached back behind him and pulled the Browning automatic from his belt. He handed the pistol to Bouchard, along with two spare magazines he pulled from his coat pocket.

      “Let’s hope you’re walking out of here quiet-like, Mister Bouchard. If not, at least now you have a chance to shoot your way clear,” Lynch said.

      Bouchard could not hold the pistol properly in his right hand because of the bandages, so he held the pistol in his left and awkwardly drew back the slide with his right, chambering a round.

      “I know this pistol. It has taken the lives of French citizens. Perhaps in my hands, a balance can be restored.”

      Smythe leaned into the room and whispered to the Commandos. “Gentlemen, we need to get you out of here, now.”

      Lynch pulled back his sleeve and looked at his wristwatch. It was 4:32.

      “Aye, so it is. Tick-tock, lads. Time to leg it.”

      Hall helped Bouchard finish dressing, the medic hovering over the partisan and fussing about like a mother hen tending to one of her chicks. Once Bouchard was ready, the seven men began to make their way out and down the hall. The hotel was still quiet at this hour, save for a few creaking boards and other movements from a couple of nearby rooms. Early risers were moving about, but there were no doors opening or voices to indicate their cover was about to be blown.

      They carefully advanced to the staircase leading down to the first floor. Everyone formed up on Smythe, who led the way down with his deadly little handgun at the ready. Nelson once again took his place as the last man on the line, and as everyone began to descend the stairs, Nelson followed them into the stairwell and began to shut the door behind him.

      “Können Sie die Tür offen halten, bitte?”

      It was a voice calling from a doorway a few feet away. Nelson hadn’t heard the door open, and he cursed himself for being an idiot. His wounded leg, healed but not quite up to the rigors of this operation, was distracting him with a dull, throbbing ache, and he had been otherwise focused on making sure everyone got down the stairs quietly. He didn’t understand what the German had said, and spoke not a word of German himself, so Nelson just let the door drift shut on its spring-loaded hinges.

      “Arschloch, die Tür halten!” the German said, obviously annoyed at the rudeness of one of his comrades.

      There were a couple of quick footsteps, and before Nelson could react, the German pulled open the stairwell door. The man was young, perhaps Nelson’s age, with light blond hair and grey eyes. He wore only his trousers, and as he opened the door, he finished pulling an undershirt over his head only to find himself standing face-to-face with a British Commando in full kit, holding a machine pistol, face blackened with soot, eyes wide with surprise.

      “Oh...Scheisse...”

      Nelson’s finger almost clamped down on the trigger, but his training took precedence over instinct at the last possible moment. Instead of firing his weapon, Nelson lashed out, stabbing upwards with the Thompson as hard as he could and driving the weapon’s compensator into the soft flesh of the German’s throat. He heard the crunch of cartilage as the man’s windpipe was crushed, and the German staggered back, his hands grasping at his throat, face turning red as his eyes bulged in shock and pain.

      Nelson let go of the Thompson’s pistol grip for a moment, holding the weapon by the foregrip, and he drew his trench knife. Before the wounded German could react, Nelson drove the blade up under the man’s sternum and into his heart. The soldier sagged to his knees, wheezing his last breath through blood-frothed lips. Nelson let out a sigh of relief and glanced past the dead man, into the hallway behind him.

      His eyes locked with another German, a brawny NCO wearing only his underwear, a towel draped over his shoulders, mouth agape. Nelson let go of the knife, still buried in the dead man’s chest, and reached for the Thompson’s pistol grip as the Feldwebel took a deep breath, about to shout a warning at the top of his lungs.

      The burst of slugs from Nelson’s weapon nearly tore the soldier in half.

      Nelson knew he might have just doomed them all.

      The rest of the Commandos and the partisans looked up from the base of the stairs and saw Nelson looking back down at them, a curl of smoke rising from the muzzle of his Thompson, a look of horror on his face as the hotel rooms behind him erupted in a clamour.

      “Nelson you madman!” Lynch hissed at him, as if silence still had some value. “Now what did you do that for?”

      “Run for your soddin’ lives, mates!” Nelson cried, priming and throwing a grenade back down the hall. “This caper’s been scotched!”

      Nelson reached the bottom of the staircase as his grenade exploded. Although he didn’t know it, the blast killed the first two SS who’d managed to throw on boots and grab their weapons. The two Germans had stepped out of their respective rooms in time to see the grenade tumbling down the hall, and before either of them had a chance to react, the grenade shredded them with hot steel fragments.

      Stepping out of the stairwell, weapons raised, the Commandos turned and headed for the loading area. Smythe paused and offered his hand to Price in farewell.

      “Lieutenant, it has been a pleasure, and I wish you and your men the best of luck in returning to England, but here’s where we part company.”

      Price hesitated for a moment, then nodded and shook Smythe’s hand. “Best of luck to you as well. For King and Country.”

      Smythe nodded, then dropped the little Browning into his black leather case. He straightened the cap on his head, then turned and began walking in the other direction, towards where Price figured the hotel’s lobby might lie.

      “Alright lads, to the lorries,” Price ordered.

      They heard the sounds of pursuit from up the staircase. There was shouting and the thunder of running feet, not only from above but towards the front of the hotel as well. The Commandos moved towards the back hallway leading outside, almost making it before a trio of running figures emerged from the doorway at the other end of the long hall. The Germans had been raiding the kitchen before their day started, and none of them were armed. Price raised his Lanchester and stitched a row of slugs across all three men, cutting them down like wooden targets on the practice range. The men dropped, twitching and gurgling, to the hallway floor.

      “Poor bastards weren’t even armed,” Price muttered.

      “Aye, the poor Nazi bastards. Now come on, sir!” Lynch growled.

      The six men hustled down the dark hallway and into the loading area. There was no movement, and in a few seconds the Commandos cleared the room and stepped out into the alleyway. Both of the Blitzes were still there, engines idling, and an anxious face peered from the driver’s side window of the nearest vehicle, the muzzle of a Colt automatic gleaming in the dim light.

      “Sounds like you lads woke up the Jerries a wee bit early!” it was Pritchard.

      “Shut it, Pritchard!” Lynch snarled. “Get ready to pull out!”

      Price turned to Hall and Nelson. “Get in the staff car and lead the Blitzes out of here. Harry, fire on anything that gets in your way.”

      The two Commandos nodded and ran out of the alley. Price then looked at Chenot and Bouchard. The older partisan was sweating and breathing heavily, and a small red stain had seeped through his trouser leg, but he’d kept up with the rest of them during their escape.

      “Get in the back of the first lorry,” Price ordered, “and make sure Thatcher drives like Hell.”

      “What about you?” Chenot asked.

      Price looked to Lynch. “We’ll pick up the others. Now go!”

      Chenot and Bouchard headed for the tailgate of the first Blitz. Price climbed into the passenger’s seat of the second vehicle as Lynch climbed into the cargo bed. No sooner had he hunkered down behind several crates than a burst of automatic fire hammered through the wooden box next to his hand, peppering him with splinters. Lynch turned and saw three Germans running from the loading area, weapons raised. He brought up his MP-38 and triggered off a burst, but he squeezed the trigger just as the lorry began to move, and the burst of slugs raked across the brick surface of the building. The Germans ducked, but two of them dropped to their knees and began firing shots into the back of the cargo bed.

      As the Blitz exited the alleyway, Lynch pulled a grenade from his belt and flung it behind them. He was rewarded a few seconds later when the explosion was followed by a howl of pain from an unseen German pursuer. The vehicle then turned, lurching over the sidewalk as Pritchard cut the wheel hard, the side of the cargo bed grating against the corner of the adjacent building. No sooner had they pulled out of the alley, however, than a fusillade of shots rang out from the front of the hotel. Lynch peered around one of the crates to see a broad shaft of light spilling out of the front double doors of the hotel, and a half dozen Germans, all armed but in varying states of dress, running out into the street, wild shots blazing from their weapons.

      Lynch raised the machine pistol in his hands to return fire, when he saw first one, then another SS soldier jerk and fall to the ground, each apparently killed by a single shot. Lynch grinned and tucked the MP-38’s stock into his shoulder as he let loose with a long burst of slugs.

      “Bowen, you lazy git! About time you joined the party...”
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      0440 Hours

      

      Bowen, Johnson, and Marie huddled in the shattered remnants of an apartment building, three hundred and twenty metres from the front of the Hotel du Chevalier. Bowen had found a suitable spot on the third floor near the corner by the intersection, a shattered hole where a window used to be. Bowen had said nothing, but looking around and spotting a bit of familiar bootheel in one corner of the room, he realized that the last person to occupy the space had probably been a British rifleman, using the windows to fire on Germans advancing through the city. Judging from the size of the hole in the wall where the window had been, Bowen guessed a rifle grenade had been used to eliminate the British defenders, rather than an assault element having to clear the room.

      Although he didn’t consider it a good omen, Bowen used the room anyhow. The position gave him a clean line of sight over the two-story building in front of him, and although it was still mostly dark, his optics were clear and his eyesight was like a cat’s. He lay on his belly, peering out of the bottom of the hole, his rifle stock sitting on a rolled-up bit of blanket he’d found in a corner.

      Bowen was carrying a new rifle on this assignment, the Lee-Enfield No. 4, Mk. 1, fitted with a telescopic sight. Although he missed his more meticulously-designed Enfield 1914, the No. 4 had twice the magazine capacity. The placement of the telescopic sight made reloading difficult, so having as many rounds in the weapon at the beginning of any fight was essential. Still, Bowen had never used the weapon in combat, and although he prided himself on being a practical person, he still possessed an undercurrent of superstition about such things. Bowen patted the stock of his rifle reassuringly, hoping the gesture would grant him a little good luck.

      Next to him, Marie sat on the floor, her rifle balanced on a raised knee. They had been in position for perhaps twenty minutes, and he’d detected almost no movement from her, admirable given the cool night air and the rough, splintered floor. Whatever her other qualities as a marksman, at least she didn’t fidget while waiting for the fireworks to begin.

      Although the Commandos had hoped they’d be able to get in and out of the Hotel du Chevalier without being detected, several contingencies had been put in place to make sure a hasty exit from the city could be accomplished. One of those contingencies had been placing snipers along the return route, close enough to cover the hotel and ready to fire on any pursuers when the lorries departed. Bowen was of course the logical choice as well as Johnson, his spotter. Without hesitation, however, Marie had volunteered to accompany them.

      At first Chenot had protested her involvement, but one determined look from the young partisan woman silenced Chenot’s protests. Bowen’s own concerns were more practical. He’d asked if she had any sniper training, or a weapon suitable to the task. To the first, both Chenot and Monsieur Souliere had vouched for Marie’s skill at precision shooting, as well as her skills in camouflage and hidden movement. To the second, Marie had shown Bowen the scoped Kar-98K she’d taken from the SS. Bowen had pulled the bolt from the rifle, examined its action as well as the scope, and even dry fired the weapon to test the rifle’s trigger.

      “Have you determined its zero?” he’d asked Marie.

      “Three hundred metres,” she’d replied. “But I only fired five cartridges. I did not dare to fire more, for fear of the Boche hearing me.”

      Bowen had nodded. “All right. If you have a good eye, you can assist me, but you take orders from myself and Johnson here. Failure to do so can get us all killed. Understood?”

      “Certainement,” Marie had replied.

      Now, as Bowen completed another sweep of the visible streets with his rifle, he heard his spotter clear his throat.

      “I see movement,” Johnson whispered. “Near the Kübelwagen.”

      Bowen shifted his aim to cover the vehicle. He saw two figures move to the car and climb in.

      “Jerries, or our boys?” he asked.

      “Looked like our lads,” Johnson replied. The spotter was only an inch or two taller than Bowen, but with broad shoulders and powerful legs developed from a lifetime spent on the football field. He had a florid face and a head of curly ginger hair, a combination which earned him a sound ribbing from the rest of the lads when they were into their pints. All of that aside, Johnson was level-headed when on the glass, and Bowen felt completely at ease trusting Johnson with his life as his spotter.

      Right now, Johnson was using a wide-lensed spotting scope with a much greater light-gathering ability and far stronger magnification than the scope of Bowen’s Lee-Enfield. He sat on the floor behind Bowen, looking over him while bracing the scope on his knee, in a pose similar to Marie’s. Although he had his own rifle, Johnson’s duty wasn’t to shoot, but to find targets for Bowen and Marie to engage, and to confirm hits or misses.

      Suddenly Johnson let out a little grunt. “More movement. They’re driving away.”

      Bowen could see the hooded headlights on the Kübelwagen illuminating the road in front of the car, and the vehicle took off down the road at speed. It was followed by one of the Blitzes, also moving at speed. Bowen brought his scope back up to the alleyway just as he heard the faint sound of automatic weapons fire coming from the direction of the hotel.

      “That’s it then, this just became serious,” Bowen muttered.

      The second Blitz pulled out, the driver cutting too hard to the right and jumping the curb, the vehicle’s body jolting as the side of the bed slammed into the corner of the building. There was the sound of more gunfire, a clear exchange from both sides. The lorry finally made the turn and left the curb, the sound of the engine changing as the driver shifted gears.

      “Movement at the front door, Rhys. We’ve got Jerries out in the open.”

      Bowen shifted his scope to the front of the hotel. The double doors were flung aside, and a long swath of bright light spilled into the street. SS soldiers were running out, all of them clutching weapons.

      “Corporal Bowen?” Marie asked.

      “Open fire,” he replied.

      Bowen’s sights settled on a man and without hesitation, he squeezed the trigger. His rifle bucked and the sight picture jumped, but when Bowen worked the bolt and brought the scope back down, his man was on the ground, unmoving. A second later, Marie’s rifle cracked and another German jerked and spun about, dropping face-first into the street.

      For the next few seconds, Bowen and Marie fired as fast as they acquired targets. Several other Germans ran out of the hotel or used the doorway for cover, firing at the Blitz as it raced down the street in their direction. The Germans didn’t seem to realize they were under sniper fire, instead attributing their casualties to the hail of lead coming from the back of the fleeing Blitz.

      “They’re getting close,” Johnson said over the sound of the snipers’ gunfire. “We need to get moving, Rhys.”

      Bowen fired a last shot, winging a German about to take aim with his Mauser rifle. He scooted back on his stomach for a few inches, then stood and brushed the dust off himself.

      “All right then, downstairs on the double!”

      They snatched up what few possessions they’d brought into the apartment building and quickly descended the back stairwell, exiting into the narrow alleyway they’d come from. Bowen edged to the corner of the building and looked out towards the direction of the hotel, rifle at the ready.

      The Blitz was nearly at the intersection. Bowen was just about to signal the rest of his team to move into the street, when suddenly he heard a shout in German. A five-man patrol emerged from a side street and formed up in the intersection. Bowen watched as their section leader put up his hands, signalling that the vehicle halt, but the driver refused to stop, and a figure leaned out the passenger door firing an automatic weapon. Bullets whined and cracked off the pavement, glancing from the nearby buildings, and one of the men cried out, falling to the ground clutching his leg. The rest of the patrol leveled their weapons and opened fire on the vehicle bearing down on them.

      Johnson peered around Bowen and into the street. “Blimey, that’s not good at all.”

      Bowen could only nod as the fusillade shattered the lorry’s windshield. The vehicle lurched to the left, then to the right, careening past the patrol. With a great cacophony of noise it plowed straight into the corner of a building, directly across the street from where Bowen and the others were hiding. Bricks and mortar flew through the air, and the Blitz shuddered and twisted from the impact, its momentum causing it to roll to the left, out into the street.

      Johnson gripped Bowen’s shoulder. “Corporal, those are our lads...”

      Bowen shook his head as he watched the Germans approach the wreck, weapons raised. Bowen saw one man crawl out of the shattered windshield of the cab on his hands and knees, but in the dim light he couldn’t make out who it was. One of the Germans stepped up and reversed his rifle, bringing the butt of his Mauser down on the man’s back and knocking him flat into the street. The section leader gestured into the cargo bed with the muzzle of his machine pistol, and two men slung their rifles while a third man covered them. The two ducked into the back of the overturned vehicle, and soon emerged dragging a second passenger between them. Shortly thereafter, another man was dragged from the cab of the lorry, his body handled in such a way that Bowen thought the man must be dead.

      Bowen felt another hand touch his shoulder. He turned and looked at Marie.

      “Did you see, if any of the men...?” she asked.

      Bowen shook his head. “Sorry miss, can’t tell if any of them is René. But the plan was for him to stick with Bouchard, and I don’t see him, so I think your man escaped.”

      He saw the relief flash across her face, before she carefully concealed her expression, realizing that although Chenot had escaped capture or death, three of the Commandos hadn’t been so lucky.

      “What are we to do now?” Marie asked.

      Bowen gave one final glance around the corner of the building. He saw a number of figures running down the street towards them, coming from the direction of the Hotel, and the growl of a diesel engine reached his ears.

      “I think we’d best go back upstairs and hide, miss. We’re not leaving Calais any time soon.”
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      The Outskirts Of Calais

      0500 Hours

      

      The Feldwebel in charge of the roadblock leading into Calais from the southwest replaced the handset of the field-telephone in the makeshift guard’s shack and stepped outside. He checked that a pair of Stielhandgranaten were securely tucked into his web belt, and that the bolt of his MP-38 was drawn back, the breech clear of obstructions, the magazine locked in tight.

      “Was that about the gunfire we’ve been hearing?” his Gefreiter asked.

      “Ja. A firefight at the SS headquarters. There might be vehicles trying to get out of the city. We’re to stop them.”

      The Gefreiter nodded. “Your orders?”

      The German sergeant looked over his command. “Wheel the anti-tank gun into the road and get it ready. Then, get that machine gun turned around. If we stop a vehicle, I want to be able to hose it down with-”

      The two men suddenly stopped and turned, looking in the direction of the city. The sounds of engines straining with speed reached their ears, and two pairs of slitted headlights were bobbing down the road towards their position.

      The Feldwebel pointed at the Pak 36 anti-tank gun and gestured frantically down the road towards the oncoming vehicles. “Mach schnell! Mach schnell!”

      The gun crew reached for their cannon, and died where they stood. A stream of .303 calibre slugs lashed at them from the pre-dawn darkness, shredding the three men in as many heartbeats. The German sergeant whirled around, the machine pistol in his hands coming up, his eyes searching for a target. He saw the tongue of flame shooting from the muzzle of the machine gun killing his men, but before he could fire, there was a tremendous blow to the small of his back, and the next thing he knew, his face was digging into the gravel of the roadbed.

      All around him, there were the sounds of rifle shots, the crack of an exploding grenade, and the cries of dying men. The Feldwebel tried to move, but found his legs uncooperative. His hands searched the ground around him and closed on the wire stock of his MP-38, but before he could drag it towards him, he felt a booted foot kick the weapon away. He let out a curse and began to drag himself towards the weapon, but a hand grabbed the shoulder of his tunic and flipped him over onto his back.

      The German looked up at a dim figure standing over him, a broad-shouldered giant of a man in the khaki of a British Tommy. In one hand the man carried an American-made machine pistol. The other hand drew a large, heavy-barreled revolver from its holster.

      “Sorry Fritz, we cannae take prisoners tonight,” the man said.

      The muzzle of the revolver grew larger and larger, seemingly blocking out the stars. There was a double click as the hammer drew back, and then...

      Sergeant Dougal McTeague dragged the top of his foot across the trouser leg of the dead German. A spatter of gore had flicked across his boot, and they were hard enough to keep polished without getting blood and brains out of the leather. There was another pistol shot, and then a third, as a couple of the other Commandos finished off wounded Germans. Although their comrades may have found them before their wounds became fatal, McTeague and his men weren’t feeling particularly charitable that night.

      Holstering his Webley and slinging his Thompson, McTeague saw Harris and Miller emerge from the darkness, the taller man carrying his Bren gun at the ready, his diminutive loader following at the double, like a terrier at the heels of his master. McTeague chuckled despite himself. Both of the lads were good soldiers, and despite the comical aspect of their partnership, they’d become a well-oiled machine, capable of getting the best possible use out of the squad’s light machine gun. The duo passed him and set up the Bren to cover the road to the north, towards Calais.

      McTeague ran over to the checkpoint’s roadblock and gestured for Lance Corporal White to give him a hand pushing the barrier out of the way. The squad’s signals expert holstered his Colt automatic and with McTeague’s assistance, they quickly rolled the contraption away from the road just as the Kübelwagen slewed to a halt next to them in a spray of gravel. Corporal Nelson stuck his head out the window.

      “Best we leg it, Sergeant! The Jerries are after us!”

      “Aye, you idiot, we could hear it from here. What happened?”

      Nelson shook his head. “Bloody bad bit of luck. Soddin’ Jerries were up and about before any respectable man should be out of bed. Then it got loud.”

      “You mean,” Hall said from the driver’s seat, “you started shooting.”

      “Well I didn’t have much of a bleedin’ choice now, did I?” Nelson retorted.

      “Both of you! Shut your gobs! Now, where’s the Lieutenant?”

      “Lieutenant Price and Tommy were in the second lorry with Pritchard,” Nelson replied.

      McTeague looked back up the road. There was no sign of a third vehicle approaching the roadblock.

      “How far behind were they?” he asked.

      Nelson shook his head. “Shouldn’t have been more than a few seconds at the most.”

      McTeague turned to Harris and Miller, setting up the Bren along the road. “Get yourself and the other lads aboard the lorry. Grab any grenades and let’s see if we can’t make off with that MG-34, it might come in handy.”

      “Yes Sergeant,” Harris replied, “but what about the others? They were supposed to pick up Rhys and his lot.”

      “We cannae afford to wait forever,” McTeague replied. “Get aboard that lorry. Perhaps they’re just running late. Nelson?”

      “Sergeant?” the Commando replied.

      “Out of the car with you. I need something to delay the Jerries when, not if, they follow us. And make it quick.”

      Nelson gave McTeague a quick salute as he climbed from the Kübelwagen. “Happy to oblige, Sergeant!”

      There was the growl of an approaching heavy vehicle from down the road, and the Commandos turned, expecting to see the dimly-lit shape of a canvas-topped Opel Blitz. Instead, they saw the angular, predatory outline of an SdKfz 222 four-wheeled armoured car bearing down on them.

      “Shite! Nelson, White, with me! The rest of you lot, get on that lorry and get off the road!”

      McTeague and the two other men ran to the 37mm anti-tank gun and began to move it from its sandbagged position. Without any prompting, Nelson grabbed a crate containing several shells while McTeague and White put their backs into maneuvering the gun around to face back down the road.

      “Anyone know how to fire this bloody monster?” McTeague asked.

      “I’ll take a crack at it!” Nelson replied. He fiddled with the breech block for a moment before he got it open, then he slammed home a 37mm shell, closed the block, locked it and peered into the weapon’s sight.

      “Shift me slightly to the right!” he said.

      The other two Commandos grunted with effort as they pulled the trail of the gun around a few inches. Looking through the weapon’s sight, Nelson saw the turret of the armoured car swivel slightly.

      “Take cover!” he shouted.

      A hail of 7.92mm slugs raked across the road, several of them clanging from the cannon’s gun shield. The other Commandos scattered, diving behind whatever shelter they could find, but Nelson hunkered down behind the weapon’s armour plating. The machine gun fire stopped, and Nelson was about to raise his head, when there was a series of slower, far more powerful reports, and a foot from Nelson’s face, a fist-size hole suddenly appeared in the gun’s shield, and several tiny fragments of shattered steel plate left bloody streaks across his features. The car was firing its 20mm cannon, and another shot tore through the gun’s left wheel, ripping away a foot-long strip of rubber. Several shells struck the roadbed nearby, blasting craters in the gravel surface as big as melons. Despite the lethal barrage, Nelson held his fire for several long, anxious seconds until he was sure the car was squarely in his sights.

      “Fire in the hole!” he shouted, and triggered the gun.

      Luck was with Corporal Nelson at that moment, because his first shot with a German anti-tank gun also resulted in his first armoured car kill. The 37mm armour-piercing shell impacted on the turret collar and tore through it, killing the car’s commander in a horrifyingly spectacular manner and jamming the mechanism that rotated the car’s turret. Without waiting to see what happened next, Nelson hefted another 37mm shell, rammed it home in the gun’s breech, closed the block, sighted the weapon, and fired.

      This time, the shot was lower, and although the car’s hull was sloped to provide more protection from incoming fire, the shell struck a handhold, the angle just perpendicular enough to prevent a ricochet. The shot punched through the hull and crossed through the crew compartment, miraculously avoiding the radio operator but destroying his equipment. The shell also blasted through the engine compartment and did considerable damage to the car’s fuel lines. A few seconds after the shell’s impact, flames began to lick out of the back of the car, and the vehicle rolled to a stop as the driver and the radio operator bailed out, only to be cut down by bursts of Bren fire as Harris put his weapon to good use, firing from the back of the Blitz.

      “Nicely done, Corporal!” McTeague shouted, tossing Nelson a German stick grenade. “Now, spike that gun and rig your present for the next set of Fritzes, and let’s get moving.”

      Nelson gave a worried glance back down the road, past the burning car. “What about the others? Can’t we wait a little while longer?”

      McTeague followed Nelson’s gaze, then he turned and looked his corporal in the eye. “I’m sorry lad, but they’re not bloody coming. Now move.”
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      Hotel Du Chevalier

      0600 Hours

      

      “How many of my men are dead?”

      “Fourteen, and five wounded,” Faust’s adjutant replied. “The Wehrmacht lost eight men at the roadblock, plus the three man crew in the armoured car, and the one man wounded in the patrol.”

      “And not a single enemy casualty?” Faust asked.

      “Nein. At least as far as we can tell. The other vehicles made a clean getaway.”

      Faust stood in the lobby of the Hotel du Chevalier amid the aftermath of this morning’s catastrophe. A line of blanket-wrapped corpses was arrayed along one wall, while a makeshift field hospital was set up on the other side of the lobby. As each corpse was examined, and notes about their injuries jotted down for the record of their deaths, the bodies were carried outside and laid along the side of the road in front of the hotel. With each dead soldier carried out, Faust became more and more enraged.

      Fighting to remain calm, he turned back to his adjutant, Hauptsturmführer Ritter. One of the glorious breed of young, dedicated, capable, and utterly ruthless men who’d led the Third Reich forward to victory after victory in the last two years, Ritter was the perfect SS field officer. Tall and handsome, with blond hair, blue eyes, and good bone structure – the sort of face destined for a political campaign poster after the war was over. His combat skills were without peer and his ability to remain calm and collected under fire, ordering his men with an air of assuredness and professionalism, brought out the best in soldiers. His men understood at some unspoken level that Ritter was there fighting with them, caring for their lives even as he spent them in battle, and they trusted him as he trusted them to do their duty. Faust knew without a shadow of a doubt that it would be men like Ritter who would carry on the glorious deeds of this revitalized Germany when Faust and his generation were dead.

      But as he watched other brave, capable young men carried out of the building wrapped in blood-soaked blankets, Faust felt his anger return, icy cold and sharp as a razor blade.

      “Where are the prisoners now?” he asked Ritter.

      “We’ve taken them to the basement. There’s an unused storage room down there, with a water spigot and a drain,” Ritter replied, adding the last two details with the prisoners’ eventual fate in mind.

      Faust nodded and looked at his watch. “I shall see them now.”

      The two officers, accompanied by Klaus and Dieter, left the hotel lobby and strode into the back of the hotel. There they entered the service staircase, and proceeded into the basement. The lighting was much scarcer down here, and the stonework was cold and clammy with moisture. They walked down a short hallway, turned, and continued down another passage for a few metres. A pair of SS guards stood in full combat kit, machine pistols at the ready. Both men saluted Faust and Ritter as they came around the corner.

      “Open it,” Faust ordered.

      One of the men produced a key and opened the room. Inside, three unconscious men sat bound in wooden chairs, forming a shallow V in the center of the room. Everything else had been cleared out, but there was a drain in the middle of the floor, and over in one corner a water pipe ended in a spigot. A rusty bucket filled with water sat next to the spigot, which dripped slowly onto the stone floor. A zig-zagging channel of water was making its way from the corner of the room towards the drain. The room’s only illumination came from a single electric bulb suspended from a cord in the center of the room. In Faust’s mind, the room would do very nicely for what he had in mind.

      Faust gestured towards the bucket. “Wake them up,” he said.

      Dieter slung his weapon and picked up the bucket. One by one, he sloshed cold water over each man’s head, causing them to jerk awake, sputtering. The last man to come to, a few years younger than the others, had been the driver. A bullet had clipped the top of his shoulder when the Wehrmacht patrol fired on the Blitz, and he’d taken some hard knocks when it crashed. The man was bandaged and pumped full of painkillers, and he lolled his head from side the side and let out a groan. One of Faust’s field medics had told him the young man suffered several broken ribs and a fractured collarbone. In addition to his more obvious wounds, he might have sustained internal injuries as well. At the time, Faust had simply shrugged. The man’s condition did not concern him.

      The other two soldiers appeared more awake, although both had been badly knocked about by the wreck and the men who’d captured them. They sat in their chairs and said nothing, staring at the Germans surrounding them from under hooded eyes, as water ran down their faces from out of their hair, streaking their features with blood and dirt. One of them was blond and handsome, his features almost Aryan. He could have been related to Ritter, except for a certain boyish softness which Faust attributed to his degenerate British upbringing. The man attempted to sit up straight and give an air of stoic indifference towards his situation. Faust assumed he was a junior officer of some kind.

      The other man was black-haired and blue-eyed, but although he was also handsome, there was an intensity, a dangerous cruelness to his looks that reminded Faust of a chained panther, just waiting for the zookeeper to get too close. Faust didn’t think the blond man would offer any trouble, but the black-haired soldier was dangerous even now. Faust had the urge to give his Mauser a reassuring touch, but checked the movement, not wanting to show any sign that he was nervous standing around three bound and wounded prisoners with five other armed SS in the room.

      Faust decided he’d let them wait long enough. “Give me your names, ranks, and your unit,” he said in English.

      The two others glanced at the blond man, confirming Faust’s suspicion as to his rank. He stepped up to the blond soldier and looked down at the man.

      “You, you are the leader. Give me your name.”

      The blond man cleared his throat. “My name is Lieutenant David Price. I am a British soldier in His Majesty’s army and I require fair treatment for myself and my men as per the regulations set by the Geneva Convention relative to the treatment of prisoners of war, effective July, 1931.”

      Faust gave Price a smirk and took a step back. With one fluid motion, he drew his Mauser and fired a single shot. The bullet punched through Pritchard’s forehead right above his nose and blew out the back of his skull, spraying the wall behind him with blood, bone fragments, and clots of pulped brain. Pritchard’s head snapped back from the bullet’s impact, then nodded slowly forward.

      The reaction from the two men told Faust everything he needed to know. Lieutenant Price sat even more upright and began to shout in protest, carrying on about war crimes and trials and the murder of soldiers and acts of cruel barbarity. It was the typical claptrap spewed by those who somehow felt you could fight wars with neatly typed and bound pages of rules and regulations, timetables and dictums, generalship by telegram and carrier pigeon.

      The black-haired man, on the other hand, said nothing. After he had jerked from the initial shock of his comrade’s murder, Faust saw the man tense and try his bonds as hard as he could, as if attempting to break free and throw himself at his captors. When that didn’t work, the man sat and glared at Faust silently, his expression dark and murderous. Faust had no doubt that if the man had somehow broken free of his bonds, he’d have leapt at Faust, intending to avenge his friend with nothing but his bare hands, despite the fact that he’d have been cut to pieces by several automatic weapons the moment he cleared his seat.

      Yes indeed. Most illuminating, Faust thought.

      He held up a gloved hand, and waited for Price’s bellowing to subside.

      “I apologize for such a rude demonstration,” Faust said. “But, I felt it necessary for two reasons. First, to demonstrate how completely powerless you are at this moment, and how your continued state of well-being hinges on my wishes.

      “Second, I wished to make you aware of my interpretation of your captivity as it pertains to the convention you have been carrying on about. You came here, into German-occupied territory, dressed in German army uniforms and carrying German weapons, murdering my men and absconding with a known terrorist. In my mind, this does not make you soldiers at all. You are, as far as I am concerned, British spies and terrorists yourselves, and as such, you do not fall under the protections of your precious convention any more than a common criminal would.”

      That shut the Englishman up, Faust noted. He turned to the black-haired man. “Now, what is your name?” he asked.

      The man said nothing. He just stared at Faust with his panther’s gaze. After a few seconds, Price turned to him. “Tell him. That’s an order.”

      Slowly, the man turned and regarded his officer with an expression of disgust, but after meeting his superior’s own stony expression, the man turned back to Faust.

      “My name is Thomas Lynch. I am a corporal in the British army. The man you just murdered was John Pritchard, also a British soldier.”

      Faust smiled. “That wasn’t so hard, was it now? Your accent, Corporal Lynch. You are an Irishman, yes?”

      Lynch said nothing, but Faust nodded to himself and continued. “You serve in the British armed forces, and yet, your nation maintains a position of neutrality, does it not?”

      “Aye, the Free State is neutral,” Lynch replied with a sneer. “But I’m from Northern Ireland, so I am. And your bloody bombers didn’t think us neutral when they blitzed half of soddin’ Belfast this spring, did they now?”

      “Ah, my apologies,” Faust replied. “Tell me then, why would you fight for a dying empire, one that has subjugated your people for generations, an empire that has dragged you into this war, a war that has now brought death and destruction to your homeland? You appear to be what, twenty? Twenty-two years of age? You would have been born around the time your countrymen fought for their freedom against those just like this man sitting next to you.” Faust gestured towards Price.

      Lynch didn’t reply, but Faust saw him make a furtive glance towards Price.

      “I have studied the Irish people to some degree,” Faust said. “They are a proud people, with a long history and noble culture. The Celtic peoples are similar in many ways to the Germanic peoples, and it is a pity to see them reduced to this...this servitude under the heel of such soft, degenerate, bloated bureaucrats, men such as your lieutenant who would rather talk and argue documents and regulations instead of waging war the way it should be fought, without quarter asked or given.”

      At this, Lynch turned and looked at Price, who shook his head. “Corporal, don’t...”

      Lynch turned back to Faust. “Listen to me now, you stinking piece of dogshite. I would rather scrub King George’s pale arse with a bath sponge than be a part of your bloody madness, so I would. Whatever I may think of the sodding English, they wouldn’t shoot a helpless man between his bloody eyes just to make a point.”

      Faust chuckled and nodded to Price while gesturing towards Lynch. “Well Lieutenant, I see your dog has some loyalty to his master after all. How touching. Still, by the time we are done here, I will wager you some of your British pounds sterling I’ll convince him to shoot you. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even give him a field promotion.”

      “Sod off now, you filthy bleedin’ Hun bastard!” Lynch growled at Faust.

      Faust smiled and turned, walking towards the door. He looked to the two gaolers.

      “You may give them water, and feed them later tonight. Leave their dead friend where he is, and don’t clean anything. Perhaps the smell will give these two something to think about.”

      And with that, Faust left the room, his gloved fingers tapping out a marching rhythm against the butt of his pistol.
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      The Partisans’ Cave

      0630 Hours

      

      Despite what he’d said to Nelson back at the roadblock, McTeague had entertained hopes that Price and the others had simply been delayed, and that they’d somehow win through and escape the city. The two-vehicle convoy had made their way to a rally point two miles beyond the roadblock, far enough away to get some breathing room but close enough that even men on foot could get there eventually. McTeague decided they’d wait until half an hour before sunrise, and even then he gave them five minutes more. But eventually, it became clear that something had befallen the rest of the rescue party, and if they didn’t move, it would be too light out, and they could be spotted easily from the air as they made their way back to the hill.

      When McTeague and the others returned to the partisan’s hiding place, their mood was more akin to mourners returning from a funeral than soldiers returning from a successful rescue operation. Successful in that their objective, the rescue of Bouchard, had been accomplished. But the loss of five Commandos, as well as Marie Coupé, weighed heavily on all of them. McTeague saw several of his men glowering in the direction of Bouchard and Chenot, and there were more than a few muttered comments.

      McTeague stepped over to Nelson as the men filed into the cave. “Harry, you’re second-in-command now. I need your help keeping the rest of the lads in line. I know we’re in a bad spot, but we cannae let ourselves fall apart.”

      “None of the other lads are happy we lost so many of our own just to save one bloody Frenchie, Sergeant,” Nelson muttered.

      McTeague nodded. “Aye, I agree, it doesn’t seem like a fair trade to me neither. But orders is orders, and we’re to hold ourselves to a higher standard than the usual odds and sods. That’s why we signed up for this bloody outfit.”

      “Well, I’ll do my best, but the lads aren’t going to listen to me. I just earned my new stripe a few weeks ago.”

      “The trick, Harry me boy,” McTeague said with a grin. “is to make ‘em do as they’re told without ever realizing it.”

      Nelson barked a short laugh. “Oh, is that it then? I thought your secret was to clobber us troublemakers with profanity or your bloody fists!”

      “Oh aye, that works for me,” McTeague said with a chuckle. “But you need a few more inches and a stone or two more muscle to make that work.”

      Nelson, who wasn’t a small man by any means, shot McTeague a dirty look followed by a roguish grin, then he wandered over to where the other Commandos were dropping their gear and preparing the Primus stove for tea. McTeague watched Nelson banter and jest with the other men, and the Scotsman turned away, smiling. Without even realizing he was obeying orders, Nelson had taken McTeague’s direction and moved to distract the other men from the disaster that had occurred.

      And disaster it truly was, at least for their small band. Without Price, Lynch, or Bowen, the Commandos had lost most of their senior men. McTeague remained confident that he could keep the rest in line, at least for the time being, but although Price had shared with him and the other non-commissioned officers the protocol for contacting England over the partisan’s wireless, McTeague was nowhere near as confident in his ability to get everyone back home alive and well.

      Although the men made fun of Price’s effete manner and cultured accent behind his back, they all knew he was a fighting man who never took on airs of superiority above his obvious rank. Price was a combat leader, a man who took charge and led from the front ranks, and it was this quality that helped calm the men in times of crisis, easing their uncertainties and boosting their morale. McTeague knew he could bluster and cajole the men into doing what they were told, but he didn’t possess the air of assured, easy confidence that Price wore about him like a mantle.

      McTeague watched as Chenot helped Bouchard find a comfortable seat in the back of the cave, the pair reminding McTeague of a young man helping his elderly father. The partisan leader’s leg was bleeding again, a red stain soaking through his pants, and a sheen of sweat coated his forehead. McTeague walked over to the two men, and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Well Mister Bouchard, I imagine you’re glad to be out from under Jerry’s heel, eh?” he asked, towering over the two Frenchmen.

      Bouchard nodded and accepted a flask of water from Chenot. Taking a sip, he sighed and nodded. “Oui. The man Faust was malevolent. He intended to break me down, bit by bit, in order to understand what drove me to hunt and kill the Boche, as if that required any explanation.”

      “Aye, that does sound peculiar,” McTeague replied. “I suppose you are aware that a number of our men didn’t escape Calais? The second lorry didn’t follow yours.”

      “I saw them pull out of the alleyway,” Bouchard said with a frown. “But we accelerated quickly to catch up to the Kübelwagen. I did not see what happened to them.”

      McTeague grunted and looked away. “I’ll ask White to get on the wireless as soon as the lads finish their brew up. We’ll contact London and arrange transport for you lot back to Blighty.”

      Bouchard frowned. “Surely you will be coming with us, no?”

      McTeague shook his head. “I need to know what happened to Price and the others. That includes your Miss Marie, by the way.”

      The last sentence caused Bouchard to turn and look sharply at Chenot, who blushed and wouldn’t meet his gaze. McTeague realized the younger man hadn’t told his leader of Marie’s involvement in the rescue attempt.

      “She insisted on being part of the mission,” Chenot finally told Bouchard, a note of embarrassment in his voice. “I do not control her any more than you do. Besides, we needed every rifle.”

      Bouchard’s face took on a look of dismay, and his shoulders sagged at the news. “I hope her death is quick and merciful, but if she was captured by the SS, there is little chance of that. With any luck, she took her own life before they could overpower her.”

      McTeague gave the two partisans a grim look. Right now, considering their loss of life, Bouchard seemed an unworthy trade. He turned around and began walking away.

      “I’ll let you two gents know as soon as we hear back from England,” he said, speaking over his shoulder.

      McTeague found Lance Corporal White enjoying his first few sips of hot tea. Almost in spite of his last name, White had a head of thick black hair and a dark, olive-skinned completion, with shaggy eyebrows like a pair of moustaches over his eyes, and stubble that grew in dark and heavy within hours of his last shave. The signals expert looked like he’d be more at home in the trappings of an Afghan raider than wearing khaki battledress and a Commando’s stocking cap. McTeague asked White to work with the partisans and use their captured wireless set to contact headquarters in order to find out where and when the partisans could be picked up. He also asked him to inform England that the Commandos would be staying behind until the fate of their comrades could be determined.

      White’s bushy eyebrows raised nearly to his hairline at the last comment. “Sergeant? How will we ever find out what happened to Tommy and the others? They could be dead, or in that Jerry headquarters, or carted off somewhere else in the city, or blimey, they might be on a train right now, headed for Berlin. Sniffing about Calais sounds like a mug’s game to me, no offense, Sergeant.”

      McTeague’s eyes narrowed and his lips drew into a thin line. “Listen ‘ere, lad. Those are our brothers-in-arms, and we aren’t leaving this bloody country until we know for sure what’s happened to them. I’d want you lot to do the same for me, was I in their shoes, and we’d do the same for you, don’t you forget it.”

      “But Lieutenant Price,” White replied. “I would think he’d want us to escape, to get away free and clear.”

      “There’s an important difference between what a man will say,” McTeague replied, “and what he really means. I’ve seen wounded men tell you to go on without them, when their eyes are begging you to pick ‘em up and carry them to safety. The lieutenant is a brave man, but alive or dead, someone should know what’s happened.”

      White shrugged his shoulders and looked down sheepishly into his mug of milky tea. “I s’pose you have a point there, Sergeant. I’ll pass the message along.”

      McTeague left White and found a spot to sit down and take a load off of his feet. Exhaustion weighed on his shoulders like a leaden yoke, and he scrubbed his hands across his face several times in an attempt to wake himself up. Except for a couple hours’ worth of sleep during the day yesterday, after the mission’s planning had been finished, he’d not gotten a solid night’s rest in three days. Although the Commando teams trained to the peak of physical endurance, to be able to soldier on day after day, moving and fighting without rest, the truth of the matter was that even the best-conditioned men dulled quickly under such circumstances.

      Without even thinking about it, McTeague began breaking down and cleaning his Thompson and his Webley, removing any gunpowder residue and oiling the weapons to prevent rust. He hadn’t expended much ammunition, but with almost half the team missing, their firepower was significantly reduced. He’d have to see what the partisans had cached here to supplement their own arms. Looking about the cave as he cleaned his weapons, McTeague examined the floor and the walls, seeing signs of human tools having worked the stone long years ago, perhaps even centuries past.

      Out of the corner of his eye, McTeague saw Madame Souliere walking over, a steaming bowl of porridge in her hands. The older woman knelt beside him and offered the hot meal with a smile.

      “There is not much left. If we are to leave soon, better to eat than rot in the cave, no?” she asked.

      McTeague nodded, finding himself too tired and hungry to reply. He took the bowl from her and spooned a portion into his mouth. He almost choked on it, gasping at how hot it was, and he burned his tongue before he managed to swallow it.

      “Be careful! It is hot! Let it cool first!” she exclaimed.

      McTeague laughed and took a swig from his canteen to cool his tongue. “Aye, now you tell me! But it’s good anyway, and I’m too hungry to wait.”

      In short order he ate several more spoonfuls, remembering to blow on each and cool the thick porridge down before taking a bite. The Frenchwoman remained next to him, watching him eat, but McTeague was too focused on putting food in his belly to notice. Finally he glanced at her, slightly embarrassed.

      “Please pardon my manners, ma’am. Thank you for this, it is much appreciated.”

      She shook her head. “It is nothing, do not worry. You are tired and hungry and you mean no disrespect. My husband and I are glad to see you and your men once more. We never thought to see the English again so soon.”

      McTeague grinned. “I’m Scottish, not English, but I’ll forgive you.”

      It was Madame’s turn to be embarrassed. “Mon dieu, I am sorry! If I were Belgian, I would not wish to be called French because I spoke in that tongue.”

      She was interrupted by White, who had returned from his trip outside the cave, lugging in the wireless set with the aid of another Commando. He stepped over and crouched down next to McTeague, nodding apologetically to the Frenchwoman.

      “Sergeant, ma’am. Sorry to interrupt, but we’ve received our orders from headquarters in reply to our transmission.”

      McTeague sat up. “What’d they say?”

      White made a sour face. “We’ve been ordered, under no uncertain terms, to head for the coast and rendezvous with our transport back to Blighty tonight. The boat should be offshore and ready for our signal no later than 0200 hours.”

      “Price and the others? What about them?” McTeague asked.

      White just shrugged and looked down at his feet. “I asked them twice, making like the message wasn’t getting through. You know the game, Sergeant. But they were very clear. No risking our lives to see what’s happened. Strict orders, Sergeant.”

      McTeague nodded and gestured to White that he was done. The lance corporal walked back and huddled down with the rest of the Commandos as someone handed him some porridge. The Scotsman leaned his head back against the cold stone of the cavern wall, softly bumping his head against the rock several times, in the way a frustrated man often does when there’s nothing else he can do.
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      0700 Hours

      

      For more than two hours, Bowen, Johnson, and Marie watched the Germans clean up the aftermath of the rescue attempt. Bodies were collected and taken away, and a heavy-duty recovery vehicle was brought in to flip over and haul away the wreckage of the lorry. With the aid of their telescopic sights, the three watched the hotel as uniformed men, both SS and Wehrmacht, came and went constantly.

      As with all security breaches, the Germans immediately set up roadblocks and marched patrols up and down the streets, closing the figurative barn door after the horse had run off. SS and Wehrmacht troops postured with their weapons, coal-scuttle helmets pushed low over their brows to give them a glowering, dangerous look. Unlike any accident in a peacetime city, none of the watchers in the ruined building saw a single curious civilian come by, angling for a look at the show. Given the mood the Germans were in that morning, any French citizen who dared show a curious face could expect to catch a bullet with it.

      As the sun rose above the rooftops, the reality of their situation became impossible to avoid any longer. They were two uniformed British soldiers and one French partisan alone and without most of the supplies necessary to sustain any kind of prolonged clandestine operation in the heart of an occupied city. They had no food beyond a couple of chocolate bars stuffed in their trouser pockets, no potable water, only one set of batteries for their torches, and their arms consisted of three bolt-action rifles with a standard ammunition load of 100 rounds apiece, their pistols, and six grenades.

      If they were discovered, even with the vaunted British rifleman’s high rate of disciplined fire, the best they could hope to accomplish would be a short firefight before being overrun, with the last pistol bullets saved for themselves. A female partisan, especially one as young and attractive as Marie, could only expect rape, torture, and death at the hands of the Nazis. As for Bowen and Johnson, snipers were not typically shown any shred of compassion or mercy by their enemies. As Bowen had made a pact months before with Lynch when they’d departed for their first mission to Merlimont, so too had he made one with Johnson, to take each other’s lives if the alternative meant capture and a painful death. Right now, each of them was considering that fate somewhere between a dangerous reality and a grim inevitability.

      “So,” Bowen finally said, “what are we going to do?”

      “One of us must reach the rally-point,” Marie answered. “I should go.”

      Johnson looked at her in disbelief, his ruddy features obvious in the light of dawn, even with the burnt cork smeared all over his face. “Naw, Miss. You can’t go all that distance. It’s far too dangerous. There’s Jerries all over this city.”

      Bowen shook his head and pointed at Marie. “You dumb berk, she’s the only one of us who has a hope of moving around in the daytime, and she’s bloody French. None of the Jerries are going to know she’s anything other than another citizen, going about her business.”

      “If I get stopped and questioned, I do not have the papers necessary for living in this city,” Marie replied. “They would know my true nature in a moment. But it is better than nothing.”

      “Alright then, what is our plan? Assuming you make it to the rally-point,” Bowen asked.

      “I will wait 24 hours, and if there is no sign of the others, I will make my way back here over the course of tomorrow. Then, tomorrow night, we will escape the city and try to make our way back to the cave,” Marie replied.

      “Rhys, you don’t think they’d leave without trying to get us out of the city, do you?” Johnson asked, a tone of worry in his voice.

      Bowen shrugged, his expression phlegmatic. “Sorry mate, but we’re expendable. Comes with the job, you know. Getting Bouchard back to Blighty is important to General de Gaulle, and that makes him more important than any or all of us. Orders is orders, Johnny boy.”

      It took a few minutes to prepare for Marie’s departure. She wore the .32 Colt in her shoulder holster under her coat, but she also carried a P-38 in her shoulder bag. She exchanged the two German stick-grenades she’d brought with her for a pair of Mills bombs, the British grenades being smaller and more easily concealed. They then proceeded to search the apartment, eventually finding an old flour sack and some bedding. Marie made herself a makeshift bundle out of their findings, to give the impression she was just another Calais citizen, going about her daily chores. Hopefully the ruse would be enough to avoid attracting attention.

      Marie completed her disguise with a frayed curtain, transforming it with the help of a safety pin into a long, ragged skirt. A quick application of brick dust brushed into her hair added a little grey, while some coal and brick dust mixed with saliva and applied to her features drained the youth from her face. Finally, she produced a plain woolen scarf from her handbag and wrapped it around her head in the manner of some of the older women. In a few minutes’ time, with the bulging sack balanced over her shoulder and onto her back, Marie went from a young, strong girl to a hunched, destitute, middle-aged woman.

      Not knowing how to properly bid her farewell, Bowen simply offered her his hand. She shook it warmly, and did the same for Johnson.

      “Wait for me if you can, and if you have to leave this place, leave some sign by the doorway. I will be back for you in a day if I do not find the others.”

      “And if you do find them?” Johnson asked.

      Marie smiled. “Well, I will be back, but I might bring some help with me.”

      And with that, she was gone. The two Commandos watched her leave the building from a broken window along the western side of the apartment. Marie walked hunched over under her burden, a hint of a faked limp in her stride, possibly representative of a wound received when the Germans took the city a year ago.

      After she disappeared from view, Bowen and Johnson looked at each other, and Bowen gave his spotter another small shrug. “Looks like it’s just the two of us, then.”

      “And not even a Primus stove to make a cup of char,” Johnson replied glumly.

      Bowen looked around the battered apartment for a long moment. “All right, we’re going to be holed up here for at least another full day, maybe longer. We’re still on the job, and we can’t forget about Lieutenant Price, Tommy, and poor Pritchard.”

      This seemed to bring Johnson out of his poor mood. “What do you want me to do, Rhys?” he asked, standing up a little straighter.

      “First things first, get back on the glass and keep an eye on the hotel and the streets below. I think for the moment we’re actually pretty safe here. None of the Jerries seemed to realize they were taking fire from this building, so as long as we aren’t noticed, I think there’s nothing to fear.”

      “I’ve got the first watch then,” Johnson said, and nodded, moving to his spotting scope. He made a few adjustments to his position, covering the floor where he would lay with some more of the ragged bedding they’d found in the apartment earlier, and he made sure his rifle was close at hand.

      Bowen decided to do a little exploring. After telling Johnson of his intentions, Bowen drew his .45 automatic and chambered a round. Although his specialty was the sniper rifle, Bowen had excellent reflexes and superb hand-eye coordination, making him a natural close-quarters gunfighter. In addition to his usual sniper training, Bowen and those members of the Commando team who didn’t carry Thompsons trained doubly hard with their pistols, expecting to use them rather than their Lee-Enfields within buildings or other confined spaces, where the fighting would be up close and personal. Bowen had made sure that both he and Johnson carried four spare magazines for the .45s, rather than the two everyone else normally carried. But even carrying twice the ammunition, thirty-five rounds apiece wasn’t much at all, given how fast the automatics could be fired and reloaded in the heat of a firefight.

      Still, Bowen reflected, it was better than a stern look and some coarse language.

      He stepped outside the apartment and paused in the hallway, listening for any sounds coming from inside the building. The apartment complex had been picked solely on its third-floor view of the hotel, and a brief description by the partisan boy Édouard. None of them knew if any of the other rooms were occupied, although Bowen imagined that after last night’s shooting, if there were other occupants, they had no intention of contacting the Germans. Still, after his encouraging speech to Johnson about how safe and secure their position was, he wanted to be sure fate wouldn’t make a liar out of him.

      More importantly, Bowen needed something to occupy his mind, because he knew that no matter the short term, their position here in Calais was very, very far from safe and secure. Sooner or later they would have to move from the apartment building, and as any good hunter knows, prey is easiest to spot when it’s on the move. It didn’t matter if they had to escape on their own, or if Marie managed to bring back the rest of the squad. Sooner or later they’d be in a fight for their lives, twelve men against an entire city full of Germans no doubt spoiling for a fight.

      Bowen fought to push such morbid thoughts from his mind and focus on the task at hand. The apartment he and Johnson occupied was on the western side of the third floor. Each floor of the building only had two apartments, and the door across from him was blown off its hinges, lying shattered into several pieces inside the doorway. Bowen imagined there wouldn’t be anyone occupying an apartment that lacked at least a functioning front door, but nevertheless, he crept inside slowly and quietly, his pistol in hand, finger well away from the trigger. He didn’t want to accidently shoot an innocent French citizen or give away their position if startled.

      This apartment looked even more destitute than theirs. Ragged lines of bullet holes tore the plaster and wood interior walls apart, and one room appeared to have suffered a grenade blast. Most of the furniture was broken and splintered, and old, tarnished shell casings littered the floor. Moving carefully so as to not cause any creaking floorboards, Bowen investigated the apartment’s pantry. The cabinets and shelves had been completely ransacked, but he did find a couple of intact, albeit empty, wine bottles. Bowen tried the kitchen water tap, and to his surprise, after much burbling and sputtering, he received a trickle of rusty water. Cringing at the sound the pipes made, but willing to risk it for some cold drinking water, Bowen let the tap run for a couple of minutes until the water felt cold and tasted relatively clean. He then filled the wine bottles, rinsing out each of them before filling them up and bringing them back across the hall.

      After the success of finding potable water, Bowen decided he’d explore downstairs. The stairwell hadn’t fared much better than the apartments during the siege. The space was badly riddled with bullet holes, and tarnished brass casings lay scattered over the landings and steps. Proceeding to the second floor, Bowen remembered a few slightly creaky stairs on his way up earlier this morning, and so descended while keeping near to one side of the stairs, where the edge of the boards would bear his weight best. On the second floor, one door was open, the other shut. Bowen listened at the closed door for a minute, but heard nothing. Deciding to save that room for later, he went through the open door, finding it similarly ransacked, although lacking a lot of the battle damage found in the rooms on the third floor. Several minutes of searching through the apartment won him a pair of candle stubs and a half-used book of matches, hidden in the depths of a kitchen drawer. Bowen struck one of the matches and found it still caught, so he quickly blew out the match and stuffed the book into his pocket, along with the stubs. The rest of the apartment was stripped of anything worthwhile; no doubt the citizens who remained in the city were now quite proficient at plundering the homes of their deceased or missing neighbors.

      Curious now about the closed door across the hall, Bowen tip-toed across the landing and examined it. He could see that the door was cracked and the paint gouged and chipped below the doorknob, and the doorframe near the lock was splintered. During the fight for this apartment building or sometime thereafter, it appeared someone had kicked the door open. After listening at the door again for several minutes, Bowen gingerly tested the doorknob. The door appeared unlocked, and with a gentle shove, the door popped free of its doorframe and swung open.

      Unlike the other two apartments he’d explored, Bowen immediately noticed there was something slightly off about the smell of this place. There was little air moving through the rooms, and the walls and windows seemed intact, indicating there hadn’t been any firefights in this apartment. Nevertheless, something - some animal instinct - caused the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end. He quietly stepped to the right and peered around in the kitchen, which seemed relatively undisturbed. Opening a closed cabinet, Bowen found several tins of canned sardines and a large jar of big, green olives. Opening a few other cabinets, he saw other foodstuffs, most of it long since rotted away. Bowen pocketed the tins and the jar, curious as to why they hadn’t been plundered already, and stepped into the living room.

      With an involuntary gasp, Bowen discovered why no one had pilfered from this apartment yet.

      The tenants were still here. At least, what was left of them.

      It was a family of four: a husband, wife, an older daughter and a young boy. At least, that was Bowen’s best guess. The skeletal remains gave him few clues other than their relative sizes and clothing. At first, Bowen wondered if they’d been killed when someone stormed the apartment, but after looking around for a moment, Bowen spotted the cause of death; a section of the floor in front of the bodies was torn and splintered by gunfire, and a quick examination of the bullet holes showed the shots had come from the apartment below.

      Bowen could picture in his mind’s eye what must have happened. As the Germans cleared the building room by room, someone - probably a Feldwebel - had burst through the front door of the apartment below, and had been shot for his troubles. Machine pistol in hand, finger on the trigger, the German must have jerked his arms up and squeezed the trigger in his death throes, riddling the ceiling in front of him. The bullets would have easily punched through the plaster, lathe, and thin wooden boards that separated the two floors. The unseen fusillade had butchered this family, huddled together against the far wall of their living room. They’d been killed still hoping that, if they stayed down and presented no threat to whoever came through their front door, they would live through the horror taking place around them.

      Bowen stood in the living room motionless for a long while, his mind playing out the tragedy, imagining the look on the face of the soldier who’d kicked open the door to the apartment only to be met by the blank stares of the dead. For some unknown reason, no one had removed the bodies from the apartment, and they’d sat here, food for the rats and other crawling things until nothing edible remained. By now, it was entirely possible that no one left alive even knew they were here.

      Muttering a short prayer, Bowen backed out of the room, stepped into the kitchen, and put the food back in the cupboards where he’d found it. He then stepped out of the apartment and softly pulled the broken door shut behind him. He made his way back upstairs, whispering the all-clear to Johnson.

      “Well,” Johnson asked his partner, “did you find anything useful?”

      “Aside from the water?” Bowen tapped his shirt pocket. “I only found a couple of candle stubs and some matches. This place has been picked clean.”

      “So we’re all alone in the building?”

      Bowen glanced back towards the apartment door and suppressed a shudder.

      “I suppose you could say that. Here now, I’ll take a turn on the glass, you try and get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day.”
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      Hotel Du Chevalier

      1600 Hours

      

      Tommy Lynch’s head snapped back from the impact of the gloved fist hammering into his cheek. Before he could recover, the SS thug followed up with a vicious backhanded blow that rocked his head in the other direction. Reeling with the one-two impact, his chin finally dropped and rested on his chest for a moment, as a thin line of bloody drool ran from his mouth onto his shirt.

      The torture seemed to be for no other reason than the sadistic, voyeuristic pleasure of Faust, who leaned against the wall of the cellar room, arms crossed, head cocked, watching his bodyguards abuse Lynch and Price. No questions were asked, and the pummeling wasn’t even that severe; it was more akin to a schoolboy’s physical bullying of an unfortunate weakling. Lynch could only guess, as he took another fist to the gut, that his tormentor was merely softening him up, and didn’t want to do too much damage early on in the interrogation process.

      Next to Lynch, Price was receiving a similar treatment from Faust’s other goon. Lynch seemed to remember Faust calling them “Klaus” and “Dieter” at one point that day, but he couldn’t keep straight which was which, not that it mattered. The two men seemed equally brutish, and equally enjoyed inflicting violence for the sense of power it gave them. When he had a moment to think straight, Lynch promised himself that, given a chance, he would ensure both of Faust’s thugs met a suitably violent end.

      Lynch took another backhanded slap to the face, and as his head spun from the blow, his eyes briefly rested on the body of Pritchard, still tied upright in the chair to Lynch’s right. The blood and brains splattered all over the wall and the floor had dried somewhat, but the room still carried that all-too-familiar slaughterhouse smell. That they refused to take away Pritchard’s body after several hours had passed convinced Lynch that the corpse was simply being left in the room to distress and taunt them, to remind the two Commandos of their eventual fate.

      This was the third visit so far today. After Faust had killed Pritchard, he and his men and left the Commandos alone in the room for several hours. Price and Lynch had said little to each other beyond the usual stoic platitudes tough men in captivity tend to mutter among themselves, such as “Don’t worry, we’ll get through this,” and “Wait until we get our hands on ‘em”. But the reality of their situation soon silenced both of them, and when these seemingly lackadaisical beatings started, it became clear Faust was just screwing with them, showing that he really didn’t care if they had any information of immediate value to him. And why should he? Price was a mere Commando lieutenant, Lynch a lowly corporal. When it came to the future uses of Britain’s Commando units, the two men probably knew far less than German High Command.

      So, Lynch thought, this is what ‘expendable’ feels like.

      “Das reicht,” Faust said softly. His two minions immediately ceased their beatings and stepped back, massaging their gloved hands and glowering at their respective victims.

      Faust stopped leaning against the wall and stood up straight, idly wringing the pair of black leather gloves he held in his hands. He slowly walked over and stood in front of Lynch and Price, not speaking for almost a minute as the two men recovered.

      “You think I am being gentle with you, yes?” Faust asked. “You are wondering when the questions will come? When the real pain begins?”

      The two men looked up at him, neither bothering to answer. Faust smirked at them.

      “Do not worry, the real pain will come soon enough,” Faust continued. “I like to gauge the constitution of my prisoners, slowly increasing their punishment. Some men - and you can never tell who it will be - grow so senseless from a beating that they are useless to me for hours. Other men, the more you beat them, the more they refuse to talk, hoping to fool their captors into killing them before information is extracted.”

      Again, neither of the captives said anything. Lynch spat out a gobbet of bloody phlegm, hoping to hit Faust’s boot, but the missile landed a foot short. Faust just shook his head.

      “I will admit,” he continued, “the first few times I was tricked into letting my men beat a prisoner to death, I did not understand why they would do such things. But one day, it dawned on me that men who possess no other control over their destinies, will take comfort in at least being able to determine the time and manner of their demise. I suppose it is no different than a criminal committing suicide while in prison on a life sentence; the prisoner hopes to control one last aspect of his life, and at the same time, steal that last victory from his captors.”

      Faust gestured towards the spigot and bucket in the corner of the room. One of his men nodded, fetching the bucket. Half of its contents were poured over Price, the remainder over Lynch, partially washing away the blood and spittle that had accumulated.

      “I now find myself in something of a quandary,” Faust continued. “The Wehrmacht knows of you now, knows that you are in my custody. Although you were dressed as German soldiers, it is clear to any but a complete idiot that this was a simple ruse of war, and you gentlemen are soldiers, not spies. In addition, our brothers-in-arms have no doubt informed their superior officers of the incident, so there is some record of your capture and detainment, and that record will eventually make its way back to High Command.

      “So, I cannot just kill you out of hand. Your friend here,” Faust gestured to Pritchard’s corpse, “was of course shot trying to escape, foolish as that might have been. But for that to happen to all of you, it might look...excessive. Eventually someone is going to want to ship you back to Berlin, for interrogation and detainment. This will of course be a direct order issued to me by my superiors, and I will not disobey a direct order, no matter how much I may feel otherwise.

      “On the other hand, we of the Einsatzgruppen have a great deal of freedom in our commands, and no one ever looks at our actions too closely, lest they lose their appetites. When this transfer order eventually arrives, if I am a few days late in delivering you to Berlin, or if you arrive in less than pristine condition, no one will show any concern.”

      Faust stepped forward and moved to raise Price’s chin, as the Englishman refused to make eye contact with his captor. Price jerked away from Faust’s hand, and with surprising ferocity, the SS commander slashed a backhanded blow across Price’s face so hard, the Englishman’s chair nearly tipped over.

      “You two Fieslinge cost me a lot of good men! Soldiers of the Reich who would have gone on to carry the eagle across the globe! Now they’ll rot on foreign soil, dead without glory, killed by tea-drinking tin soldiers playing at war! And because of this insult, I’m going to keep you here as long as I can.”

      Faust crossed the distance to Lynch in one long stride and grabbed him by his hair, pulling the Irishman’s face around to look Faust in the eye.

      “And while you are mine, I am going to make you pay.”

      Faust let go of Lynch’s hair, wiping his fingers on his trousers. In an instant, he returned to his usual calm, collected manner, taking several steps back away from the Commandos.

      “I think we are done for the day. I will see that you are fed and given water. I also despise the stink of Scheisse, so I will arrange for you to use a chamber pot rather than soil yourselves. Good day, gentlemen. We will begin again in the morning.”

      With a nod to Klaus and Dieter, Faust turned and stepped up to the door, where he barked an order and the door was unbolted and opened from outside. The three men exited the room, and after the two guards outside gave the room and its occupants a final glance, they shut and bolted the door.

      Several minutes passed before Price finally spoke. “Corporal, I think we’re in a bit of a jam.”

      “Oh aye sir,” Lynch replied. “So we are.”
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      The Partisans’ Cave

      1800 Hours

      

      McTeague opened his tired eyes, glancing around the room to ensure all was well within his immediate vicinity. Seeing no signs of danger, he yawned, sat up straight, and rolled his head around on his neck several times to work out the kinks earned from his less than ideal sleeping conditions. He quietly rose to his feet, not wanting to wake the men sleeping around him. They would be up all night, and possibly well into the next morning, and so like all good soldiers, if they could find time to sleep, they would. McTeague himself made sure to get a full eight hours, taking watch in the woods outside the cave after his porridge and a cup of tea.

      But now, it was time to act.

      Still moving carefully and quietly, McTeague began looking over his weapons and kit. He’d cleaned his Thompson and revolver upon returning from the mission, but McTeague looked over each of his Thompson’s 20-round magazines, making sure they were topped off. He pulled his revolver from its holster and made sure it was loaded, then confirmed he had at least two full reloads of spare rounds in his cartridge pouch. He then drew his dirk, testing the edge with a calloused thumb. Satisfied, he sheathed the weapon, then began buckling on his webbing, filling his ammunition pouches with Thompson magazines and making sure he had four fragmentation grenades securely fastened.

      McTeague had always considered himself something of a paradox. A huge bear of a man, he could be driven to feats of great physical violence, but over the years, he had learned to temper his anger, to focus it and ensure that it didn’t consume him, but instead drove him on to fight harder, faster, and more savagely than his enemies. He’d learned to wield his anger as just another weapon in his arsenal, brought forth only when he needed it most, when the lads under his protection were in danger, their only hope his immense capacity for violence. Right now, Dougal McTeague knew he would need every weapon at his disposal if he, and the men under his command, were to survive the night.

      Focused on preparing his weapons and equipment, McTeague didn’t notice Nelson until the Commando cleared his throat. Looking up, McTeague saw the corporal standing in front of him, fully kitted, weapons ready. Behind him, the rest of the men were already stirring, gathering their weapons and belongings and brewing a last cup of tea before packing away their Primus stove. There was none of the usual grumbling or arse-scratching, just silent, professional men going about their business, preparing for battle. Harris and Miller were giving their Bren gun a final check, and Miller was making sure all the spare parts and tools were secured within the Bren’s “wallet” of accessories. They also looked over each of the 30-round magazines, making sure none of the feed lips were bent or cartridges stacked incorrectly in the magazines.

      Off to one side, Hall had laid out his medical kit, and he was carefully arranging his supplies to best serve him in battlefield conditions, with tourniquets and ampules of morphine within easy reach, along with dressings and gauze pads. Sadly, even McTeague knew that no matter Hall’s skill in treating the wounds of war, in their current situation, a badly wounded man was unlikely to survive until they made it back to England, and his fate in the hands of the Germans was doubtful. The best chance of survival any of them had was to not get hit at all.

      In another portion of the cave, White and Thatcher were preparing the partisans’ wireless set for travel. The device was their lifeline to England, and without it, they had no hope of arranging pickup if they missed their rendezvous tonight. Given the decision McTeague had already made, that made the wireless the single most important item in their possession.

      McTeague looked back at Nelson, who met his gaze, an eyebrow raised. When they’d first come together back in April, McTeague had immediately labeled Nelson as a troublemaker, and with good reason. The team’s demolitions expert was a brute and a ruffian, and would probably find himself dead at the end of a noose one day. But right now, he was just the right sort of basher for the job at hand; killing Nazis with great enthusiasm and little regard for his own personal safety.

      McTeague pulled his Tam O’Shanter down over his eyes and picked up his Thompson, the weapon looking small and almost toy-like in his great scarred fists. He gave Nelson a brief nod.

      “Let’s go.”

      Harry Nelson took in his sergeant’s determined stance, the pugnacious thrust of his jaw, and the dangerous glint in his eyes. McTeague’s demeanor could only mean one thing.

      Nelson’s face broke into a wide grin.

      “Why not, eh?” he replied. “Why bloody not.”
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      Hotel Du Chevalier

      2200 Hours

      

      True to his word, Faust left Price and Lynch alone for the rest of the day. A couple of hours after their last beating, the guards had come in with two extra armed men and one of the hotel staff carrying a paper sack and a large tin pail. One at a time, each of the Commandos was untied, then allowed to stand and walk around the room enough to gain some circulation back in their limbs. They were given two rolls of stale bread and two ladles of water from the spigot, and then provided the tin pail as a chamber pot. Neither of the men particularly cared for doing their bathroom business while being covered by four machine pistols and snickered at by the men who carried them, but in the army one quickly learned to not be squeamish about such things. Soon the hotel staffer, an elderly Frenchman, was carrying away the tin pail as if it was a bomb about to go off.

      Now, four hours later, the door to the room opened again, and the two guards outside let a wounded soldier into the room. The left side of the man’s face was heavily bandaged, spots of blood soaking through, and dark purple bruises had formed across much of his features. Lynch wondered if he was one of the SS who’d been wounded when he threw the grenade from the back of the Blitz, imagining fragments of shrapnel slashing the man’s face, the concussion knocking him head-first into a wall. The soldier’s features looked somehow familiar, and although Lynch didn’t remember actually seeing the man as they’d fled, it was the only thing that made sense.

      The Guards exchanged a few words with the wounded soldier that Lynch didn’t understand, then the soldier walked over to the spigot in the corner of the room and used it to fill the bucket there. Without a word, he limped back to Lynch and Price, and using the ladle, gave each man several mouthfuls of water, glaring at them balefully with his one good eye. The soldier then placed the bucket and ladle back in the corner, and muttering angrily to himself, he began to walk back towards the door when he suddenly shouted some German obscenity and lashed out, his booted foot connecting with Lynch’s shoulder and knocking the Commando over onto the floor.

      Immediately, the other two guards grabbed the wounded man by the shoulders and hauled him back, berating him for losing his temper. The man sighed and shrugged and gestured towards his face, apparently rationalizing it but sounding embarrassed. He raised his hands in mock capitulation, and walked over to Lynch, circling around behind him and bending down to pick him up by the back of the chair.

      As the wounded German did this, Lynch suddenly felt something small and metallic pressed into the palm of his hand, and the German leaned in close and whispered in his ear.

      “For King and Country. The guards change shifts in two hours. Good luck.”

      Lynch had enough presence of mind to keep his features straight, only sneering and giving the “German” a dirty look as he walked away. The soldier apologized to the guards again as he exited, and they shut and bolted the door.

      “That rotten scoundrel!” Price muttered. “I say, of all the nerve!”

      “Nerve is right,” Lynch replied. “But not the kind you think. That was Smythe.”

      Price blinked several times and did a double-take towards the door. “What?”

      Lynch nodded. “He told me the guards change shifts in two hours.”

      “Well, bloody lot of good that does us,” Price muttered.

      “Actually,” Lynch said with a smile, “it does us quite a bit of good. He slipped me a clasp knife when he was picking me up off the floor.”

      Price’s face lit up, and he began to nod. “Well done, my dear Mister Smythe! I must admit, I felt he rather tweaked our noses when Harry buggered the rescue and Smythe just walked away without so much as a by-your-leave. But I’m willing to forgive him if he’s spent the whole day flannel-footing it about right under Faust’s nose, and dressed as one of his men, no less.”

      “I don’t care what he’s bloody done,” Lynch replied. “All I know is, we’ve got a chance to make a break for it and leg it out of this bloody city.”

      “Can you get the knife open?” Price asked.

      Lynch carefully worked his nail into the notch on the knife blade, and slowly pried the knife open. With a soft click the blade snapped into position. Lynch carefully tested the edge with his thumb, wary not to cut himself, and discovered the blade had been honed to a razor’s edge.

      “More than sharp enough to get the job done, to be sure,” he replied.

      “All right then,” Price said, nodding. “We wait until the guards change, give them a little while to see if they are going to check on us, and when it seems all is quiet, we cut ourselves free, attract their attention, take them out, and make our escape.”

      “Oh aye,” Lynch answered with a grin. “I can smell the shepherd’s pie already.”

      Price chuckled. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath and letting it out in a long sigh.

      “Right now,” he said, “I would love nothing more than to open my eyes and find myself waking up in my own bed, back at the family estate. My brothers and cousins and I could spend the day hunting pheasants, and when we came back in the afternoon we’d hand the day’s game to the help, have a tall glass of gin and tonic with plenty of ice and a wedge of lime, and then off to the back lawn for a game of croquet.

      “We’d end the game just as the ladies called for us to wash up, and we’d have roasted pheasant with potatoes and greens, along with a nice glass of wine. Afterwards, the gentlemen would retire to the parlour, where we’d enjoy cigars and brandy and reminisce about the day’s hunting, and who was the better marksman with the mallet.”

      Price turned to Lynch and opened his eyes. “That, that would be my perfect day.”

      Lynch smiled and thought for a moment.

      “Me and the other lads, we would spend the day playing football. A right brutal lot, we were, back in the Regiment. We’d knock at least a few of us silly every game, and you didn’t really play if there wasn’t blood on your jersey by the end.

      “But when it was all over bar the shouting, we’d wander over to the nearest pub and the pints would be passed around and all would be forgiven. I always liked a good Smithwick’s, or maybe a Beamish. We’d call for toasts, and surely the boasting would begin. Off in the corner a seisiún would start playing their music. Harp and fiddle, Uilleann pipes and a Bodhran setting the beat. Soon we’d be stamping our feet and clapping our hands, and we’d all sing along, even if we couldn’t carry a tune in a tin pail.”

      “Never figured you for the singing sort, Tommy,” Price said with a grin.

      “Oh aye, after a pint or three and a couple drams of uisce beatha. I won myself many a twirl with some lovely young lasses those nights, so I did, and maybe a little more than a twirl if I was lucky.”

      Price stifled a laugh. “Corporal Lynch, you’re a rogue of quite questionable character! Still and all, it doesn’t sound like a bad sort of evening.”

      Lynch chuckled. “A bit more energetic than cigars and brandy in the parlour, I’m willing to wager.”

      “As much as I enjoy the company of my brothers and cousins,” Price replied, “I think I’d prefer dancing with one of your bonny Irish lasses.”

      Lynch grunted and his smile lost some of its strength. “No offence, Lieutenant, but given your pedigree, I wouldn’t advise stepping into a pub anywhere in Armagh. Might find a few of your teeth floating in someone’s pint.”

      There was an awkward silence for a few seconds.

      “Tommy,” Price finally said, “what Faust said this morning...”

      “What that bastard said,” Lynch replied, “was a lot of fried bollocks. I joined the RIF freely, so I did, just like all the other lads, and we went on to fight for your King George and the rest of your bloody Empire. I might not like it, and to be sure, there are times it makes me a bit mad to think on it too much. But compared to bloody maniacs like Faust and his good friends Adolf and Heinrich, you lot seem like a bargain.”

      Price raised the corner of his mouth in a smirk. “Well then, glad to know we English are a ‘bargain’ compared to Hitler. Very comforting.”

      They looked at each other for a moment, and then simultaneously broke into grins.

      “Ah, bugger it all,” Lynch said, shifting to get comfortable in his chair. “Count me off an hour, would you? I want a bit of a snore before we make our great escape.”

      Price nodded. “Then you can do me the favor before the change of the guard.”

      “I’d shake on it,” Lunch muttered, closing his eyes, “but me hands are tied.”

      The two Commandos managed an hour’s fitful sleep apiece. Price was awoken by the sound of the deadbolt being drawn back, and he opened his eyes to see four German faces, two of them Klaus and Dieter, peering at them from the doorway, accompanied by a pair of gun muzzles. It was the changing of the guards, and after a short exchange between the four soldiers, the door was shut again, the bolt shot home. Footsteps could be heard faintly receding on the other side of the door, and soon all was quiet again.

      Price turned and mouthed to Lynch ten minutes. Lynch nodded, and began to count to himself silently, listening to any change or unusual activity from the guards outside. When the ten minutes passed without any cause for alarm or concern, the two men nodded to each other, and Lynch carefully opened the clasp knife in his hand. Although the angle was awkward, the blade was sharp enough that only a little pressure was needed to slowly saw through the rope around his wrists. Within a minute, Lynch cut through the bindings and freed his hands.

      Now, the clock began to tick loudly for both men. Lynch quickly cut through the ropes around his chest and legs. Standing and hobbling over to Price while his limbs protested, painful and tingling madly as normal circulation returned, in moments Lynch cut through Price’s bonds, and the two men were finally free.

      “We need another weapon,” Lynch whispered in Price’s ear.

      The lieutenant nodded, and the two men looked about the room. Lynch gestured at one of the chairs and mimicked pulling it apart, but Price shook his head and touched his finger to his earlobe. They paced the room, tugging on bricks that appeared loose, even examining the spigot to see if it could be twisted free. Price bent down and carefully removed the ladle from the bucket. It was made from two pieces of metal; the bowl that held water, and the handle, made from one long piece of metal curled at one end and welded to the bowl at the other.

      Price might not have been as muscular as Lynch, but he was still a fighting man, and the Commandos underwent intense physical training, preparing them for extremes of endurance and surprising reserves of strength. Gripping the bowl in one hand and the base of the handle in the other, Price gave the ladle a hard twist and the handle snapped free, the weld broken, forming a sharp, jagged tip. Price carefully pressed the jagged end against the stone wall using the bowl of the ladle, and with pressure and some movement flattened and wore away some of the weld so that the end was acceptably even and sharp enough to pierce flesh if employed vigorously.

      Each man sat back down in their chair and loosely wrapped their bonds around their legs and across their chests, holding the ropes behind themselves so they didn’t slip down and give away the ruse. Lynch clutched the open clasp knife, while Price held his makeshift stiletto at the ready.

      “If this doesn’t work,” Price muttered, “we’ll probably be dead in a minute.”

      Lynch simply shrugged. “There’s a war on. We could’ve all been killed on the beaches of Dunkirk.”

      Price sighed. “You have a point, Tommy. Shall we?”

      Lynch nodded and cleared his throat.

      “You bloody English prick! You arrogant tyrant! I’ll bloody kill you bastard!” Lynch shouted at the top of his lungs.

      “Shut your mouth you worthless Irish dog! If we ever get out of here, I’ll have you whipped for your insolence!” Price replied just as loudly.

      The two men were rewarded with the sound of the door’s deadbolt being drawn back. Klaus and Dieter stormed in, machine pistols in hand. Price and Lynch continued to sling insults at each other at the top of their lungs, and the two Germans looked dumbfounded for a moment, before they made a joke and laughed, stepping forward with the intention of slapping their captives around a little bit until they calmed down.

      Price drew first blood. With one swift motion, he stood up and clamped his hand across the receiver of Klaus’ Bergmann MP-28 machine pistol, while at the same time sinking his makeshift weapon into the guard’s left eye socket. He struck so quickly that even Lynch, who was anticipating Price making the first move, was taken by surprise. Price savagely twisted and churned his weapon around inside the Klaus’ eye socket, his victim shuddering and twitching, disturbingly silent, before he finally went slack and crumpled to the ground.

      Dieter was so shocked and dumbfounded, he froze for a fateful second before bringing his MP-40 around. Lynch followed Price’s lead, grabbing the German’s machine pistol over the open bolt, while his other hand slashed across the guard’s throat with the sheep’s foot blade of the clasp knife. Despite the weapon’s small size, the razor-sharp blade sliced through the Dieter’s neck with shocking ease, and bright, hot blood fountained everywhere, slapping Lynch across the face and soaking his shirt in an instant. Dieter pulled the trigger of his weapon, and Lynch felt the bolt push forward, but the web of his hand between thumb and forefinger caught the bolt and kept the weapon from firing. The dying German clamped his free hand across his throat, mouth wide and gurgling, in a futile attempt to staunch the torrent of blood pouring from his wound, but within moments his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed to the ground, finally dropping face-first into a quickly-growing pool of blood.

      “My god,” Price hissed at Lynch, “that actually worked!”

      “Stop talking, and start grabbing their weapons. Sir!” Lynch hissed back.

      Moving with the speed of hopeful desperation, the two Commandos unbuckled the German’s webbing and stole their ammunition pouches, knives and grenades. Lynch, soaked in his victim’s blood, put Klaus’ jacket and shirt, the garments hanging loose on him. Once dressed, they buckled on the German’s helmets, then checked their weapons and spare magazines, ensuring both were in perfect order.

      “I dearly hope we can get out of these Jerry uniforms soon,” Price said, fussing with his helmet’s chinstrap. “It gives me the shivers to dress like a Hun. If I’m going to die, I want to do it in my proper uniform.”

      “You have to admit, these SS bastards are snappy dressers,” Lynch replied with a grin.

      Price made a sour face. “Come on, Corporal. Let’s get moving.”

      The two men exited the room, each taking a long last look at Pritchard’s corpse. There was nothing to do about it, and a brief search of his body revealed that Faust had taken anything of personal value. They couldn’t bring him, so they vowed to avenge him instead.

      Price and Lynch quickly found themselves in a short hallway with a T-intersection at the end. Realizing they were in the basement of the hotel, the two men cautiously approached the intersection, but a careful reconnoiter showed they were alone. At one end of the hallway they saw the elevator shaft and a stairwell door. The other direction led to several other doors, no doubt storage and the boiler room.

      “I think we need to give our hosts a little present this evening,” Lynch said.

      “The boiler room?” Price asked.

      “Oh aye. My thoughts exactly.”

      They quickly broke into the room, and while Price stood watch in the doorway, Lynch looked over the room. A coal-fired furnace heated the boiler, which in turn heated the water tank, providing hot water for the hotel taps. Other piping also fed to the radiator system. Unsure how to actually cause the boiler to explode, Lynch opened the firebox door, flinching away from the intense heat. Lynch grabbed a nearby shovel and began scooping burning coals from the furnace and throwing them into the coal bin in the room. He did this a half dozen times, until it was clear that some of the bin coal was catching fire. Lynch shut the furnace door and began turning and closing every outgoing valve, attempting to trap as much steam pressure as he could within the furnace.

      Lynch stepped out of the room and tapped Price on the shoulder. “All right, maybe that’ll work, maybe it won’t. Let’s leave the door open, maybe the smoke from the coal fire will give them a bit of a scare.”

      “All right, but how do we get out of here?” Price asked.

      Lynch thought for a moment, then looked back into the room. “Of course, the bloody coal chute! There’s just a locked grate over it.”

      The went back into the room, tucking their faces into their sleeves as the smoke from the coal fire began to fill the room.

      “Perhaps setting fire to the coal bin wasn’t the smartest idea, after all,” Price said wryly.

      Lynch grabbed the shovel and began to dump the burning coals onto the floor. In a moment the way was clear. He grabbed an iron fire-pick and jammed the sharp end into the space between the grate’s lock plate and the wall.

      “Lieutenant, if you could be so kind now, and lend some assistance?” Lynch asked.

      The two men heaved on the fire-pick, and with a groan of old metal, the lock plate bent and burst, flinging open the grate. The two men wasted no time climbing up into the chute, working hard to gain purchase on the slick metal surface. Finally, Lynch made it to the top, and slowly raised the metal chute cover that led to the alleyway next to the hotel. Off to his left, he could make out the dim silhouette of four SS guards standing around the mouth of the alley, weapons in hand. In the other direction, the alley took a corner and connected with another street, no doubt also guarded by the SS. The Germans were taking no chances to allow a second attack on the hotel.

      “Four Jerries at the end of the alley, and I bet the other end has someone around the corner,” he whispered to Price while suppressing a cough. The coal smoke was beginning to draft up the chute, and he knew the men in the alley would begin to smell it any second now.

      “We can’t stay here forever,” Price whispered back. “We slip out and head for the other end of the alley. We’ll have to be fast and strike hard.”

      Making every effort at silence, the two men slowly extricated themselves from the coal chute. Luck was with them, and none of the Germans detected their movements. The two Commandos stood and readied themselves, and Lynch remembered the grenade tucked into his belt. He pulled it free, holding it up to Price, and gestured with it towards the chute.

      Price thought for a moment. “It would certainly lend veracity to our ‘boiler explosion’ ruse. Do it.”

      While Price held the coal chute’s cover open, Lynch crouched down and peered into the boiler room. He could see the bin illuminated by the flickering firelight of the burning coal. He unscrewed the cap at the base of the grenade, grasped the ceramic ball that acted as the pull cord handle, and gave it a good hard tug. He heard a faint pop from within the grenade, and immediately flung it down the chute as hard as he could. The grenade sailed down the chute, struck the edge of the bin, and cartwheeled into the room.

      Lynch turned to Price. “Time to run like hell.”
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      July 13th, 0001 Hours

      

      Despite all the odds, McTeague had managed to get his men into Calais without being discovered. Against their strident protests, he’d ordered Hall and White to stay behind with Bouchard and the Soulieres. If they didn’t return in 24 hours, White was to make contact with England and arrange for extraction along the coast.

      Hall had argued against being left behind. “If someone gets wounded, you’re going to need me. Bouchard is stable enough, he doesn’t need around the clock care, and White knows enough to be able to clean and dress wounds.”

      “Orders are orders, lad.” McTeague had said. “I’m already going to be in for it with the colonel if we make it back alive. I cannae risk losing the one reason we came here. You have to make sure that Frenchie makes it back to Blighty, come what may. D’ye understand me?”

      Hall didn’t look pleased, but he’d relented in the end, giving Thatcher some of his morphine and other supplies that might help if someone was wounded. No one pointed out that, if one of them was hit badly enough to require morphine, they probably weren’t making it out of Calais alive.

      The other five Commandos, as well as Chenot and Édouard, departed the cave at 1900 hours and made their way to the hidden Blitz transport. They drove to their rendezvous point, using back roads, farm trails, and any other roundabout means of avoiding German patrols or roadblocks. The trip took over an hour, but the Commandos were rewarded when they hid their vehicle nearby and reached their meeting point undetected.

      Marie had been waiting for them, hidden high up in the branches of a nearby tree. She explained to McTeague and the others what had happened the previous night, how the lorry had crashed and the three Commandos were captured. She also explained that Bowen and Johnson were still observing the hotel from their sniper’s hide, and she felt confident they could make it back into the city at night, if they were careful and more than a little bit lucky.

      It took three hours to infiltrate Calais. The streets were almost entirely deserted after sundown, save for German patrols and a lone, distant figure, breaking curfew and hoping to avoid being spotted. The Commandos moved along alleyways and through ruins, staying low and moving slowly but steadily into the heart of the city. When they needed to cross streets, they did so one person at a time, a quick, low dash from one alleyway to another. Everyone was at their highest state of alertness, eyes and ears straining for the sounds of hobnailed boots on the street or the gleam of moonlight off of a coal-scuttle helmet.

      The city was under blackout conditions, which actually aided the Commandos; there were no streetlamps to wash away the shadows they hid within, or headlights from passing vehicles to catch them out in the open. Twice they were passed by a German military vehicle, but they were never exposed by the weak illumination from the slitted headlights. The city was so hushed, so eerily silent, that a single German word or the clink of a rifle barrel against the rim of a helmet could be heard a block away. The Wehrmacht patrols made no attempt at stealth, while the Commandos had been trained in silent operations for nearly two years. They were invisible ghosts stalking through a city of the dead.

      Eventually, Marie led them back to the ruined apartment building. Following some careful challenges and responses, Bowen and Johnson were reunited with their fellow Commandos. After a few subdued pleasantries, Bowen turned to McTeague, his expression asking an unspoken question.

      “Aye lad, we’ve come back for them,” the Scotsman said.

      Bowen nodded. “I’d expect nothing less, Sergeant. Now, how are we going to do this?”

      McTeague and Bowen filled each other in on their own activities over the last 24 hours, Bowen especially eager to know what had gone on in the hotel last night. During the conversation, the two men settled in and took turns using Johnson’s spotting scope. The Germans had put up a one-block radius of roadblocks around the hotel, preventing any unauthorized traffic to get near or pass by the building. Bowen informed McTeague that the Germans were turning away all foot traffic as well.

      “We won’t be able to get within a hundred yards of the hotel without having to deal with sentries. They’re operating in groups and occupying exposed locations. We won’t have a chance to cut any throats in the dark,” Bowen said.

      McTeague nodded. “I think we have no choice, save hit as hard and move as fast as we possibly can. If we strike in the wee hours, perhaps three in the morning, we can be in and out before they can form a response. But this time, Nelson has prepared a bonny great surprise for the Jerries; we’ll drop the bloody building down around them.”

      “Well, it sounds like he rang the dinner bell last night,” Bowen said. “I suppose it’s only right he brings dessert.”

      Nelson glowered at Bowen from the corner of the room. “Sod off, you bloody wanker. There was nothing I could do, the bastards were in my face before I knew it.”

      Bowen put his hands up in mock surrender. “I’m sure you made every attempt at remaining unseen and unheard. Right up to the point where you start rattling away with your Thompson and tossing grenades everywhere.”

      “Why you lil’ bastard...” Nelson’s fists came up and he took a step forward, only to find the much larger profile of McTeague blocking his path.

      “That’s bloody well enough! We’re about to step into Hell and save our mates. Both of you let it be, or I’ll give you two the drubbing of your lives.”

      Nelson and McTeague stood toe to toe for a long moment, each man tensed and ready to unleash violence with their bare hands. While the Scotsman was clearly the larger of the two men, and a formidable pugilist, Nelson was no weakling, easily the second strongest man in the unit, with a nasty reputation for fighting dirty.

      Finally the moment passed, and Nelson seemed to deflate just a little. With a grunt and a nod, he took half a step back. “No worries. Sergeant. Just a bit of nerves. I’ll double check me charges and fuses, make sure we’re ready to make some fireworks.”

      “Good lad. Everyone is on edge, Harry. We just need to point it at the bloody Germans.” McTeague gave Nelson a friendly punch in the shoulder, a blow that would have knocked a smaller man sprawling. Nelson returned to his gear, wiping the edge of his sleeve across his damp forehead. The exertion of stalking through the city for several hours was causing his leg considerable pain, and he knew the night’s work was just beginning.

      The men took a few minutes to check their gear and prepare their weapons. Needing all the ordnance they could carry, the Commandos brought along some of the partisan’s cache of weapons and munitions, most of it captured from the Germans. Instead of the Bren gun, Harris and Miller brought with them the MG-34 machine gun taken from the roadblock, along with a spare barrel and several belts of ammunition carried in 75-round belt drums. Not wanting to give up its firepower, McTeague took over the Bren, stuffing his ammunition pouches and his backpack with its 30-round magazines. Thatcher served as McTeague’s loader, carrying the “wallet” for the Bren, as well as a spare barrel and even more magazines.

      In turn, McTeague had given his Thompson and its magazines to Thatcher, and Miller carried Lynch’s own Thompson, left inside the Kübelwagen last night. Chenot carried his Erma machine pistol, while Édouard carried an MP-38. The young Frenchman knew almost nothing of how to use the weapon, but he was instructed to stick with Chenot and do exactly as he was told, which mostly involved keeping out of the Commandos’ way and behind cover. Bowen, Johnson, and Marie were the only members of the party to carry bolt-action rifles, but their job was still to only engage the Germans at a distance, to provide covering fire while the assault party moved into and out of the objective.

      Their kit inspection completed, everyone was about to get two hours’ rest when the sound of a dim, muffled explosion reached them from the direction of the hotel.

      “That was...” Bowen said.

      “A bleedin’ stick grenade,” Nelson replied. “There’s only one reason for that.”

      The two men nodded to each other, all animosity forgotten.

      “They’re making a break for it!” Bowen exclaimed.

      McTeague reached down, picked up the Bren by its carrying handle, and began striding towards the apartment’s door. He looked back over his shoulder.

      “Whenever you ladies are ready, let’s go slaughter some bloody Huns.”
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      0030 Hours

      

      Lynch and Price rounded the corner of the alley and saw a pair of SS sentries standing thirty feet away. Just then, the unmistakable crump of the grenade going off within the hotel came from behind them, and the two sentries spun around, only to see another pair of Germans running towards them.

      “Was war das?” one of them shouted at the newcomers.

      The answer was a double-burst of machine pistol fire, tearing into the sentries and knocking them off their feet. Lynch ran up to the still-twitching men lying on the ground and drew his German combat knife, using the blade to slash through the tough straps of the Germans’ web gear as he relieved them of their ammunition and grenades.

      “Come on, they’ll be onto us any second!” Price exclaimed.

      “We’ll need every bloody bullet if we’re to get out of the city,” Lynch muttered, throwing Price one set of web gear while he hung the second set around his shoulders. One of the Germans had carried an MP-40, while the other had a Kar 98K. Price picked the rifle up and slung it over his shoulder along with its ammunition pouches

      The two men peered around the corner of the alley. In the dim moonlight, they could see another pair of Germans running in their direction, coming from a roadblock a hundred metres away. Lynch took a knee and brought up his MP-40, sighting down the weapon and tucking the stock into his shoulder. He fired a half dozen aimed shots, and was rewarded with cries of pain as the two men tumbled to the ground.

      The two Commandos crossed the street at a crouch, but there was a shout from the end of the block, and rifle fire began to snap bullets in their direction. Price dropped prone and fired a couple of short bursts, hoping to keep the Germans’ heads down. Lynch glanced back down the other end of the street.

      “If we keep moving this way, we’ll soon lose all sense of where to go. We need to shift in that direction,” he said, gesturing east towards where the German roadblock was set up.

      “Then let’s not waste any more time deliberating,” Price replied, getting to his feet.

      They ran in a crouch, hugging the shadows of the building next to them. The Germans kept up a steady stream of rifle fire, but in the darkness, they couldn’t clearly see where the British were, and all their shots went wide. Rather than return fire and give away their position, Price and Lynch kept low and out of sight, bounding forward a few feet at a time, one after the other.

      Roughly fifty feet from the German roadblock, Price and Lynch prepared to charge the position. Suddenly, a great fusillade of fire erupted from their right, out of sight and further up the block, coming down from the intersecting street. The two remaining soldiers manning the roadblock were cut down in an instant. Lynch and Price looked at each other, dumbfounded for a moment, before they heard the pounding of feet and voices shouting to each other in English.

      The two men looked at each other. “No, it can’t be...?” Price said.

      “Onward, you lazy bastards!” The voice of Sergeant McTeague was unmistakable.

      Lynch stifled a laugh and the two men began jogging towards the intersection, hoping to link up with the rest of the Commandos. Peering around the corner of the building, the two men saw a group of shadowy figures running up the opposite side of the street.

      “Teapot!” Lynch called out from the corner.

      The running figures came to a halt, and Lynch cringed back and took cover, fearing a reflexive shot from one of his friends seeing a German helmet and weapon silhouetted in the moonlight. A couple of tense seconds passed.

      “Milk Bottle!” came the reply.

      “We’re coming across, hold your bloody fire!” Lynch called out.

      Running at a crouch, Lynch and Price crossed the street, where they were welcomed with broad grins and hearty slaps on the back from their comrades. McTeague looked at the two of them, and an expression of concern crossed his features.

      “Pritchard?” he asked Price.

      The lieutenant shook his head. “He didn’t make it.”

      McTeague grunted. “Can you two move quickly?” he asked, seeing the battered faces of both men.

      Lynch and Price nodded. They were bruised and sore, but the prospect of freedom had given them both a powerful surge of energy.

      “Well Lieutenant,” the Scotsman said, “let’s get the hell out of Calais.”

      The sentiment wasn’t a moment too soon. Shouts and running could be heard coming from the direction of the hotel. The SS were mobilizing, pouring out of the building like angry wasps emerging from their nest. Hidden in the shadows, the Commandos weren’t seen yet, but it was only a matter of seconds before that would change.

      “All right Nelson,” Price said. “Slow them down with something from your bag of tricks. Sergeant McTeague, you’re leading the MG section, I’ll take the rest. We’ll fall back block by block, displacing by sections while laying down cover fire.”

      Nelson unslung a large canvas pouch from his shoulder and flipped away the cover. Inside, there were a number of metal cylinders, looking like canned foodstuffs. Opening one of them, he removed a glass-bodied M76 incendiary grenade. The weapon had been originally designed for use by the Home Guard against German armour, but after hearing of the grenade’s capabilities, Nelson had “acquired” a few before going on this mission. The grenades’ combination of smoke and incendiary effects would serve them well tonight.

      Price signalled the rest of the men, and McTeague, Miller, Thatcher, and Harris fell back at a run, while the rest took a knee and waited behind what cover they could find. They all knew every second that passed before the Germans opened fire let the machine gun section gain more distance and time to set up and cover their retreat.

      All too quickly there was a shout, as the first SS reached the roadblock and discovered their dead comrades. Seconds later shots rang out, as the SS guessed the direction of the attackers. Soon, rifle and machine pistol slugs were cracking through the air around them, glancing and skipping off the street and the sides of buildings.

      Not missing a beat, Bowen, Johnson, and Marie began to fire, dropping the first few SS by aiming at their muzzle flashes. Price, Lynch, Nelson, Édouard and Chenot, armed with submachine guns, held their fire, knowing how quickly they’d burn through ammunition and wanting to catch the Germans a little closer.

      A shout from McTeague announced the MG section’s readiness, and Price signalled for his section to displace. Everyone began running to the south, and after the first dozen feet, Nelson turned and hurled the grenade behind him, the glass missile exploding in a gout of flame, spreading petrol ignited by the burning phosphorous and creating a wall of smoke. In the dark city street, the smoke cloud completely obscured the Commandos from the encroaching SS.

      Still, hidden or not, they were taking fire. The retreating section ran up one side of the street, keeping the middle clear. The MG teams had set up prone on the opposite side, and McTeague fired off two magazines in a series of short, sweeping bursts, while the MG-34 ripped through a 75-round drum in a similar manner, running dry seconds before Price’s section reached their position.

      “Go!” Price yelled at them, and the MG teams snatched up their weapons and began to sprint down the street. Turning, Price and the others saw the first of the SS break through the grenade’s smoke cloud.

      “Cut them down!” Price shouted.

      Everyone got into cover and began firing. Thompsons and German machine pistols rattled out measured three-round bursts, while the rifles cracked again and again. But the SS, despite suffering casualties, never slowed. The well-trained and incredibly disciplined German infantry bounded forward as well, taking cover in doorways and behind brick steps to fire up the street while their comrades sprinted forward low and fast, and the process repeated every dozen metres or so.

      “A right lot of stone-cold bastards!” Nelson hollered over the sound of his roaring Thompson.

      “They’ll die from a bullet like any man,” Lynch replied, swapping out magazines.

      There was another holler from McTeague, and the machine guns began firing again, covering the rest of the squad’s retreat. As they sprinted through the intersection at the end of the block a bullet ricocheted off the street a few feet in front of Lynch. He realized it came from the street to his left, and turning, he saw a squad of infantry running towards them at the double.

      “Bloody hell!” he yelled, turning and burning through half of his weapon’s 32-round magazine. A few of the Germans ducked and scattered, but they kept coming on.

      “We’re going to draw every sodding Jerry in Calais!” Nelson shouted.

      “There’s no helping it,” Price gasped, already beginning to feel winded. “We just need to keep going and hope to lose them!”

      They reached the MG teams and Lynch warned McTeague to be wary of German patrols flanking them from the side streets. The Scotsman nodded and heaved up his Bren.

      “C’mon, Harris! Let’s move!” he growled.

      Harris stood and reached for the MG-34, only to grunt and pitch over onto the weapon at his feet, shot through the body by a German rifle bullet. Miller cried out, rolling his gunner over and off the weapon. Harris wheezed and coughed up a wad of bloody froth.

      “I’m done for! Go on, leg it!” he choked out.

      “Grab the bloody gun!” McTeague shouted at Miller. “I’ll get him!”

      Displaying his incredible strength, McTeague picked up Harris - one of the bigger men in the squad - and slung him over a shoulder like a sack of flour. Grabbing the Bren with his free hand, McTeague took off at a run with Thatcher and Miller, while the rest of the Commandos and partisans laid down cover fire.

      “We’re not going to bloody make it,” Lynch said to Price, as he stitched a line of slugs across an advancing SS rifleman.

      “Quitting the field already?” Price asked, slapping home a fresh magazine and drawing back the bolt of his MP-28.

      “Just stating the obvious, so I am,” Lynch replied.

      “Save your breath for the running,” Price answered, ripping out a long burst of slugs at the tide of feldgrau-clothed figures closing in.

      The MG section began to fire again, and the other Commandos displaced once more. Glancing behind them, Lynch saw the SS were gaining ground, and their shots were getting more accurate. A nine-millimetre slug tore a hole through his cartridge pouch, and another skipped off the road an inch from his boot.

      “Harry, another grenade!” he shouted.

      Nelson pulled another smoke grenade from his satchel. He spun, still moving, and flung the glass missile behind him as hard as he could. It shattered in the street and the shouts of the Germans on the other side of the smoke could be clearly heard. Lynch skidded to a stop for a second and pulled his last stick grenade from his belt. Arming it, he wound his arm back and threw it, watching the grenade spin high through the air, arcing through the top of the smoke cloud. He took off at a run, barely registering the explosion behind him.

      The squad formed up again with the machine gunners, and McTeague stopped firing the Bren and bent to pick up Harris.

      “I’m slowing everyone down, Sergeant,” Harris mumbled between bloody teeth. “I don’t want anyone else to die. Leave me and save yourselves.”

      “Shut your fucking gob, Harris,” McTeague replied, getting ahold of Harris’ battledress and bracing to lift him.

      Harris shook his head, and before McTeague could stop him, the wounded Commando pulled his Colt automatic from its holster and pressed the muzzle to his ear.

      “HARRIS!” McTeague screamed, lunging for the man’s gun, but it was too late. The pistol cracked, and Harris’ head snapped to the side, a fist-sized hole where his left ear had been.

      Harris’ act of sacrifice had a paralyzing effect on everyone for several long seconds. Miller just stood immobile, his eyes wide, mouth opening and closing without making any sound. McTeague, on the other hand, went berserk. Covered in a spray of Harris’ blood and brains, the Scotsman let out a terrifyingly primal roar. He snatched up the Bren and began walking towards the advancing Germans, firing the machine gun from the hip and bellowing at the top of his lungs.

      

      “You bastards! You lot of bloody sodding savages! I’ll kill every last one of you! I’ll beat you to death with your own bleedin’ legs!”

      Price ran after him as bullets snapped and ricocheted all around them. “Sergeant McTeague! Fall back in formation! Fall back in bloody formation!”

      McTeague’s Bren ran dry and he tore the empty magazine away, flinging it to the side with a snarl and pulling a fresh one from a pouch. “I’ll kill ‘em all! I’ll wipe them off the face of the bloody earth! Too many dead! Too many good lads who never make it home! I’ll end the war right fucking here!”

      The crazed Scotsman opened fire again, the Bren tucked under his shoulder, the muzzle flash giving his features a demonic cast. The .303 calibre slugs clawed at the stone and brickwork facades of the buildings and tore into the bodies of the advancing SS, killing or wounding a half dozen men and sending the rest diving for cover.

      Price caught up to him and grabbed McTeague’s webbing with a firm hand, but trying to stop the Scotsman’s march was like trying to restrain a runaway locomotive. Nevertheless, Price planted his feet and braced, heaving back with all the strength he could muster.

      “Sergeant McTeague, you still have men who need you! Fall back in formation and help me get them home!” he pleaded.

      McTeague slowed as the Bren ran dry, and he quickly changed magazines, snapping back the bolt to chamber a round. His chest heaved, breath rasping through lips pulled back into a feral snarl. Finally he stopped and turned, giving Price a terrifying glimpse into the soul of a man teetering on the edge of bloodthirsty madness.

      “Get your bloody hands off me,” McTeague growled.

      “Fall back in formation, Dougal. That’s an order,” Price answered, letting go of McTeague’s webbing.

      McTeague glanced back down the street. More and more SS were advancing through the smoke cloud, and although the other Commandos and partisans behind them were laying down cover fire, the Germans were getting dangerously close.

      Finally, Price saw the madness dim in McTeague’s eyes, and the sergeant rolled his shoulders and turned, jogging back to his men without a word.

      Price followed, breathing a heavy sigh of relief.
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      0045 Hours

      

      Minutes later, the Commandos were crouched in the hollow ruin of a townhouse, staring at what could be an end to their escape. An ancient city, Calais was cut into two parts. The inner, older section of the city was known as Calais-Nord, and was separated from the rest of the city by an artificial canal. There were a number of narrow bridges, radiating out from the older center of Calais like the spokes of a wheel, linking the two sections of the city together. Because of the curfew and the perimeter roadblocks, the Germans hadn’t bothered to set up checkpoints on the bridges, but now the Commandos could see they’d been outflanked and cut off by a ten-man squad of Wehrmacht troops, who’d guessed where the running gun battle was leading and advanced at the double to the closest bridge.

      But the sounds of movement and orders shouted in German were not far behind them, with more patrols drawing closer by the minute. After Harris’ death they’d managed to sprint hard, giving up their leapfrogging retreat tactics for several blocks in favor of covering as much distance as possible, flinging grenades back behind them every so often to slow the German’s pursuit. However, if they were to survive, they had to cross the bridge and get to the other side of the city in the next couple of minutes.

      “We could try to swim across,” Miller wondered aloud.

      Price shook his head. “Too slow. They’d turn us into fish food before we made it halfway.”

      “We storm the bridge, everything fully automatic, and to hell with the consequences,” McTeague growled.

      “If anyone made it through, we’d be too few to get out of the city alive,” Lynch replied.

      “Better than dying here trapped like rats,” McTeague fired back.

      “Rats are actually good swimmers,” Miller said.

      McTeague turned on him. “Bloody well shut your gob about rats!”

      “One thing about rats,” Price muttered, “they are right cunning creatures.”

      “Eh?” Lynch looked at him, puzzled.

      Price reached over and tapped a finger against the rim of Lynch’s coal-scuttle helmet.

      “Come with me, Herr Lynch.”

      Nelson went goggle-eyed. “Sir, you can’t be bleedin’ serious!”

      “It’s our only chance,” Price said. “The rest of you, be ready, and please don’t forget who the real Nazis are when the shooting starts.”

      Price and Lynch stood up, tidied their uniforms and loaded fresh magazines into their weapons. Then they strode out of the shadows, standing upright with their machine pistols held casually in their hands, walking as if they naturally belonged.

      There was a shout from the Germans at the bridge, and every gun turned and trained on them, but the Commandos’ nonchalance caused the soldiers to hesitate, and one of them called out a challenge. Lynch just gave them a wave, while Price replied.

      "Nicht schiessen, wir sind es!" he shouted. It was almost all the German he knew.

      The Germans lowered their guns a bit and looked at each other as Lynch and Price closed the distance. One of them, a non-commissioned officer, took a step forward.

      "Haben Sie die Engländer gesehen?” the man asked.

      All Lynch could make out of the question was “Engländer”, so he took a guess and shook his head.

      “Nein,” he replied.

      “Wie weit ist die SS?” another soldier asked.

      Price looked at Lynch, who gave the smallest of shrugs.

      “Ja, SS” Price said.

      It was the Germans’ turn to look at each other with confusion for a moment, and the Commandos saw a dozen pairs of eyes go wide at the same time.

      Three rifle shots cracked out in quick succession. Two of the Wehrmacht died with portions of their brains decorating the bridge behind them, while a third spun to the ground with a bullet through his heart. As one, Lynch and Price brought their machine pistols up and pulled the triggers, sweeping the roaring, bucking weapons back and forth like fire hoses. From inside the ruined building, the Bren stuttered out short, chopping bursts, walking rounds from the outside in, careful to not come too close to the two Commandos.

      The Germans were torn apart. Several of the closest were hit half a dozen times apiece by Lynch and Price’s withering fire, nine-millimetre slugs punching through bodies and limbs with ease, sometimes with enough force to wound another victim. Helmets rang with the impact of bullets, rifle barrels sparked with ricochets, and the air filled with the stink of cordite and blood. In seconds, it was over. Although several of the Germans managed to discharge their weapons, both Commandos survived the point-blank firefight miraculously unscathed.

      No sooner had the last German body hit the ground bleeding than the rest of the Commandos were running for the bridge. Lynch reloaded his MP-40, and both men took the opportunity to loot the closest corpses of grenades and ammunition. Price’s MP-28 was on its last magazine, so he dropped the rifle and the ammunition he’d been carrying for it, and took the machine pistol from the dead Feldwebel, slinging the weapon and magazine pouches over his shoulder. The rest of the men crossed over the bridge, grabbing what they could along the way. Their own grenade count was growing dangerously low, although Nelson took a moment to pull a pin on a Mills Bomb and tuck the grenade carefully under the body of the Feldwebel, in such a way that turning the body over would cause the grenade to arm and detonate.

      “Much obliged, Fritz,” Nelson muttered, patting the dead man on the shoulder as he stood back up and made for the bridge.

      The Commandos reached the other side of the canal and looked ahead. In the distance, they could make out movement in the streets both to their front and to the left. The right was clear, but they were unsure if that would keep them moving in the right direction.

      Price turned to Chenot. The partisan fighter had done his fair share of shooting during the running battle, sticking as close as possible to Marie and doing his best to keep Édouard out of the line of fire.

      “Ask the boy if he can think of the best route to the outskirts of the city,” Price asked.

      Chenot turned and spoke to Édouard in rapid French. The boy nodded and replied, pointing in several different directions.

      “He says if we go right, to the west, we can make it out of the city in perhaps another two kilometres. But it is likely we’ll run into more Germans,” Chenot said.

      “We’ll have to take the chance,” Price replied. “Nelson, do you have anything that could crack that bridge?”

      Nelson nodded. “I’ve got the demo charge I prepared for the hotel, Lieutenant. Twelve pounds of plastic explosive. But without getting under the bridge, even that might not do any more than blow those stone railings away and scuff up the surface. A curved bridge like that, most of the blast will go up and out, and whatever pushes down, well, a bridge is strongest when pushed on from above.”

      Price grimaced. “Any more smoke?” he asked.

      Nelson nodded. “Two bottles.”

      “Use one on this side of the bridge,” Price ordered. “The rest of you, form up and get ready to run.”

      Within seconds, a cloud of white phosphorous smoke was billowing across the bridge, and no sooner had the Commandos taken the corner than German bullets were cutting through the smoke, raking the street on the other side of the bridge.

      Their respite was, however, short lived. Two blocks from the bridge, the Commandos ran into another German patrol head-on. A bloody firefight ensued, this one much more ragged than the surprise attack on the bridge. Lynch earned a bloody groove across his thigh from a 7.92mm spitzer round, before bringing up his MP-40 and sawing open his attacker from navel to brow with a line of slugs. McTeague swung his Bren around, cutting down two Germans at point-blank range before he took a rifle butt to the side of his head from a German Feldwebel nearly the Scotsman’s equal in size and strength. McTeague’s head swam for a moment as he dropped the Bren, barely able to stay on his feet as he grappled with the bearlike German. With a burst of strength, he was able to free a hand, snatch the foot-long Scottish dirk from his belt, and drive it to the hilt in the German’s ribs. He stabbed the man three more times before the brute finally sagged to the ground, gasping out curses as blood sprayed from his lips.

      “On your feet, Sergeant,” Price wheezed, standing almost doubled over, his hands on his thighs. The fight was over, but the Commandos had won more from luck and firepower than anything else.

      Price didn’t want to admit it, but after the beating he’d taken at the hands of the SS, his reserves of energy were now nearly spent. He worried if he’d be able to make it out of the city without slowing the rest down to the point where he was a liability.

      If that happens, he thought, there’s always Harris’ way out.

      The Commandos stumbled on, all of them showing signs of fatigue and exhaustion. Nelson was moving with a distinct hobble in his step, his wounded leg in agony from all the running and crouching. Bowen and Johnson, who had some of the lightest kit during the operation, had taken to carrying spare German ammunition and grenades for the others. But despite Bowen’s strong, wiry frame, even he was flagging.

      Lynch decided to say something. “Lieutenant, maybe we should try to break contact with the Jerries and hold up for the day? Perhaps we could find a cellar or a blown-out building and burrow in. The more we stay on the streets, the easier it is for them to find us.”

      Price shook his head. “They know where we are, at least within a few blocks’ radius. Soon every German in the city will be on top of us. They’ll sweep through here with a fine-toothed comb, and they won’t stop until they’ve rooted us out. We need to keep moving.”

      They began to run again, driven on by the occasional glimpse of movement down side streets. They dashed through intersections without any pretense of stealth, and the occasional rifle bullet slapped into the side of a nearby building or skipped off the street, as the Germans caught sight of them and took potshots. No one bothered to fire back, preferring to keep moving and not give away an exact position with a muzzle flash, or waste precious ammunition. One by one, they all came to the same conclusion.

      Their luck was quickly running out.
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      0115 Hours

      

      Five blocks from their last firefight, the Commandos were finally caught. Preparing to cross an intersection, they saw patrols moving at the double, closing in from both side streets. Ahead of them they heard the sounds of boots thumping on cobblestones and equipment rattling.

      “Can we break through one of these patrols?” Lynch asked no one in particular.

      Price shook his head, looking exhausted and leaning one-handed against a crooked street lamp. “I think your earlier idea might work. Go to ground, perhaps just long enough for them to come together and disperse. Maybe we can slink past them after they head back the way we came.”

      The Commandos looked around. There were several buildings nearby, apartment buildings mostly, but on the opposite side of the street there was a badly-damaged church, a large structure built from heavy granite blocks but with only half a bell tower. The church looked like it had been hit by several artillery shells, its roof caved in, several large cracks running through the walls. It had probably been abandoned and unused since the city’s siege, avoided by those who feared it would collapse on them at any moment.

      But with its thick walls and numerous fire points, it was a strong, defensible position. Price ordered everyone inside at the double. The doors were closed, but cracked and splintered, left unlocked because a good shove would complete their collapse. Price closed the door behind him and peeked out a broken stained-glass window seconds before one of the approaching patrols came into view.

      No one spoke. Without need for instruction, the Commandos dispersed throughout the building, distributing their coverage so that every side of the church had at least one man posted. Several of them took the opportunity to sip from a canteen or take a bite from a bar of chocolate. Others counted their ammunition, placing full magazines so they were more easily reached. Those with more grenades or ammunition selflessly redistributed their supplies to those who were running low.

      Lynch finished checking the two remaining magazines for his MP-40 and glanced around the church. The devastation was extensive. The altar was shattered, the large oak cross at the back of the apse reduced to kindling. Every window in the building had been blasted open by the concussion, and ragged edges of coloured glass were all that was left of no doubt beautiful artwork. The wooden pews were scattered about the nave as if thrown into the church through the enormous hole in the roof, discarded by some giant’s hand. Near the front door, an open archway led to a stone spiral staircase, now half-filled with rubble from the obliterated top of the bell tower. Bowen, Johnson, and Marie had moved into the stairwell, each of them taking up an elevated position, peering through the narrow, slit-like windows in the tower stairs. To the side of the apse, next to the altar rail, there was a doorway half collapsed by a shattered interior wall that seemed to lead into the back of the church.

      Lynch took a step, thinking to investigate the doorway, when Price softly hissed at him from the window. Watching where he stepped to avoid the crunch of broken glass, Lynch crossed over to him.

      “We’re in trouble,” Price whispered.

      Several German patrols, Wehrmacht and SS, had come together and their leaders were clearly arguing as to where the Commandos must have gone, pointing in several different directions. It was obvious that they felt they’d been given the slip, and were arguing where to look first. Lynch caught everyone’s attention with a wave, and signalled they should be at the ready.

      Price clutched wordlessly at Lynch’s sleeve, and looking out the window, he saw a trio of Germans turn and begin walking towards the doors of the church. The two men turned to look at each other and shrugged.

      The Germans were sent sprawling by a long, sweeping burst of nine-millimetre slugs from Lynch’s MP-40. At the same moment, one of the Feldwebel squad leaders was taken off his feet by a single rifle shot punching through his helmet. Another German, carrying an MP-34 propped across his broad shoulders, let out a shout of surprise as the weapon was knocked away by a bullet hammering into its receiver. Lynch saw the shot and wondered if disabling the gun had been deliberate, or just a lucky miss.

      A heartbeat later, the Germans returned fire. Dozens of bullets tore into the wooden doors and knocked fragments of glass from around the broken window panes, the slugs glancing and ricocheting around inside the church. One of the Germans pulled and armed a stick grenade from his belt and threw it, aiming for an open window, but the throw was off by a few inches and the grenade glanced off the edge of the window, falling to the ground in front of the wall where it exploded harmlessly. The soldiers displaced from the front of the church, immediately dispersing along the flanks and finding cover or concealment where they could.

      For perhaps a minute, the battle remained a stalemate. The Germans fired at any muzzle flashes they could see in the windows of the church, while the Commandos kept themselves out of sight as much as possible and moved from window to window, never firing from the same position twice. At least half a dozen Germans were hit, most while they were moving from one point of cover to another. Unlike the Commandos, the Germans had to move while exposed, and they paid for that disadvantage in blood.

      With a soft pop, a smoking missile arced into the sky, and suddenly the intersection was bathed in a hellish crimson glow.

      “Signal flare!” McTeague hollered over the din of battle. “They’re calling in reinforcements!”

      “Their whole bleedin’ army is gonna get stuck in with us!” Nelson shouted as he snapped a fresh magazine into the receiver of his smoking Thompson.

      Lynch turned to Price, the two men defending one half of the church’s front wall. There was a look of resignation in the lieutenant’s eyes.

      “This just became a last stand,” Lynch said.

      Price nodded. He looked around the church, seeing the mark of worry on the faces of his men illuminated by the blood-red light of the signal flare. Very soon, he knew, it wouldn’t be the flare bathing them in blood. None of them were leaving the church alive.

      So be it.

      Price emptied the rest of his magazine in a scything burst across the street, then stepped back from the window as a barrage of answering fire glanced off the stonework, sending slivers of broken glass spinning through the air. Price dropped his empty MP-28 onto the floor and unslung the MP-40 from across his back, stepping into the center of the church.

      “Sons of Britain and citizens of France!” he shouted over the roar of battle. “Now is the time to fight without fear! Now is the time to fight with all the fire in your hearts! Every bastard son of the Reich we kill today is one less bloodthirsty savage threatening our sovereign shores or treading unbidden on the soil of our homeland! We will pile their bodies so high they have to climb over their dead to get at us!

      Price checked the seating of his weapon’s magazine. He drew back the bolt and locked it, ready to fire.

      “I would give the order to hold until relieved,” he exclaimed. “But there will be no relief for us! So we will simply hold, and take as many Jerries to hell with us as we can!”

      A moment later, Miller was mortally wounded.

      At the beginning of the fight, he’d quickly used up the last of their captured MG-34 ammunition, so he’d switched to using the Thompson slung across his back. Firing the weapon dry, he’d waited a moment too long before stepping back from the window. A Mauser bullet took him in the throat, tearing out his larynx and severing the blood vessels in his neck. He staggered back from the window, both hands clamped around his throat, and tripped over a broken pew, pitching backwards onto the rubble behind him.

      Lynch saw him go down out of the corner of his eye. Crouching low, he crossed the church and dropped to his knees by Miller, who was gurgling and coughing up blood, wide-eyed and trembling. Acting on instinct and training, Lynch tore a dressing from Miller’s kit, and moved to press it against the wound. But the dying man reached up and stopped Lynch, his head moving slightly side-to-side. He knew he was a dead man, and didn’t want Lynch to waste his efforts.

      Lynch clasped Miller’s blood-soaked hand. “We’ll make ‘em pay for this, boyo. We’ll not let you down.”

      Miller nodded, his eyes starting to wander as he died. With supreme effort, he let go of Lynch’s hand and reached over, fingers catching the sling of the Thompson next to him. He dragged the weapon a few inches towards Lynch before his hand spasmed and finally grew still. Picking up the weapon, Lynch recognized it as his own Thompson, noticing a few distinct nicks and dings in the woodwork. He fished in Miller’s pouches and drew out the three remaining 20-round magazines, then stood up and got back into the fight, handing Price his last MP-40 magazine. Tucking his old weapon into his shoulder, Lynch began firing short, deliberate bursts, trying to conserve what little ammunition he had left.

      Miller’s death had a strange effect on the Commandos and partisans. A weaker breed of soldier might despair and grow timid at the reflection of their imminent demise, knowing they would be joining him shortly. But for those defending the church, seeing Miller’s last act as one of a fighting man, urging another to take his place in the battle, each of them made the decision to fight all the harder, to use every second they had left to do as their commanding officer had ordered.

      They fought to kill as many enemies as they could, and they would hold until they were dead.

      But more Wehrmacht and SS were arriving by the moment, and the volume of fire directed against the church steadily increased. MG-34s poured streams of bullets into the windows to the point where the defenders had to simply hold their weapons up over the window sills and fire blindly at the enemy. The Commandos knew that as soon as they were effectively pinned down, the Germans would storm the church, and that would be the end.

      In the ruined bell tower, Bowen and Marie fired as fast as they could work the bolts of their rifles. The tiny slit windows in the tower offered much better cover, and since Johnson couldn’t effectively spot, his role became that of loader. As either Bowen or Marie ran dry, they would hand their rifle off to Johnson, who would reload their weapon while they used his SMLE. The tactic allowed the two snipers to lay down a steady rain of accurate fire on the Germans below, and although they didn’t score many kills, the natural fear any soldier has of attracting a sniper’s deliberate aim helped keep the Germans from stepping out into the open.

      Along the longer, street-side wall of the church, McTeague fitted the last 30-round magazine into the receiver of his Bren gun. The machine gun’s spare barrel was getting dangerously hot, the muzzle glowing a dull cherry red. He was destroying the barrel, no doubt about that, but he knew it could hang on through this last magazine. Bringing the weapon to bear, McTeague squeezed off several short bursts, funneling fire into the shadows where he saw muzzle flashes winking at him. His fire was answered by an enemy MG-34, and before he could duck away from the window, the top of the Bren’s magazine disappeared in a spray of sheet metal and spring wire. He jerked back from the window, but more slugs tore the weapon out of his hands.

      Without missing a beat, McTeague drew his Webley revolver. Thumbing back the hammer, he took several deep breaths, then eased just enough of his arm and face around the window sill to see his enemies. Running across the street, a pair of SS riflemen were closing the distance with grenades in hand, pulling the priming cords before throwing. Taking careful aim, McTeague dropped the first runner with a .455 calibre bullet in the belly, and two more shots brought down the second. A moment later, both dying men expired as their grenades blew, scattering body parts across the street.

      “My Thompson’s had it!” Nelson shouted next to him, tossing aside the empty weapon.

      “Use your pistol, and make them bloody count!” McTeague roared.

      At that moment, Lynch saw a trio of stick grenades tumbling through the air, all of them landing within a few feet of the church’s double doors. He shouted a warning, but it was lost in the quick series of explosions that blew the ruined doors off their hinges, sending dangerous splinters of wood and metal slashing through the air. Lynch saw Chenot stumble with a finger-long splinter of wood sticking out of his calf, and his eyes went wide as he saw Price slump to the ground, clutching his chest.

      “Price!” he shouted at his lieutenant. “Price!”

      Lynch took a step towards him, but Price waved him away. Taking his hand from his bloody chest, Price saw he’d been struck by a palm-sized chunk of wrought iron from one of the door’s hinges. The missile had tumbled through the air and hit him almost flat, causing a nasty, jagged, but superficial wound. If the fragment had hit him edgewise, it’d have torn through his chest like a meat cleaver.

      A grenade flew through the open doorway. Lynch was only a few feet away, and he kicked the grenade back out the door, throwing himself to the side an instant before it exploded. Another grenade tumbled through a window, landing between two pews next to Thatcher. Seeing Lynch’s quick thinking, the grim-faced Commando reached down, hoping to grab the grenade and hurl it back through the window.

      He didn’t make it. The wily SS soldier who’d thrown the grenade had let it “cook” in his hand, and just as the tips of Thatcher’s fingers brushed the grenade’s wooden handle, the deadly missile exploded. The blast, channeled up between the two heavy wooden pews, blew Thatcher apart. Limbs, bone fragments, and bits of clothing and entrails went flying through the air. Only a pair of shredded legs remained of the man.

      Lynch looked at Price, and the two of them nodded in silent agreement.

      This was the end.

      Both men noticed movement at the back of the church, and they swung their weapons about, fearing the Germans had found another way in. But it was the young Frenchman, Édouard, emerging through the partially collapsed doorway at the back of the church.

      “Viens avec moi si vous voulez vivre!” Édouard cried, gesturing frantically behind him.

      “What did he say?” Price shouted to Chenot.

      “He says, ‘Come with me if you want to live’.”
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      The next few moments were pure chaos. Any Commando with an automatic weapon still functioning blazed away through the entrance to the church. They emptied their last magazines, driving back an assault team of SS storm troopers as they tried to gain a foothold through the open doors, piling up bodies across the threshold. As they all retreated towards the back of the church, Nelson threw the last Model 76 grenade, one he’d kept in reserve just in case, and it filled the front of the church with smoke and flames. The other Commandos drew pistols and threw grenades as they fell back, pulling the pins with their teeth while firing shots out the windows as Germans began to try climbing into the church. Marie, Bowen, and Johnson ran from the bell tower, the partisan woman firing a pistol in each hand, rifle slung across her back, while the two Commandos emptied their pistols behind them out the front door.

      The last Commando made it through the sagging doorway at the back of the church just as several grenades flew into the nave, blowing pews and rubble around the room in a lethal storm of wood, stone, and shrapnel. Inside the doorway, there was a small room, some kind of waiting area, and a second, intact door stood open, revealing a set of stone steps descending underground. Édouard was halfway down the stairs, beckoning them to follow him.

      The others wasted no time, and soon found themselves in a low-ceilinged crypt, centuries old, with niches all around them carved out of the solid rock below the church. Ancient coffins and caskets were tucked into the spaces, sometimes one on top of the other, and in other niches only shroud-wrapped skeletal remains could be seen. Édouard held a burning torch in his hand, taken from a bracket bolted to the wall by the crypt’s entrance. The flickering firelight did not make their surroundings any less unsettling.

      “What the hell,” Nelson muttered. “At least they won’t have far to carry us, eh?”

      Édouard urged them on. The narrow passage took several turns, and in a few moments they realized that the crypt extended beyond the footprint of the church above. Moving fast, the Commandos soon found themselves at a dead end, facing a section of blank wall built of mortared bricks.

      “So much for a daring escape,” Bowen muttered.

      Édouard pointed at the wall and spoke to Chenot and Marie in rapid French. Without hesitation, the partisan woman slipped the rifle from her shoulder, and holding it two-handed, she slammed the rifle butt into the bricks. Although none of them broke, everyone in the tunnel could hear the hollow sound the impact made.

      “Bloody brilliant!” Nelson exclaimed.

      Price wasted no time. “Dougal, take her rifle. Tommy, take Rhys’. The two of you and Johnny knock through that wall with the rifles. The rest of us, back up the tunnel. We need to slow down the Germans.”

      With a strength born from their rekindled hope, the three men attacked the wall, rifle butts driven into the bricks time and time again with bone-crushing force. Bit by bit, the mortar began to crack, and bricks began to fall away. A noisome stench seeped into the crypt, one they all immediately recognized.

      “We’re at the bloody sewers!” Johnson gagged.

      Lynch wondered for a moment, then realized that at some point, the work to extend the church’s crypt had encountered one of the city’s ancient sewer lines. The tunnel had been bricked up and left forgotten, up until now. The misfortune of the church’s diggers may prove to be their survival.

      Back up the tunnel, the firefight continued. The Germans had discovered the stairwell and they tossed grenades down into the crypt. The Commandos suffered through the concussive blasts while hiding around a corner, hands clamped over ears and mouths opened wide to help alleviate the effects of the overpressure. Then a squad of Germans descended, weapons at the ready, only to fall victim to one of their own hand grenades, flung around the corner by Chenot. The few who survived the blast were stunned nearly senseless, so Édouard leaned past the older partisan and around the corner to empty his MP-38 into the wounded Germans. His machine pistol tore into the dead and dying SS, but one of them managed to raise his rifle and fire a single shot before he collapsed, the bullet catching the young Frenchman low in the gut and bringing him immediately to his knees with a scream of agony.

      Chenot let out a string of curses in French and pulled the boy back, as Price stood guard at the turn in the tunnel with his pistol in hand. He looked down at the boy and up into Chenot’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he simply said.

      “Sir!” Nelson exclaimed, shrugging off his pack and digging out a heavy, canvas satchel. “I think I have our ticket home!”

      It was the heavy demolition charge Nelson had prepared for the SS hotel. Price’s mind raced. “What’s the shortest safe time you can give us?” He asked Nelson.

      “Sixty seconds, give or take a couple,” Nelson replied.

      Just then, Lynch rounded the corner. “We’ve broken through. C’mon!”

      Price nodded, his mind made up. “I’ll light the charge and hold the Germans back. The rest of you, move as fast as you can.”

      “Sir!” Nelson exclaimed. “You’ll be bloody vaporized!”

      “I can’t risk one of the Germans finding it and pulling the fuse before it detonates. Someone has to hold them here.” Price bent down and reached for Édouard’s MP-38, the only machine pistol left with any ammunition.

      But the wounded boy clutched the gun to his chest and shook his head. Price pulled at it, but the boy refused to give up his weapon.

      “Tell him I need it to hold off the Germans,” Price said to Chenot.

      Édouard looked up at Chenot and whispered something. Chenot nodded.

      “He says, there is no hope for him. This is his city. He will stay and see to the Germans who defile his home.”

      Shouts were heard from the stairwell. The beam of an electric torch swept around the bodies at the base of the stairs. The Germans were getting ready to send down another wave of men.

      Price finally nodded to Édouard. “Bonne chance,” he said. “Harry, light the fuse.”

      Chenot changed magazines for Édouard while Nelson lit the fuse. Before following the rest, Marie bent down and kissed Édouard on the cheek. The young man managed a weak smile before gesturing back down the tunnel.

      As the last of the Commandos and partisans climbed into the sewers of Calais, they heard the chatter of a machine pistol firing for several long seconds.

      Then the sewer tunnel roared and shook like a mountain coming apart.
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      The Ruins Of Calais

      0600 Hours

      

      Faust stepped over another shattered block of stone and surveyed the devastation around him. A sizable portion of the church had been blown all over the streets, the remainder tumbling down to form a man-high pile of rubble where the church once stood. Mangled bodies clad in field-grey were everywhere, and Faust could see severed limbs, crushed skulls, and bits of blasted clothing and equipment covered with blood and unrecognizable bits of flesh.

      To a man who’d survived the horrors of the Great War, the sights around him were unremarkable. Instead, Faust felt a hollow sense of injustice, stemming as much from the deaths of so many men as the lost chance to make the British pay for what they had done that night.

      Faust turned to Ritter. “How many were inside the church when the British blew themselves up?”

      “One of the survivors said a squad had gone down into the crypts and contact had been lost. Another squad was going in, while a third policed the church itself.”

      “An entire platoon,” Faust said, drawing his lips into a thin line. “And how many before?”

      “A score of casualties around the church,” Ritter replied. “We’re still getting reports from the Wehrmacht. It is too early to get a butcher’s bill for the whole evening. And of course, there were Klaus and Dieter. Pity…they were good men.”

      “Indeed they were. Very good,” Faust said. “What does the Wehrmacht have to say about this?”

      Ritter looked away. “They are...less than pleased.”

      “No doubt,” Faust said. He gestured to the rubble. “I want this excavated. I don’t care how long it takes, I want to know how many of them we killed.”

      “Survivors who had been in the church said they’d seen at least one body, maybe two,” Ritter replied. “At least one other Englishman was found dead a number of blocks from the hotel, on the Northern side of the canal. It looked like he committed suicide to keep from slowing down the others.”

      Faust grunted, removing his peaked cap and rubbing his hand across the top of his head, scrubbing gloved fingers through his short grey hair.

      “At the end, they were surprisingly brave men,” Ritter said.

      Faust gave the rubble one last look before turning away and walking back to his Kübelwagen. He spoke to Ritter over his shoulder.

      “Bravery is a label often given to dead men who do stupid things.”
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      The Partisans’ Cave

      July 13th, 2100 Hours

      

      Lance Corporal White thumbed off the safety of his Thompson submachine gun and peered into the darkness. He was hunkered down behind a thick tree trunk along the edge of the woods surrounding the hill, standing watch while Hall and the Frenchmen slept inside the cave. He’d just heard the unmistakable clink of metal against metal, and he saw a shadowy, almost imperceptible movement inside the drainage ditch they’d first used to approach the hill.

      White felt a flutter of hope, however unlikely, that the movement signalled the return of his fellow Commandos. He and Hall had discussed their circumstances at length that evening over supper. White had argued they give the others another day to return, while Hall expressed concern over Bouchard’s condition. Although the Frenchman still appeared healthy, Hall worried that without proper food, shelter, and medical attention, the chance of infection and a deadly fever remained.

      In the end, Bouchard had interjected that he supported waiting one more night before departing, regardless of the risks to his health. So they would wait until the morning to send word to England, then leave and make for the coast at sundown. It would be a stretch, but Bouchard insisted he could make it. And so, they waited.

      The sounds of movement drew closer, and White could eventually make out eight figures, ragged and limping, as they emerged from the dark shadows of the drainage ditch and into the moonlight. All of them were covered in filth and blood from head to toe, and several leaned on their comrades to keep from falling over.

      “Sweet bloody Jesus...” White muttered.

      “The proper challenge,” Price croaked, his throat parched and raw, “is Teapot.”
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      I hope you’ve enjoyed reading Operation Bedlam, the second installment in the Commando series. Both novels, and the short story, The Train to Calais, have been a great pleasure to write. The “men on a mission” archetype has always been a staple of action-adventure fiction, and nowhere does it work better than in a wartime story focusing on a tight-knit group of tough fighting men, risking it all “for King and Country”, as Smythe would say.

      But the truth of the matter is, this kind of story works best when the characters aren’t just fighting for some national ideal or abstract ideology, but instead fighting for each other. One reader commented in a review of Operation Arrowhead that he felt the story wasn’t grim and brutal enough to properly represent the horrors of World War II, and although I’d written the first novel to be somewhat intentionally light-hearted, I agreed with his sentiment. So, in writing Operation Bedlam, I decided to go for a grimmer story, one where mistakes are made that cost lives, and the heroes don’t win in the end...they merely survive.

      In writing this tale, I kept Sam Peckinpah’s masterpiece The Wild Bunch in mind. Astute readers who’ve seen the movie may catch a couple of references to this film, and I put them in to pay homage to one of the greatest “men on a mission” stories of all time, in part because The Wild Bunch is about the bonds between fighting men who’ll gladly go out in a blaze of bullets and bloodshed to save one another. If you’ve never seen The Wild Bunch, consider it required reading for a fan of this series.

      I also wanted to write a story with stronger ties to some of the great classic WWII action-adventure films, particularly The Guns of Navarone and Where Eagles Dare, both based on stories by master storyteller Alistair MacLean. Both stories are great tales of hard-bitten British operatives skulking about under the noses of the enemy, impersonating Germans, getting captured and making clever escapes, beating the odds time and time again and surviving by the skin of their teeth. While these sorts of stories usually have no direct ties to the history of WWII itself, they make for great adventures nonetheless. If I can approximate even a small fraction of those stories’ entertainment value, I’ll be a happy writer.

      Well, enough talking about this novel. It’s time to begin planning the next mission for Lynch, Price, McTeague, Bowen, and the rest of the team. Operation Cannibal is already on the drawing board, but since it’s classified Top Secret, all I can say is, hope you don’t mind a little sand in your tea...
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      150 Miles South Of Sollum, Egypt

      October 23Rd, 1941, 0900 Hours

      

      Lieutenant James Lewis of the 11th Hussars stood in the turret of his Morris armoured car and peered through a pair of binoculars. About a mile to the south, he discerned the shape of a large vehicle sitting in the middle of the road, or what passed for a road in the middle of the Egyptian desert. Turning the focusing wheel of his binoculars, Lewis decided the vehicle was a transport of indeterminate make and model. This side of “The Wire” - the border between Egypt and Libya - Lewis imagined it was British, but he’d been in the desert long enough to know that vehicles often changed hands and moved across the relatively unsecured border, so the vehicle might belong to anyone.

      Lewis looked down into the turret and caught the eye of his gunner. “Freddy, make sure the guns are loaded, and pass me the Thompson.”

      Lewis’ gunner, Frederick Kent, reached down into the belly of the armoured car and picked up the Thompson submachine gun tucked into the corner of the crew compartment. He handed the weapon to Lewis, and followed it up a moment later with a satchel of 20-round magazines. Lewis hung the satchel from a hook on the inside of the car’s open turret, then loaded the Thompson. Kent checked the magazine seating on the Bren and drew back the bolt, then he checked the magazine on the Boys anti-tank rifle, finally working the weapon’s bolt action and chambering one of the rifle’s massive .55 calibre armour-piercing cartridges.

      “Both weapons ready for action, sir,” Kent announced.

      Lewis nodded and glanced back behind him. Sitting with their engines running, a half dozen lorries formed a supply convoy, bound for the Jerabub oasis, where the British had kept a garrison for the last seven months. Lewis’ armoured car was the escort for the convoy, although considering the vehicle’s thin armour and paltry weapons, he knew his presence was more for show than for any real protection. He was easily outclassed by any of the German armoured cars fielded by the Afrika Korps, and even the Italian cars were superior to his Morris. If they encountered any stiff resistance, Lewis’ orders were to engage the enemy long enough for the convoy to break contact and escape, but Lewis didn’t think his car’s firepower was capable of slowing down, much less stopping, any enemy force strong enough to go hunting this side of The Wire.

      Unfortunately for Lewis, just such a force had been encountered in this area several times in the last few months. Patrols and supply convoys had been attacked, either through ambush or in long-range firefights, by a force of Italian armoured cars prowling the deep desert like marauding pirates seeking to plunder heavily-laden merchant ships. Considering the cargo of food, fuel, medical supplies, and other consumables loaded into the Bedfords trailing behind him, Lewis knew his convoy would be a real prize for that Italian patrol.

      Lewis glanced over at the turret’s weapons. The Bren gun was all fine and dandy in the hands of the poor bloody infantry, much better than trying to drag around a water-cooled, belt-fed machine gun, but it made a poor weapon on an armoured vehicle. Likewise, the Boys rifle was, well...it was better than nothing if you were a footslogger in the mud trying to knock out a Jerry armoured car from the flank, but compared to an enemy car’s 20-millimetre autocannon, it was a child’s pea-shooter. The Boys was cumbersome, its bolt action was slow, and at the distances found here in the North African desert, Lewis’ car would be torn apart like a tin can blasted with a fowling piece long before he got close enough for the Boys’ armour-piercing rounds to have any effect.

      The object of his scrutiny at that moment, however, was not an armoured car, German or Italian. Within a thousand yards, the Boys would be more than capable of penetrating the body of a lorry, and within seven hundred, the Bren would be similarly lethal. Lewis brought up his binoculars for another few seconds, and fine-tuning the focus a bit more, he thought he saw at least one man-sized figure moving near the vehicle.

      He made a decision. Climbing out of the Morris’ open turret, Lewis walked back to the first vehicle in the convoy and approached the driver’s window. The man behind the wheel, a red-faced fellow with a kerchief wrapped around his nose and mouth to block out the worst of the dust, looked down at him.

      “Well, what is it, sir?” he asked.

      “There’s a vehicle in the road, about a mile ahead. We’ll approach within seven hundred yards, and then we’ll move forward and make contact. You’ve got field glasses?” he asked the driver.

      The man bent out of sight for a moment, then came up again holding a leather case.

      “All right, keep an eye on me when we approach,” Lewis continued. “If I think there’s no trouble, I’ll give you the signal flag left to right three times. If I want you to leg it, I’ll only give you the flag left to right once. Pull back two miles and wait ten minutes. If you don’t see me approaching with flag in hand, make for Fort Maddalena. Understood?”

      The driver nodded. “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      “Alright, cheers then,” Lewis replied, then walked back to his car.

      Lewis climbed back into the car’s turret, then thumped the body of the car with his hand three times.

      “Forward nice and easy, let’s stop about seven hundred yards away, let the hens sort themselves out, and then we’ll advance to one hundred yards,” Lewis hollered down into the car’s interior.

      Lewis heard the muffled reply from the driver and the Morris lurched forward, rolling easily at twenty miles an hour. Lewis turned to his gunner.

      “Freddy, get on that Bren. If there’s any trouble, give them a full magazine to keep their heads down, then follow it with the Boys.”

      Freddy nodded and hunkered down behind the light machine gun, tucking the Bren’s stock into his shoulder and peering through the weapon’s sights.

      Lewis brought the binoculars up to his eyes again, and with the proficiency of a man who’d spent several years in the turret of an armoured car, he kept his eyes on the vehicle ahead of them, even as the car lurched and bumped along. Although they were following a well-traveled path, the definition of “road” in the Egyptian desert was, to say the least, malleable. The road was little more than a track of hard-packed sand and gravel, straight as an arrow for dozens of miles at a stretch. Lewis had made this trip to Jerabub three times already, and by now he felt he knew nearly every feature along the route, sparse though they were. As they approached the mystery vehicle, Lewis knew there was no defile or other ambush site in the vicinity. If this was a means to make his convoy stop and present themselves for a surprise attack, Lewis didn’t think there was anywhere the attackers could conceal themselves.

      Still, he kept the Thompson close at hand.

      The Morris reached a distance of seven hundred yards, and Lewis glanced back and saw the lorries forming up behind him, spacing themselves out at a distance of twenty yards apiece to help protect them from air attack. Lewis ordered the car forward once more, leaving the rest of the convoy behind.

      “Easy now, Danny,” Lewis cautioned the driver. “Be ready to throw the old girl into reverse at the first whiff of trouble.”

      “Got me hand on her knee, Lieutenant,” the driver replied.

      As they drew closer, Lewis saw that the vehicle was a Bedford lorry, pointed in their direction and angled slightly off the road. The bonnet was raised, and two men were standing in front of the lorry. One of the men was looking back at them with a set of binoculars, while the other was holding a rifle over his head with both hands.

      The Morris car rolled to a stop, and Lewis let his binoculars hang around his neck while he cupped his hands to his mouth.

      “Hello there! Lewis, Eleventh Hussars!” he shouted.

      The man with the binoculars took a few steps forward and cupped his own mouth. “Stinson, Royal Army Service Corps, glad you chaps dropped by! Spot of trouble under the bonnet!”

      Lewis let out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding. Reaching down, he gave his gunner a pat on the shoulder.

      “Keep them covered, but ease off the trigger, Freddy. Don’t want to ruin the fellow’s uniform,” Lewis advised.

      Lewis tapped on the roof of the car, and his driver rolled forward slowly, the loudest sound the tyres crunching over sand and gravel. The man who’d hailed them took a few more steps forward, his hands clearly visible away from his sides. When the Morris was only ten yards away, the man raised his hand and gave them a casual salute. The fellow was dressed in the standard British desert uniform, with a wet kerchief tied across his forehead and a corporal’s insignia on his shoulder. Tall and lanky, with a strong, wiry build, and well-tanned from months in the desert, Lewis guessed the man to be somewhere in his late twenties. His sandy brown hair was bleached by the desert sun, and his handsome, friendly face was split at the moment by a toothsome grin.

      “Bloody glad to see you chaps! It was getting a bit lonely out here,” Stinson said.

      Lewis took a closer look at the Bedford. The lorry had a canvas-covered cargo bed, and he saw daylight streaming through a handful of holes in the raised bonnet. There were also several bullet holes in the windscreen.

      “I say, Corporal, were you strafed?” Lewis asked.

      Stinson shook his head. “That’s from a few weeks ago. Never got around to patching up the old sow. Turned out a bit of bullet frag damaged the radiator. Finally gave way, it seems, and we bled out on the way from Jerabub.”

      “That’s quite a bit of bad luck,” Lewis agreed. “A good thing we found you instead of Jerry or an Eyetie patrol over The Wire.”

      Stinson nodded and craned his head, looking past the Morris car and down the road. “Looks like your flock is waiting patiently, Lieutenant.”

      Lewis turned in his seat and looked behind him at the convoy some seven hundred yards away. He pulled up a signal flag from inside the turret and waved it left to right three times. Almost immediately he saw the lorries behind him advancing up the road.

      “Can never be too careful, old bean,” Lewis said. “Jerry can be a clever fellow when he puts his mind to it.”

      “No doubt,” Stinson said. “I say, what are you carrying to Jerabub? The usual cargo?”

      Lewis nodded. “No different than your run, I’m sure. Food, petrol, some medical supplies and other sundries. I say, I almost forgot! What happened to the rest of the lads who were with you? Surely they didn’t leave you behind.”

      Stinson shrugged and looked past the Morris again towards the approaching convoy. “Archie and I figured it would be a quick patch and on we go. But whatever we try, just can’t seem to keep it from pissing out like a bloke after a night at the pub.”

      Lewis frowned. “How long ago did they leave you? We haven’t seen anyone about all day. Nothing but a clear horizon far as the eye can see.”

      “They were going to make for Fort Maddalena, pass along word that we’re stuck out here.” Stinson shrugged. “Archie and I figured we’d be taking turns between having a bit of a kip and standing watch at least until tomorrow.”

      “But didn’t your escort have a wireless? Bloody long time to let you two sit and crisp out here,” Lewis replied.

      Stinson didn’t immediately reply, instead leaning out again to look back behind Lewis’ car. Lewis turned and saw the convoy roll to a halt behind him. Suddenly, a terrible thought struck him, and the hairs along the back of Lewis’ neck stood on end. Moving slowly, he reached down and touched the foregrip of the Thompson next to him in the turret.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Lieutenant.”

      Lewis brought both his hands up to his shoulders. “Freddy...”

      “Look to our flanks, Lieutenant,” Lewis’ gunner muttered.

      Slowly, Lewis turned his head, looking left and right. As if by magic, eight men pointing rifles and machine pistols had appeared out of the desert sand, hunkered down in one-man foxholes. Each of the men had their weapons trained on the armoured car or one of the lorries in the convoy. Lewis saw they’d covered themselves over with sand-colored canvases, and Stinson had no doubt completed their camouflage.

      Lewis slowly turned around in the turret and saw Stinson standing to the side of the Morris car, a Walther automatic in his hand pointed directly at Lewis’ face. Archie stood behind the Bedford’s engine block, rifle raised, his elbows resting on the body, the weapon’s muzzle also covering Lewis. In the back of the Bedford, a corner of canvas near the cab had been pulled away. Inside, Lewis saw the muzzle of an MG-34 machine gun, and the deadly serious faces of the weapon’s gunner and loader.

      “Bloody hell,” Lewis cursed.

      Stinson pointed towards a foxhole to his left. “Take note of the plunger just visible above the lip of that man’s fighting position, Lieutenant.”

      Lewis looked and saw that one of the men held his machine pistol one-handed, the magazine resting on the lip of his foxhole, while the other hand rested on the handle of what Lewis recognized to be some kind of detonator.

      “We’ve planted a dozen five-kilogram charges underneath the road bed, going back a hundred metres. One wrong move, and I’m sure at least a few of those charges will be close enough to annihilate a fair portion of your convoy,” Stinson explained.

      “You rotten Jerry bastard,” Lewis fumed.

      Stinson shook his head. “I could have killed you and most of the men in the convoy within seconds, Lieutenant. But I abhor the unnecessary loss of life, and so I’m offering you the chance to surrender yourselves.”

      Lewis glanced down at his gunner, who still crouched at his position, Bren at the ready. Lewis saw lines of sweat running down Freddy’s face, but the man’s hands were steady.

      “Well, Freddy?” Lewis asked.

      “Sir, you drop into the turret, and we’ll give ‘em a fight, sure enough,” Freddy answered.

      Lewis nodded. “But then we condemn the poor bastards in the lorries to a messy end. Our job’s to keep those lads alive, Frederick, not get them killed.”

      “I’m with you, Lieutenant, no matter what,” his gunner replied.

      Lewis sighed, and moving slowly, he climbed out of the Morris’ turret and down onto the roadbed. Stinson lowered his pistol, but kept the muzzle pointed in Lewis’ general direction. With his off-hand, Lewis unbuttoned the flap of his holster and, with deliberate slowness, drew his Enfield revolver, offering it to his captor butt-first.

      “All right, Stinson. You win.”

      Stinson nodded and took the proffered revolver, tucking it into his waistband. He then extended his open hand and offered it to Lewis, who shook it after a moment’s hesitation.

      “As you may have surmised, my name isn’t Stinson,” the German said. “I am Hauptmann Karl Steiner, of the Wehrmacht Regiment Brandenburg.”
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      Largs, Scotland

      October 23rd, 0930 Hours

      

      Corporal Thomas Lynch of His Majesty’s 3 Commando leapt over the low rock wall, one hand braced against the ancient stones, the other clutching the pistol grip of his Thompson submachine gun. He landed with a grunt and kept running, both hands on his weapon now, holding the Thompson’s ten-pound weight close to his body and keeping it from throwing off the rhythm of his stride.

      Lynch’s breath steamed in the cool morning air, trailing behind him as he ran as hard as his legs could carry him, hunched forward under the weight of his pack and other gear. In his two large ammunition pouches Lynch carried a dozen twenty-round magazines for the Thompson, with a pair of Mills bombs clipped to the webbing at his shoulders. Around his waist, the web belt bore a holstered .45 calibre automatic hanging at his right hip, while a pair of spare magazines and Lynch’s Fairbairn-Sykes commando knife hung at his left. In his pack, Lynch carried his gas cape, rations, canteen, two magazines for the squad’s Bren light machine gun, six spare magazines for the Thompson, a hundred feet of climbing rope, two spare pairs of socks, an emergency survival kit, a signal torch, and two one-pound blocks of demolitions explosive.

      If he'd belonged to any other squad, the magazines and explosives might be fakes - dummy practice munitions of a similar weight and feel. But Lynch’s squad spent much of its time training apart from the other Commandos bivouacked at Castle Largs, and Lynch’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Price, insisted his men always train with live munitions and loaded weapons. Price always told Lynch and the others “If a man trains with false equipment, he picks up bad habits. And bad habits get men killed”. In the last six months, on two separate missions, Price’s twelve-man squad had lost a total of seven Commandos. Lynch knew Price refused to leave another dead soldier behind in enemy-occupied territory because of a bad habit.

      Up ahead, Lynch saw a sergeant pointing to Lynch’s left. Off to the side of the trail, he could see five silhouette targets set up in a staggered V formation out to a distance of fifty yards. Lynch skidded to a halt, drew back the bolt of his Thompson, brought the weapon up to his shoulder, and began to fire. Each target received a four-round burst, Lynch aiming low and riding the recoil up as the slugs riddled the silhouettes from imaginary navel to throat. Weapon empty, Lynch pulled clear the dry magazine, tossed it aside, and re-loaded the weapon with a fresh magazine before continuing along the course.

      Up ahead, a water-filled ditch ten feet wide and twenty feet long greeted Lynch. He jumped in, immediately sinking up to his armpits in cold, muddy water. Keeping his weapon raised clear, Lynch sunk down until his chin was touching the surface before crouch-walking ahead, with good reason; there were strands of barbed wire stretched over the ditch only six inches above the surface. One of the barbs scraped across the butt of the Thompson, and Lynch lowered his weapon a fraction before continuing the last few feet.

      Emerging from the ditch, Lynch jumped up and down a couple of times to shake some of the filthy water loose, then heeded the bellowed demands of another nearby sergeant and took off at a run. He dodged left and right, ducking around upright wooden poles driven into the ground, with sharp wooden arms jutting out at random angles just waiting for some careless unfortunate to run into one and knock the wind out of himself. Passing the last post, Lynch turned to his left again and ran up to the first of several free-standing wooden doorways. Bracing his weapon against a doorway, Lynch locked back the Thompson's bolt, clicked the fire selector to semi-automatic, and squeezed off aimed single shots out to a hundred yards, engaging more man-sized silhouettes.

      Firing his weapon dry again, Lynch performed the same reload, then continued on down the course. He approached a boulder path, jumping and weaving between the rocks at his best possible speed. At the gesture from another one of the course’s watchful NCOs, Lynch tore a grenade from his shoulder, armed it, and heaved it to the side of the course as far as he could throw it, then ducked down behind a nearby boulder. A moment later he heard the flat crack of the grenade’s explosion, and jumping to his feet, Lynch sprinted for the last segment of the course.

      Ahead of him there were dummies in tattered field-grey, stuffed with straw. Lynch charged one and nearly tore its head clean off with a butt-stroke from his Thompson. Passing the “dead” dummy, Lynch slung his submachine gun and drew his .45 calibre automatic. Racking the slide while still on the move, Lynch skidded to a stop and fired three shots at the left-hand dummy, three shots at the right-hand dummy, and a final shot back at the left. Lynch dropped the empty magazine, let the slide snap forward, reloaded his pistol, and holstered it before charging towards the final dummy. When he was no more than five feet away, Lynch drew his knife and lashed out, slashing and stabbing at the dummy’s groin, stomach, heart, and throat. After the final slash, Lynch sheathed his blade and stood at attention as a whistle sounded, signalling the end of his run.

      A nearby instructor looked at the stopwatch in his hand. “Final time three minutes, forty-seven seconds.”

      Lynch nodded, breathing hard. Six seconds faster than yesterday’s run. He turned right and walked off the course, unslinging his Thompson. Keeping the weapon pointing in a safe direction, he unloaded and cleared the submachine gun before doing the same with the pistol at his belt. They took enough risks running live-fire exercises; there was no need to risk an accidental discharge off the course.

      Lynch saw there was a small crowd near the end of the obstacle course. Several junior Commando officers, as well as more senior men such as Major Jack Churchill, stood in attendance along with a handful of American Marines. The Marines were commanded by Lieutenant James Tracy, a sharp, no-nonsense fellow with a keen interest in studying Commando combat doctrine and operational methods. He and his men had been living and training with the Commandos for some months. The Marines were all solid men, disciplined and enthusiastic, and every one of them was a crack shot. One of their senior NCOs, a Sergeant Edwards, had handily trumped most of the Commandos on the rifle range, his marksmanship on par with the scores of Corporal Bowen, one of the best sharpshooters in 3 Commando. Lynch saw the Marine sergeant in attendance; a tall, grizzled, broad-shouldered statue of a man standing at a regulation-perfect parade rest, the very image of what Lynch would describe if someone asked him what an American Marine Sergeant looked like. He’d spoken to Edwards a few times in the last couple of months, and the grey-haired veteran had been the consummate professional soldier. Perhaps the Yanks will finally get off their arses and take up arms against old Adolf, he mused. Don’t they know there’s a bloody war on?

      “Oi, let’s hear it, Tommy!”

      Lynch turned to see Corporal Harry Nelson, one of his squadmates, walking towards him. Nelson had run the course earlier, as evidenced by the wet muck still clinging to his boots and battledress.

      “Three and forty-seven. Yourself?”

      Nelson’s face screwed up in a grimace and he gave Lynch a playful punch in the arm. “Bastard! I was three seconds slower. Must be your Irish blood - makes you run faster than us honest Englishmen.”

      Lynch let out a guffaw. “Honest! That’s a laugh, so it is. I’ve never met a more dishonest Englishman than you, Harry. There be dead men rotting in prison graveyards who’re more saintly.”

      “More saintly, but clearly slower,” Nelson replied with a grin.

      The two men turned and walked back towards their barracks. When they’d first met, Lynch had been somewhat distrustful of the roguish Englishman, and with good reason; Nelson was clearly a man who’d chosen the army over an inevitable date with the hangman’s noose. But although his activities before the war were no doubt less than honest, Harry Nelson was a man Lynch knew he could trust completely under the direst of circumstances. As part of the British Expeditionary Force, both had seen squadmates die a year and a half ago during the battle for France. In fact, it was the drive to strike back at the Germans as soon as possible, whatever the personal risk, which brought both men together in Colonel Durnford-Slater’s elite 3 Commando. They’d fought side by side first in the small French town of Merlimont, and then again three months ago in the city of Calais. When Lynch and Price had been captured by the SS while trying to escape the city, Nelson had been one of the few who’d readily agreed with Sergeant McTeague to go back into Calais and rescue them, no matter the cost.

      Nelson’s willingness to dive head-first through the gates of Hell was one of the reasons Lynch was alive today, and he knew he’d do the same for Nelson in a heartbeat. They were brothers-in-arms, and there were few bonds stronger than that.

      The walk back to their squad’s barracks took them past some of the other training grounds, crowded with men performing their mid-morning exercises, as well as the formidable Castle Largs itself. The morning was cold and grey with a thick cloud cover overhead and the promise of rain later in the afternoon. Fall in Scotland was a cold, wet affair, and the men of 3 Commando were working hard in anticipation of a rumored operation sometime in the next few months, possibly before the end of the year. Price hadn’t mentioned whether or not his squad was going to be involved; theirs was considered an independent unit, operating partially outside of 3 Commando’s normal command structure. The particulars of that arrangement were clearly beyond Lynch’s pay grade, so to speak, but he was sure they had something to do with the mysterious Lord Pembroke, the elderly statesman who’d been behind the last two missions Price’s squad had undertaken. Although Pembroke’s degree of authority was unclear, he’d mentioned being old friends with the PM. No doubt, a word in Churchill’s ear from Pembroke was enough to grant him the power to send Lynch into battle again at a moment’s notice.

      Nelson and Lynch entered their barracks, a smaller outbuilding set aside for their squad because of its independent status. There was some grumbling about this from other men of 3 Commando, but the decision was made in light of operational security. The other members of the troop weren’t involved with their missions and weren’t cleared for the details of what took place, although there were enough rumors and speculation, especially with the casualties Price’s squad had taken during each of their two missions.

      Inside the barracks, eleven cots lined two long walls, each with a canvas camp chair and a large foot locker. Price was bivouacked with the other officers in a separate barracks, although he did spend considerable time with his men. Several of the other squad members were sitting around the barracks space, changing out of wet uniforms, cleaning their weapons, or enjoying a breakfast of biscuits and marmalade. Corporal Rhys Bowen, the squad’s sniper, was meticulously cleaning the scope of his rifle, removing the last traces of muddy water and fussing over the weapon like an overprotective parent. His spotter, the ginger-haired and gregarious Johnson, was oiling the action of his Colt .45 automatic while a cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth.

      Over in another corner of the room, Sergeant McTeague, the squad’s bearlike senior NCO, leaned back in his camp chair, Tam O’Shanter pushed back on his head, and smoked a pipe while reading from a leather-bound book. Lynch recognized it as something by Kipling, no doubt some gripping tale of adventure in the exotic East. While not much of a reader himself, Lynch was even more surprised that McTeague found relaxation and enjoyment between the pages of a good book. The broad-shouldered Scotsman was a man of many surprises.

      An iron stove occupied one corner of the large room, with a stack of firewood and a wooden camp table nearby. Some rickety wooden shelves contained boxes of military rations, tins of tea, and cans of sweet milk, a critical component in any good cup of char. As was to be expected on a cold morning after several hours of field exercises, Hall, the squad’s medic, was tending to the stove, with a brew-up almost ready. Lynch and Nelson hustled to their bunks to grab their mess tins.

      “Splashing around in all that bloody frigid water, you two need to get something hot in you before you catch a chill,” Hall declared as the two hurried past him.

      “Aye mother, I’ll fetch my tin and be there in a moment,” Lynch replied. He dropped his weapons and kit on the top of his locker, then fished around underneath his bunk, retrieving his tin cup.

      Nelson saw him do this and frowned while digging through his wet, filthy pack. “Damn you, Tommy! You’re supposed to pack your mess kit with the rest of your equipment.” Nelson fumbled around in his pack for a moment, pulling free a cup half-filled with muck and dirty water, which he unceremoniously poured onto the floor with a curse.

      “That, Harry me boy, is why I didn’t follow such orders,” Lynch replied with a grin, slapping the Englishman on the back as he passed him by.

      “Not fair, Tommy!” Nelson growled. “Not bloody fair at all!”

      “No man in this unit is here because they like to play fair, Corporal. You least of all.”

      Everyone in the barracks stood and saluted the trim, well-dressed figure standing in the doorway. His fitted uniform looking as fresh as the day it came from the tailor’s, Lieutenant David Price appeared every inch the gentleman English officer: dashingly handsome, with blue eyes and blond hair kept neatly trimmed, a tidy moustache attempting to add an air of authority to an officer no older than the men he led into combat.

      But Price was no foppish dandy, serving the Crown in the army as little more than a stepping stone to higher office. His family had a long tradition of military service, with several of his older relatives holding command positions in the Royal Navy. Price was a fighting officer, a man who took his duties to heart with a deadly conviction. Lynch had seen Price kill with automatic weapons, grenades, pistols, and even in hand-to-hand combat. Gentleman or no, Price was first and foremost a soldier.

      Price returned the salutes and waved his hand towards Hall and the stove. “Drink up lads, get some char in you, it’s been a cold morning. Especially you two, Tommy and Harry.”

      The Commandos lined up and Hall poured everyone a generous serving of hot tea dosed with a large splash of sweetened milk. Hall offered to pour Price a mug, but the lieutenant politely declined. Price waited until everyone had a chance to enjoy a few sips before he cleared his throat and addressed the men.

      “Lads, your exercises and training for the rest of the day have been cancelled. Clean your kits, pack your bags, and be ready to depart by thirteen hundred hours.”

      “Back across the channel again is it, Lieutenant?” Nelson asked.

      “No, Harry. Given the cold weather we’ve been having, someone in authority decided to be kind.” Price gave them all a broad grin. “You’re being sent somewhere with lots of bright sunshine, blue skies, and plenty of white sand.”

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Lynch declared. “We’re off to North Africa!”

      Suddenly, the cold and the muck didn’t seem so bad after all.
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      50 Miles Northwest Of The Jerabub Oasis

      October 23rd, 1500 Hours

      

      Lieutenant Lewis stood in the turret of his armoured car, his arm resting against the edge of the cupola, and stared out across the Libyan desert. There was little to differentiate it from the Egyptian side of The Wire; a rock-and-sand wasteland of flat ground seared to the boiling point by the relentless, white-hot sun overhead. The wide expanse of nothing was broken up by low sand dunes or rocky hills, with bits of tenacious scrub brush clinging to life despite the desert’s hostile conditions.

      Lewis had imagined his first deep intrusion into Libya would be at the head of the 11th Hussars, escorting a troop of cruiser tanks as they raced into enemy territory. Lewis often pictured it in his mind’s eye; pennants whipping in the air as his car ran at flank speed, the sleek shapes of British armour fanned out behind him like a wake as he crossed the ocean of sand, hunting for enemy armour formations just as the sea captains of Nelson’s day hunted enemy ships.

      Instead, Lewis found himself in the bag. Steiner and his squad of Brandenburgers had combed over the convoy like a plague of locusts, stripping men and vehicles of any and all weapons, right down to everyone’s clasp knives. The armoured car’s radio had been stripped out, as well as the mounted Bren MG and the Boys rifle. One man from every lorry had been loaded into the back of Steiner’s Bedford, hands bound behind their backs and covered by a machine pistol, while a Brandenburger took their place, each of the driver’s bellies touched by a gun muzzle. The canvas flaps across the back of the Bedford in front of Lewis were tied up, and the MG-34 was mounted on a tripod and pointed back towards the convoy, the muzzle less than fifty feet away from Lewis.

      “You really must put that frown away, Lieutenant. We’re almost there. Water, hot food, and shade for you and your men await.”

      Lewis turned and looked at Steiner, standing in the Morris’ turret with him. Freddy was tied up in the back of the Bedford, nursing a couple of bruised ribs earned by loudly protesting his separation from Lewis’ side. While he appreciated Freddy’s loyalty, he couldn’t risk the peaceful surrender offered them by Steiner. Lewis had ordered Freddy and the others to cooperate with their captors in the interest of maintaining everyone’s safety. He only hoped Freddy would keep his word.

      “Whatever amenities you offer, Captain,” Lewis muttered, “a prison camp is still a prison camp.”

      Steiner shrugged. “Such are the fortunes of war, Lieutenant. If I was more bloodthirsty, you and your men would be lying dead in the hot sand, food for the desert scavengers.”

      “I’m still a bit surprised you didn’t just riddle us with bullets and take our convoy anyway. You’ve got enough bodies to handle the lorries yourselves,” Lewis replied.

      “As I told you, Lieutenant,” Steiner said, shaking his head, “I do not take lives unnecessarily. War is terrible enough without killing men who don’t need to die.”

      “Sounds a bit pacifistic for a Jerry officer,” Lewis replied.

      Steiner glared at him. “Do not make the mistake of thinking I am incapable of killing when needed.” Steiner gestured towards the Bedford in front of them. “This truck was not machine-gunned by an aircraft. The occupants were less inclined than you were to accept my offer of surrender.”

      Lewis remembered the bullet-riddled windscreen and nodded, an icy finger running down his spine.

      Eventually, Lewis was able to see around the body of the Bedford, and he spotted a low hill of ragged stone in front of them, a small fort perched on its summit. The convoy continued towards the hill, and as they grew closer, Lewis’ estimation of the hill’s size was considerably revised. The hill was a good sixty or seventy feet high at its peak, and several hundred yards from end to end. The hill appeared to be a rough crescent of sun-bleached stone, and they were approaching it from the concave side of the crescent, the tips ahead and to either side of them as they drove closer. The side of the hill facing them was steep, almost sheer, and comprised of bare rock devoid of any sand or vegetation, worn almost completely smooth by the desert winds.

      The hilltop fortress stood on the middle of the crescent. It appeared to be two storeys tall, built of rock similar to the hill itself, no doubt quarried nearby. Lewis saw the glint from a pair of binoculars at the top of the fort, but there was no other activity or outward signs of modern civilization.

      As they passed between the tips of the hill’s crescent, Lewis spotted several well-camouflaged sangars—redoubts of stone piled in the manner one might normally use with sandbags - covered with sand-colored canvas and camouflage netting. Lewis spied the muzzles of machine guns and at least one anti-tank gun, but he guessed that from a distance, and certainly from the air, the sangars were all but invisible.

      Lewis saw Steiner watching him out of the corner of his eye. The German smirked. “There isn’t a grain of sand within several kilometres radius that isn’t regularly swept by field glasses and covered by machine guns and cannons, Lieutenant.”

      Lewis nodded and gestured towards one of the sangars. “I see you’re quite adept at the art of camouflage.”

      “Out here in the desert,” Steiner replied, “when there isn’t any cover to hide under, you have to make your own.”

      “You can’t hide the fort,” Lewis pointed out.

      Steiner nodded, but smirked again. “That fort has been there for years in its current state, and when we arrive, I can show you the parts of it that existed from the time of the Romans. From the air, it appears to be unoccupied. Besides, your RAF ventures this far south only rarely. They’re too busy keeping an eye up north, along the coast, where the big battles are being fought, and when they do fly overhead, they’re looking for swarms of panzers, fuel dumps, or airfields.”

      Under the watchful muzzles of several machine guns, the small convoy approached the base of the hill. Lewis noticed camouflaged netting disguising the shapes of several vehicles, and although he wasn't sure, Lewis hazarded a guess that several of them were Italian Autoblinda armoured cars. As they pulled to a stop near the parked vehicles, a number of men in Italian battledress emerged from hiding, each man carrying a rifle or machine pistol. Curiously, each Italian sported a plume of black feathers on the right-hand side of his helmet.

      Steiner touched Lewis in the ribs with his Walther. “End of the road, as they say, Lieutenant. Please exit your vehicle - slowly, bitte.”

      Warily eying the armed men surrounding them, Lewis eased himself out of the Morris’ turret and onto the sandy ground. He gave the body of the car a couple of soft thumps.

      “Alright, lads. Out nice and slow.”

      The remaining two crew members climbed out and stood shading their eyes from the sudden glare of the early afternoon sun, having been bottled up inside the car since mid-morning. Lewis saw that as each of the lorries pulled to a stop, the driver was ushered out of the vehicle by his German guard. The seven men aboard Steiner’s captured Bedford climbed out of the back after the machine gun team had disembarked with their weapon and its tripod. Eventually, all sixteen British soldiers were standing in the sun, most with one hand shielding their eyes, the other hand rubbing aching backs or bums.

      As soon as Freddy laid eyes on Lewis, he ambled over and leaned in close. “Not much chance in making a break for it here, sir.”

      Lewis shook his head. “We’re surrounded by machine guns, covered by at least two dozen men that we can see, and we’re...well I’m not sure where we are, to be honest. Somewhere northwest of Jerabub, would be my guess, but just how far, I’ve not the foggiest.”

      “Sir, any orders for the rest of the lads, if we find ourselves separated?” Freddy asked.

      “Every man is to cooperate fully with our captors,” Lewis stated firmly, seeing the defiant gleam in Freddy’s eye. “We’re at too much of a disadvantage here for any heroics. Steiner might be a tricksome Jerry blighter, but so far he’s kept his word about our fair treatment. We shan't give him any reason to go back on that agreement. Understood?”

      Freddy’s lips drew into a tight line for a moment, but just as quickly he nodded, straightened up, and gave Lewis a salute. “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      Lewis returned the salute and nodded for Freddy to carry on, as Steiner walked over to him. “Plotting your escape already?”

      Lewis heard the humor in Steiner’s tone. “I’ve made it clear that no one is to get any...clever ideas. Besides, I think it is fairly obvious that we don’t really have anywhere to go,” he replied.

      “Ja, this is true. A man would likely die of thirst and exposure miles from the nearest English outpost. But, enough of such things. Come, I will show you to your new home.”

      Steiner and several of his Brandenburgers led Lewis and the other captives off to their left, away from the camouflaged vehicles and towards the steep slope of the hill. Lewis saw that several Italian soldiers were hammering man-high stakes into the sandy earth, while other men wound and stretched barbed wire between the stakes. Although Lewis wasn’t a country lad, he was reminded of a farmer’s cattle fence, perhaps something that might be seen out in the American West.

      As the wire was being strung, other men were unrolling and laying out another large section of camouflage netting. With a couple of taller stakes planted in the middle of the confined area, Lewis saw that the netting would be set up as a kind of tent. Watching them work, he was struck by the speed and efficiency of the Italian troops; he’d only seen them up close as prisoners of war, or at a distance during an exchange of fire. Even so, their reputation among the British forces was less than flattering. He also noticed that the Italians ran everywhere they went, even if it was only a short distance. Perplexed, Lewis asked Steiner about the Italians’ odd behavior.

      “I was given my pick of the 10th Bersaglieri,” Steiner replied. “An elite unit of light infantry, well-trained and highly motivated. They have been conditioned to run everywhere they go, even while carrying out mundane tasks. The black feathers they wear are the sign of their unit. A little conspicuous on the uniform of a modern soldier, but they are quite a sight.”

      Lewis’ estimation of Steiner rose several notches. If a mere captain could pick and choose from the elite units of an ally’s army, just what kind of authority did he possess?

      Soon, the Italians were finished, and the British were ushered inside the fence. Lewis was held back from entering with the rest by a touch on his arm from Steiner.

      “You will eventually be confined with the rest of your men, Lieutenant. However, as one officer to another, I would like to share a meal with you up in the fort.”

      Lewis saw Freddy and the others looking at him from underneath the dappled shade of the camouflaged netting as the Italians secured the last few strands of wire. The men were unsure of just what his separation from them meant.

      “I won’t eat unless I know my men will be taken care of at the same time,” he replied.

      Steiner nodded. “Of course. We shall give them water now, but then they will be given tools and ordered to dig a latrine pit in the corner of their confinement. Once that is done, they will be provided a meal. From now on, you will be fed twice daily, morning and evening, and an extra half-ration of water given in the middle of the day.”

      Lewis grunted his acceptance of Steiner’s terms. Given the sparse rationing of food and water that combat troops lived with in the desert, Steiner was being considerably generous with his provisions, especially the water.

      “You must have quite the cistern, to be able to water us like we’re houseplants, Captain,” Lewis said.

      Steiner grinned, and motioned for Lewis to follow him. “Come, let me show you the font from which my generosity flows.”

      They walked back towards the center of the hill’s crescent, this time walking behind and underneath the camouflage netting that covered Steiner’s motor pool. As Lewis had guessed, the netting concealed a half-dozen Autoblinda armoured cars, each painted in desert tones, all appearing well-maintained and ready to depart at a moment’s notice. There was also a Kübelwagen and a German Opel Blitz, both bearing the palm tree and swastika of Rommel’s Afrika Korps.

      Soon they passed by the vehicles and came to a stop at a circular well of stacked stone, covered by a wooden lid. A hand pump was driven into the ground next to the well, with a curled length of rubber hose attached to the pump. Steiner lifted the lid and gestured for Lewis to look inside. The well was dark and the angle of the sun was such that he didn't see anything, but Steiner dropped a small pebble into the well, and after a moment Lewis heard the distinct splash of the pebble entering deep water.

      “An underground spring flows below us,” Steiner explained. “We think it is one of the waterways that feeds the Jerabub oasis, far to the southeast. I don’t think they miss what we take away for our own purposes.”

      “Bloody brilliant,” Lewis murmured. “You’ve got your own water supply. No wonder you can sit out here in the desert with so many men.”

      Steiner nodded. “We need other consumables, of course, but it is much easier to bring food and fuel, rather than water, this far into the desert.”

      “I suppose this well was here before you arrived?” Lewis asked.

      “Ja, it might date back to when the Romans built the fort; a crack in the stone here might have brought some trickle of water to the surface. The well had collapsed when the Italians found it years ago, but they dug it clear and rebuilt it.”

      As Steiner spoke, one of his Italians ran up to them, and with a nod to Steiner, picked up the end of the hose and dropped it into the well, the length flowing through his fingers until Lewis heard the end hit the water. The Italian then positioned a water can under the mouth of the pump and started to work the handle. After a minute of hard labor, clear, bright water began to pour from the pump’s nozzle, and soon the water can was full. Another Italian approached at a run and took that can away, while a third jogged over carrying two other cans.

      “Come,” Steiner told Lewis, “let us make our way up to the fort.”

      The two walked away, in the opposite direction from where his men were kept, and eventually they approached a set of iron rungs hammered directly into the rock of the hill. The rungs had been painted a light khaki color to help them blend in. Steiner began to climb, and Lewis followed, quickly discovering that even with their light-colored paint job, the iron rungs were scorching hot to the touch. Several times Lewis felt himself teetering on just his toes as he played a kind of “hot potato” with the ladder, shifting his hold from one hand to the other every few seconds to keep from burning his palms.

      Eventually they made it to the ridgeline, Steiner offering Lewis a steadying hand at the top of the ladder. Turning and looking back, Lewis was stunned for a moment by the spectacular view across the desert. From fifty feet up, the horizon pushed back a few miles, and the sheer enormity of the desert became even more evident.

      “Quite the view from up here,” Lewis said.

      Steiner chuckled. “At first, it just appears to be more of nothing, yes? But after a while, you begin to appreciate the epic scale of the desert. It is an ocean of sand and rock, a whole new world for Europeans such as ourselves, men used to forests and green grass.”

      The two men began to make their way along a rough path to the fort. From this vantage point, signs of modern inhabitants were more obvious; sangars with mortars and 20mm anti-aircraft cannons were hidden by more netting, and each emplacement contained one or two men with field glasses, constantly scanning some quadrant of the desert or the sky above.

      “That must be quite the monotonous task,” Lewis remarked.

      “It is, but of course, our lives depend on constant vigilance. The men know dereliction of duty here comes with a death sentence.”

      “Is there ever anything to see?” Lewis asked.

      “Desert people wandering past, from time to time. Some of them know we are here, but they leave us alone. I offer an extra water ration or other luxuries to the first man on watch who spots movement, so it becomes a challenge to the men.”

      Steiner led Lewis into the fortress, the doorway guarded by an Italian sentry with a Beretta machine pistol across his chest. The sentry’s serious mien coupled with his black-feathered helmet seemed to Lewis a bit ridiculous, but the soldier’s bearing and demeanor suggested that he best keep his opinions to himself.

      Once inside the courtyard, Lewis saw that almost every piece of equipment, every supply crate or container, every weapon or other item was either covered by some kind of camouflage, or had a cover nearby, ready to be used. Lewis guessed that once an air alert was given, everything was covered or moved inside and out of sight.

      They disappeared into one of the fort’s rooms off the courtyard, a large, narrow hall that served as the mess. Lewis and Steiner sat at a wooden table on folding stools and were served by one of the Italians. Tin mess plates of biscuits, marmalade, cheese, and bully beef were served, as well as tin cups of water, kept relatively cool by the well. Lewis chuckled in spite of himself at the fact that they ate British rations captured from his own convoy.

      “Is everything to your liking?” Steiner asked, without a hint of insincerity.

      “Other than the fact that my captors are serving me the very supplies I was supposed to protect, everything is just fine. Forgive me for finding my situation somewhat embarrassing.”

      “Ah, yes,” Steiner replied. “It is rather insensitive, but necessary. Your supplies will provide us with food for several weeks, and much-needed fuel for our vehicles and our generator. I thank you again for cooperating, and not putting us in a position where we had to not only end your lives, but destroy your convoy as well.”

      A thought occurred to Lewis. “Your English is quite good, Captain. May I ask where you studied?”

      “My father is a businessman, working for Siemens.” Steiner replied. “Before the war, my family lived in England for five years, and I went to school there, in London. When the Heer began to mobilize, those of us who spoke English well were recruited and asked to serve in special units. So, here I am.”

      Lewis wondered how a wealthy German who studied in England and spoke the language of his enemies fluently found himself stationed in North Africa, out in the middle of the desert, with only a handful of other Germans and some Italians to keep him company. Was this a punishment of some kind, or was the chance to put Lewis and his lads in the bag worth Steiner’s talents?

      Steiner wiped a biscuit crumb from the corner of his mouth and smiled. “I suppose it is my good fortune to have taken you prisoner, because now I have a conversation partner who appreciates stories from my days living in your country.”

      “Good fortune, indeed...” Lewis muttered, eyeing his last biscuit.
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      Over Mersa Matruh, Egypt

      October 28th, 0400 Hours

      

      Lynch peered out of the front cockpit windows of the modified Halifax bomber, looking down at the Egyptian coastline. Only a thin line of phosphorescence from the surf gave any clue they were approaching land; every man-made structure below was dark with strict blackout discipline. The nose of the bomber was pointed down fifteen degrees, and Lynch’s hands were white-knuckled as he held onto the doorframe leading into the cockpit.

      “You daft wanker, what’re you doing out of your seat?” the co-pilot shouted at Lynch when he was noticed. “Go back and sit down, we’ll be on land in a few minutes, provided we don’t hit the water at several hundred knots!”

      The aircrew laughed, as if the co-pilot’s comment about crashing was the height of comedy. Lynch managed to turn himself around, still clutching at the airframe, and walked back to his spot on the makeshift canvas bucket seating bolted to the aircraft’s fuselage. Lynch made eye contact with Lieutenant Price, who just shook his head.

      “I told you they wouldn’t want you nosing about the cockpit, Corporal,” Price said.

      “Just needed to see outside this big cigar sleeve, sir,” Lynch muttered, sitting down.

      This was the first long flight Lynch had ever taken. He’d been on short hops before, but they’d all been over English soil, in fair weather and with little danger of German air attack, poor weather, or zero visibility. Over the last two nights, however, the Halifax had carried them low over the water and without running lights in the dead of night, flying around Spain and Portugal to finally land on Gibraltar. For the sake of operational security, the plane was taxied into a hangar, where they were allowed to get out and walk around, eat a hot meal, and sleep on cots during the daylight hours. However, they boarded again and flew out after dark to make the long, harrowing journey lengthwise across the Mediterranean.

      A few minutes ago, the Halifax had gained some altitude, and was now in its final landing approach. Lynch felt the plane shuddering in the air, fighting to keep from stalling as its speed and altitude decreased in just the perfect proportions for a safe landing. Fighting to remain calm, Lynch clutched at the wooden frame of his seat, forcing his mind to think of the process involved in field-stripping his Thompson, anything to keep out thoughts of the Halifax hitting the water and disintegrating, every man inside either torn to pieces and battered about by the wreckage, or drowned inside the crumpled fuselage, fingers scrabbling and scratching at the sheet metal as they fought to escape, the pressure rising, forcing the water down throats opened in a final, futile scream...

      Lynch stifled what would surely have been a hysterical shriek as the Halifax jolted on impact, but the lack of cold, rushing water, or a fireball rolling through the interior of the fuselage, assuaged his fears of a horrific death. Lynch opened his eyes, not realizing that he’d closed them, and saw his squadmates sitting around him, several of them looking at him and chuckling.

      “Typical bloody Irishman,” Nelson laughed. “You’ll charge Jerries with nought but a knife in your hand, but a wee plane ride and you’re near to wetting your trousers.”

      “Typical bloody Englishman,” Lynch retorted. “Too stupid to understand that if man was meant to fly, God would have given him wings. You’d be laughing all the way to the bottom of the Med if we’d hit the water instead of the runway.”

      “The two of ye,” Sergeant McTeague rumbled from further down the row of seats. “Why must I always tell ye to shut yer flapping gobs?”

      Nelson grinned at Lynch, who returned his look with a rude gesture and a wink.

      By now the Halifax had taxied off of the landing strip, and glancing forward through the cockpit, the Commandos saw were being brought inside another hangar. The engines slowed to idle, then quit one after another, and the silence after so many hours of their deafening roar was a little unsettling.

      One of the Halifax’s crew emerged from the cockpit and unsecured the door. With a creak of its hinges, the portal swung open, and an oval of light shined into the fuselage. Almost immediately, a wave of warm, dry air flooded the cargo compartment, causing the men to doff their stocking caps or loosen the collars of their battledress. Seconds later, a man wearing the uniform of the Eighth Army stuck his head into the Halifax.

      “‘Ello gents! Welcome to Egypt! Captain Nigel Abercrombie, at your service!” he said.

      Abercrombie was a grinning, gabbing, back-slapping tornado of magnanimity. Within moments of his arrival, the Commandos - already sweating in the oven-like heat of the metal aircraft hangar - disembarked from the Halifax and escorted by Abercrombie to a long row of wooden tables and camp stools, a late-night meal of sandwiches, cold water, and hot, sweet tea awaiting them. The men began their attack run on the food and tea, only to be halted by a look from Price and a growl from McTeague.

      “We ain’t all here yet, lads,” the sergeant warned.

      As if on cue, a door along the side of the hangar opened.

      When word had come down that their squad would be accompanied by more Commandos, there was some degree of consternation among the men. After all, they’d been hand-picked to fight together as a small unit of just twelve men - why bother fielding them on a mission with other squads? When they learned that not only were they just one of three squads, but Price wouldn’t be the commanding officer on the mission, there was nearly a riot. Only a silencing roar from McTeague had kept the men in line; that is, until they learned who was leading their mission.

      Captain William Eldred was a career soldier who’d served in Egypt, Singapore, India, and the battle for France. As a lieutenant in the Duke of Wellington’s Own Regiment, 2nd Battalion, Eldred fell deathly ill in late 1938. He was shipped back to England to recover, then assigned a place in the ranks of the 1st Battalion only six months before they shipped out as part of the BEF.

      Eldred’s new battalion fought a brutal delaying action against the Wehrmacht during the Dunkirk evacuation. Not satisfied with simply holding the line, Eldred and his men launched several hard-fought counterattacks against the encroaching Germans, driving them back and buying time for more men to be evacuated from the bloody beaches. Eldred’s command element was hit by mortar fire after one such action, and he suffered shrapnel wounds to the right side of his face and body. Torn and bleeding, but not broken, Eldred went on to lead several more assaults before his unit was finally recalled, some of the last British soldiers to leave France.

      Not content with sitting out much of the war on British soil, waiting months or even years before getting back into the fight, Eldred volunteered for assignment to a Commando troop the moment he heard of their existence. Although past the age of forty, Eldred was in fine physical condition despite the injuries received defending Dunkirk, and soon he became one of 3 Commando’s leading officers. When Lieutenant Price learned that Eldred was going to be assigned to head this mission, the men were amused to hear their normally reserved leader mutter to himself, “those poor bloody Jerries...”.

      Now, Captain Eldred entered the hangar, followed closely by two squads of Commandos led by Sergeants Donovan and Peabody. The two other squads had flown in their own Halifaxes. It had been decided that, despite Mersa Matruh no doubt containing sufficient supplies for the thirty-seven Commandos, they would bring their own arms, ammunition, and equipment in order to maintain as much operational security as possible.

      Eldred strode over to Price and shook his hand. “Well, David, it appears we all made it onto the ground in one piece. I shan’t say the hard part’s over, but it is something of a relief.”

      “Not to mention being able to stretch one’s legs and find a hot cup of char waiting,” Price replied.

      Although Eldred was not a small man, his five-foot-six frame was almost a head shorter than Price’s six foot height. Built like a bulldog, Eldred sported broad shoulders and a barrel chest, with thick, muscular arms and legs. His close-cut hair was dark brown shot through with a heavy dose of grey, and the right side of his face and neck bore shrapnel scars. When he walked, if one knew to look for it, a slight limp in Eldred’s gait was noticeable, but Lynch had seen first-hand that the Commando captain could hold his own on the training grounds and running the obstacle course.

      Once all the Commandos had filed into the hangar, Eldred nodded to Price and the three squad sergeants. “Alright gents, it’s been a long night. Tuck in.”

      The three dozen men descended on the tables with a speed and precision that’d make any training instructor proud. Within moments, faces now shining with sweat were bent over tin plates, hands were jostling for first helpings, and mouths were being burned by hot tea gulped far too quickly. Lynch acquired a bacon sandwich for himself, as well as a cup of tea loaded with so much sweet milk it was more white than tan. Sandwich in one hand, tea in the other, he alternated between the two, his lingering nerves from the flight and the discomfort from the heat quickly forgotten with his first several bites.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Lynch could see Price, Eldred, and Abercrombie, along with the sergeants, standing off to the side, talking softly amongst themselves. Price had been unusually light on the details of this mission, to the point where Lynch didn’t think his commanding officer knew any more than his men. This was troubling, since on the previous two missions, not only had Price been fully briefed, he’d briefed all his men as well. In a small, high-risk unit such as theirs, it was important for every man to know as much as possible, because it was all too likely that the officers and NCOs could become casualties before providing their men with the operational details.

      Within a few minutes most of the men, well-trained in the art of eating their meals as quickly as possible, had partaken of their fill of food and drink. They were now wiping crumbs from their mouths and sweat from their brows with their sleeves, while they sat back and patted their full stomachs or ground knuckles into backs still sore from the long flight. The officers and sergeants now turned from their private conversation and approached the men, gesturing for everyone to remain seated.

      Eldred stepped forward, Abercrombie to one side, Price at the other. All conversation among the men was immediately silenced.

      “Well, lads, I know you’ve all been wondering what the devil you’re now doing thousands of miles from home, sitting in a hangar in the wee hours partaking of bacon sandwiches and tea. Operational details were withheld from all of us - not just yourselves - in the event we were forced down and captured while on route. Now that we’re here, however, we’ve been given our orders.

      “Some time in the next two months, the newly-formed British Eighth Army is going to launch a massive armoured assault deep into Libya. The routes to be used for this invasion are in the process of being determined, mostly through the use of some new recce units specially trained for deep desert operations. It is vital that not only are these patrols able to carry out their missions, but that they go undetected and unmolested by the other side.

      “Recently, it has come to the attention of Eighth Army intelligence, of which Captain Abercrombie is a part, that the enemy is operating a raiding unit out of a hidden base somewhere far to the southwest, possibly near the Jerabub oasis, one of our southern outposts. These raiders have, on several occasions now, either destroyed or captured supply convoys bound for our more remote outposts, including Jerabub and Siwa. In addition, they have fired on and driven off several patrols sent into the area to locate their base of operations.

      “Although there are elements here in Egypt that could be used for this mission, it was decided that we should be brought in from England instead. Those units that could be used are either preparing for the imminent invasion, tasked with their own pre-invasion missions, or simply possess too many operational details, making their capture too much of a liability. In effect, our greatest asset to Eighth Army is our strategic ignorance.”

      There were more than a few chuckles from the men over Eldred’s last remark.

      Eldred continued. “Sunrise will be in just a few hours, and to maintain security, you’ll be confined here within the hangar until nightfall, at which time you’ll depart for a rendezvous with one of these desert reconnaissance groups. They will be taking you out into the deep desert, where your mission will be to neutralize the enemy camp once the desert group sniffs them out. Captain Abercrombie?”

      Abercrombie took half a step forward. “Lads, I’m a wee bit embarrassed to say this, seeing as I’m one of our intelligence officers, but this city is downright lousy with enemy informants. Not only are half the locals on the enemy’s payroll, but there have been recent rumors - only rumors, mind you - of German spies operating as Englishmen, right here in Mersa Matruh. I’m sure by now Jerry has sussed out that we’re planning something before the end of the year, a follow-up to Operation Compass, but hopefully he doesn’t know when or where we plan to strike. If he learns of your presence here, and your mission, we fear that he’ll be able to alert the enemy and Rommel will either withdraw, reposition, or reinforce your target before you arrive. This is why we need to keep you lads out of sight until we send you off.”

      With this, Abercrombie stepped back, and Eldred nodded in agreement.

      “All right, any questions?” Eldred asked his men.

      Nelson stood up, gave Eldred a quick salute, and tugged at the collar of his battledress with a hooked finger.

      “Beggin’ your pardon, Captain, but can we do anything about this bloody heat?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Mersa Matruh Airbase

      October 28th, 2100 Hours

      

      His first day in Egypt had been one of the most miserable experiences of Lynch’s life. Sure, being shelled by the Germans during the battle for France had been terrible, and their retreat back in July through the streets of Calais had been equally awful. But on those occasions, Lynch had been fighting for his life - he’d been engaged, filled with excitement and the sensation of pushing himself to the limit in order to survive.

      But sitting in that tin oven masquerading as an aircraft hangar had been nothing but purest misery, without the benefit - if one could call it that - of danger and adventure. The three dozen Commandos were issued Eighth Army battledress, their old uniforms and insignia packed away out of sight from any prying eyes. The men re-packed their gear, cleaned their weapons and double-checked their ammunition and other supplies. All of this was accomplished just as the sun’s first morning rays struck the hangar and began to bake those within like a cottager’s pie.

      Eldred, Price, and the squad sergeants informed the men that they should sleep if possible, and drink plenty of water in order to stay well hydrated. They did the best they could, but men who were used to the cold autumn weather of Scotland were completely incapable of sleeping during the heat of the day. The men stripped off their battledress blouses, combat boots, even their shorts, lying on cots in nothing but their undershirts and undershorts. Some men, despite the protests of anyone in their vicinity, stripped off even those garments in an effort to stay cool. Fans had been set up, and their high-pitched mechanical drone filled the hangar as their blades tried to push air around in an attempt to cool the men off, but to most of them the scorching temperatures meant moving the air around did little to relieve their suffering.

      Lynch lay on his cot and stared up at the corrugated metal roof, the air at the top of the hangar shimmering with the heat of the sun searing the metal like a blast furnace. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the roof itself started to melt. He’d soaked a kerchief in water and tied it around his forehead in the hopes that the evaporating moisture would keep him cool, but the dry, hot air sucked the moisture from the kerchief almost as fast as he could wet it.

      After several hours of fitful, sweltering slumber, the men had been fed a midday meal of biscuits and some fruit, and the sergeants made sure every man took a salt pill and drank a full canteen of water. Several men joked that in all their time in the military, those were the easiest orders they’d ever carried out. They were also let outside in small groups of three or four men at a time and directed towards the privies, since there were no such facilities in the hangar. The men had to walk outside a hundred yards in the blazing sun, and one of the Commandos from another squad declared, “How can anyone fight in this bloody heat? The desert must be the victor in every tussle.”

      Eventually the minutes turned to hours, and as Lynch watched through a small window in the hangar door, the sun slowly sank below the edge of the desert; one minute the sky was a bright cerulean blue, and only minutes later, the western horizon was a quickly darkening purple, while the eastern sky was already black and carpeted in stars.

      “Bizarre how that happens so bloody quickly.”

      Lynch turned and found Nelson standing next to him, looking out the window over his shoulder.

      “It’s the latitude, so I’ve heard,” Lynch replied. “Something about being closer to the equator means the sun sets faster here than back in Blighty.”

      “Where’d you hear that?” Nelson asked.

      Lynch shrugged. “Can’t rightly remember. Maybe one of me former sergeants. Some of those old codgers had been to Africa, the Far East, all over the world, so they had.”

      “How bloody nice for them,” Nelson grunted. “I’m going to take a piss, been holding it until the sun went down.”

      “I’ll take the walk now,” Lynch replied. “Knowing how dumb you are, someone’s got to tell you where to point it.”

      As the two men walked past Corporal Bowen, the lean Welshman sat up from his cot. “Where’re the two of you headed?”

      “Off to take a piss,” Lynch replied. “Care to make it a party?”

      Bowen stood up and slipped his knee-length shorts and boots on. Lynch noticed Bowen’s belt was adorned with pistol, magazine pouches, and his Fairbairn-Sykes knife.

      “We aren’t going on patrol, Rhys,” Lynch said, gesturing to the weapons on Bowen’s belt.

      “We’re in the middle of a bloody war zone, you berk,” Bowen replied.

      Nelson rolled his eyes. “We’re in the middle of a damn airbase, a hundred miles from the lines!”

      Bowen shrugged. “Fine. You walk around unarmed and without a care in the world.”

      The wiry sniper walked off towards the hangar door. Lynch and Nelson looked at each other.

      “The heat’s baked his brain already!” Nelson exclaimed.

      Lynch watched Bowen walk off, then stepped to his bunk, pulled his Colt automatic from its holster, checked the chamber, and slipped the pistol into his trouser pocket.

      “Aye, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong,” Lynch replied, and followed after Bowen.

      After a moment’s pause, Nelson cursed under his breath, then took a moment to fetch his own pistol before hurrying after his two squad-mates.

      Even though the sun had set only a short while ago, already the air was beginning to cool, and there was a welcome breeze coming from the coast to the north. The perspiration on their bodies immediately began to dry in the outside air, and all three men took a moment to savor the first pleasant experience of the day.

      “Pity it wasn’t like this all the time here. I’d almost enjoy it,” Nelson said.

      Bowen shook his head slightly. “It’ll get cold tonight. If you come out here in a few hours, you’ll start to shiver. We didn’t notice it so much when we arrived because the hangar trapped all that heat, but this time of the year, the desert can be frigid at night, just as it can still bake you during the day.”

      Nelson looked back and forth between Bowen and Lynch. “Where’d you two find so much bloody time for tucking away these odds and ends about the desert? A couple regular Lawrences of Arabia, you are.”

      Lynch let out a quick laugh. “Now look who’s showing off. Come on, let’s go take our piss and be done with it.”

      The three men ambled across the airbase grounds towards the privies. Although it was sundown and the base was under blackout conditions, the moon was bright enough for the men to see where they were going. As they walked, they noticed other servicemen walking in one direction or another, some carrying supplies, others simply going about the business of a war that continued around the clock. Lynch supposed that if he were one of them, he’d actually prefer to do most of his assigned tasks after the sun had disappeared for the night.

      The three men did their business at the privy - holding their breath throughout, as the day’s sun had boiled the privy’s contents into a particularly malodorous stew - and began their walk back to the hangar. As they walked, Lynch noticed one of the locals, a young Egyptian man with a sack in one hand and a long wooden stick in the other, a nail poking out at the end, impaling an empty cigarette package. The man appeared to be wandering about jabbing and collecting refuse.

      Lynch was just about to walk past, when something tickled the back of his mind, some notion that things weren’t quite as they seemed. Stopping and looking at the man again, Lynch realized he’d been out collecting refuse along the same grounds earlier in the day. Nothing to be concerned about at first, but given Abercrombie’s warning about spies and informants, Lynch wondered just how much rubbish could be found after half a day of patrolling the same ground over and over.

      The two Commandos with him noticed Lynch had fallen behind. Bowen and Nelson turned, and the latter spoke up. “What’s the matter Tommy? Leave something behind you meant to bring back?”

      Lynch nodded his head towards the Egyptian. “Either of you remember seeing that fellow over the course of the day?”

      Nelson shook his head, but Bowen - the most eagle-eyed member of the squad, and the most naturally observant man Lynch had ever met - narrowed his eyes in thought.

      “You’re right, Tommy. All day long, that bloke’s been about. Can’t be that much rubbish lying around the airfield...”

      At that moment, the Egyptian turned and glanced in their direction. Seeing the three British soldiers standing and staring at him, the man stopped and stared back, his stick raised halfway to his bag.

      The English, Lynch knew, especially those in the military, had a tendency to not pay attention to the local help. They swept floors, polished boots, washed clothes, and served at the officer’s mess, and for the most part, were noticed and scrutinized with no more attention than you’d pay to a sideboard or camp stool. Which is why, he realized, no one gave a second thought to someone walking around in the dark outside of an aircraft hangar, poking at rubbish with a stick.

      An aircraft hangar filled with men who’ve been locked up during the heat of the day, only coming out to take a piss.

      Even in the moonlight from forty feet away, Lynch saw the Egyptian’s eyes, sharp as an eagle and locked onto his own. The moment drew out, and ever so slowly, Lynch saw the man shift his weight, his feet sliding in the sand.

      “He’s gonna bloody rabbit!” Lynch shouted.

      And with that, the Egyptian dropped his sack, spun around, and took off at a dead sprint. The three men glanced at each other.

      “Bugger this,” Nelson said finally, “after the bastard!”

      They began to chase the Egyptian, and within a hundred feet all of them realized they were in trouble. The heat of the day had sapped the strength from their bodies, and they were growing winded already, while their quarry was widening the gap between them with every stride. Although the Egyptian had appeared skinny and listless, he was clearly in better condition than he looked, and he possessed the speed and agility of the fastest street urchin.

      As they left the hangars behind and began to cross the airstrip, Lynch saw ahead of the Egyptian a pair of sentries walking their patrol, rifles slung over their shoulders.

      “Hey, you lot!” he shouted, waving his arms to get their attention. “Stop that blighter!”

      The sentries jerked to a halt and turned, seeing the Egyptian sprinting right for them. One of them put up his hand and shouted something unintelligible, while the other began to unsling his rifle. Barely breaking his stride, the Egyptian raised and threw his stick, which sailed through the air like a javelin and stabbed into the gut of the sentry raising his rifle. The man cried out and tumbled onto his backside, the rifle flying from his hands. The other sentry, realizing the situation had just turned deadly, moved to unsling his own rifle when there was a flash of silver moonlight in the Egyptian’s hand and suddenly the second sentry cried out and fell, a dark stain spreading from his side. The Egyptian didn’t slow down, instead simply running past the two wounded Englishmen.

      “Bloody Jesus - the bugger’s knifed ‘em!” Nelson puffed out as they ran.

      They were approaching the other side of the airbase, closer to the city itself, and without a word they all realized that their quarry was going to get away if they didn’t push it. Redoubling their efforts, panting and gasping in the night air, the three Commandos sprinted as hard as they could, arms and legs pumping, boots throwing plumes of sand with every footfall. Slowly, they began to gain ground.
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      The Egyptian glanced behind him and saw his pursuers still hot on his trail, heard the rhythm of their breathing as they charged after him. The knife in his hand was wet with the blood of the sentry he’d slashed, and he felt the droplets on the back of his hand drying in the cool night air, the congealing blood causing his skin to tighten as the moisture evaporated.

      Gahiji didn’t know how it all went so wrong, so fast. For weeks he had done as the Germans had asked; he’d worked on the British airbase, performing menial tasks and obeying to the best of his ability. But all the while, Gahiji was also watching, and more importantly, he was listening. Born of parents who had worked for Englishmen in the past, he’d been taught how to speak the language, his mother and father understanding that with the way the world seemed to be shrinking every year, speaking English was a prized skill, one that might someday earn him a place serving British or American businessmen.

      When war came to Egypt, Gahiji made a series of cautious requests to certain individuals of ill repute who found him an audience with another Egyptian, a wealthy smuggler who worked for the Germans. Once the English turned the city into an armed encampment, the Germans would pay very handsomely for any information that could be brought out of the British military bases; troop movements, supply shipments, and most important of all, any concrete information about new offensives. Any guilt Gahiji might have felt about spying on the British immediately disappeared when he realized he made more in a week informing for the Germans than he earned in a month working on the British airbase.

      He had been employed by the British for three months now, and although he let on that he spoke a handful of English words, the white men around him had no idea he could decipher most of their conversations. Of course, there were some words or phrases that bewildered him, or seemed to mean something other than what he thought. And some of them were easier to understand than others; the Englishmen were easy enough, but the Australians and New Zealanders were very hard to understand, and the Scottish were almost incomprehensible.

      Still, he had been proud of what small tidbits of information he was able to feed the Germans. Gahiji was smart enough to know that this was only one small corner of what would continue to be a much larger war, and it wouldn’t be over anytime soon. North Africa was a vast space, an ocean of sand, and it would take the British many more months, years perhaps, before they’d be able to drive out the Germans. With the money he was saving, buried in the dirt underneath his cot, by the time the Germans could pay him no longer, he would have enough money to see his brother and sister safe through the dangerous times that were sure to come.

      But first, he had to escape these three British soldiers. Gahiji didn’t understand why he’d panicked; he’d been around such men for months, and none of them had given him a second glance. He was just another skinny brown boy, doing jobs too common and menial for the whites to do themselves. But there had been something in the way the black-haired man had stared at him, an intensity to his gaze that Gahiji had felt, even at a distance and by the light of the moon. It was as if the man was weighing his soul, measuring whether he was truly as he seemed or if he was an enemy, a deceiver. None of the British had ever looked at him like that, like a lion gazing at its prey before it sprang in for the kill. Gahiji had become unnerved, had involuntarily moved as if to escape, and as soon as he’d done so the Englishman had sensed his true purpose. The only option left had been to run, to try and escape from the airbase and lose himself in the city.

      Desperation drove his pace as he sought to escape his pursuers. Although he had run, he might have possibly talked his way clear, pleading shaken nerves and terror at the thought of being beaten by the English for some imagined slight. But attacking the sentries - another stupid, stupid move on his part - had sealed his fate. An innocent man might panic and run, but only a guilty man would wound or try to kill in order to escape.

      Gahiji reached the other side of the airbase and darted around a building, nearly bowling over a couple of Egyptian laborers in the process. Shouting a hurried apology over his shoulder out of habit, he tucked his chin into his chest and ran as fast as his legs could piston against the sandy earth. He decided that he had only one hope for survival; he had to seek the aid of other Egyptian spies. Masud and Hamadi lived on the base itself, sharing a hovel close by. They were both older, and had helped him get employed on the base, vouching for his trustworthiness. Now, he had to rely on them for more than a job - he had to rely on them for his life.

      Glancing back behind him, he saw the British had fallen behind again, but they were still close enough that they would find him, given time. Once they lost him, they would raise the alarm, and the whole British army would descend on him. Discovery would only be a matter of time. If, however, the three men could be killed quickly, before they could explain the situation...then there was hope of escape in all the confusion.

      Gahiji burst into Masud and Hamadi’s quarters, almost tripping on the frayed rug spread out across the dirt floor. Both men jerked awake in their bedding, throwing aside blankets and exclaiming in surprise at his rushed intrusion.

      “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be working on the other side of the airbase!” Masud hissed at him in the dark.

      “Brothers, I’ve been discovered by Englishmen who were being kept hidden in one of the hangars all day. They must be special, to be so hidden, but I got too close. Three of them follow me, close upon my heels. I need help!” he explained, breathless.

      Hamadi hammered his fist into his pillow. “Fool, you brought them here! Instead of betraying just yourself, you’ve betrayed all of us!”

      “There is no time to blame me now!” Gahiji pleaded. “They will be here in moments. We must kill them quickly, and slip away in the madness that follows. It is the only way!”

      Masud glanced at his friend, his jaw clenched. The two men nodded, and Hamadi rolled out of his bedding, then flipped the blankets back. Scrabbling in the dirt for a few moments, he pulled a leather-wrapped bundle out of the ground. He pulled a string and undid the knot holding the bundle together, then flipped it open to reveal several metallic objects that glinted in the moonlight coming in through the doorway.

      “Brothers, choose your weapons.”
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      “Where’d that little blighter run off to?” Nelson gasped.

      Lynch shook his head, hands on his knees, lungs working like a set of bellows to force air into his body. The three Commandos had just popped out into a street after following their quarry between two buildings, when suddenly there was no trace of him. The three men scanned the area around them, peering into the shadows around every building, into every window and doorway. They were standing between two warehouses, and the street before them opened up into an area that was clearly meant as housing for many of the Egyptian workers. Ramshackle one-room huts lined the other side of the street, extending off into the darkness in both directions.

      Bowen pointed to the hovel across from where they stood. “Look, an open doorway.”

      There was the familiar flash and crack of a pistol shot from inside the doorway. Reflexes immediately took over and the three Commandos hit the dirt, hands immediately drawing their pistols.

      “And you two thought I was being paranoid,” Bowen said.

      Nelson grunted and racked the slide of his .45 automatic. “Shut it, you git, and open fire!”

      The Commandos brought up their pistols and fired off three aimed shots apiece. There was a cry from the doorway and a shot that went high, the bullet striking the building next to them ten feet above their heads. An instant later, the dark form of a body slumped out of the doorway and into the street.

      “Got the bastard,” Nelson said, raising himself to one knee.

      Lynch moved to rise as well, only to see the glint of moonlight off the barrel of a revolver as it poked through a window to the right of the doorway. He reached out and grabbed Nelson, pulling him to the ground just as a bullet whined overhead, passing through where Nelson had been just a moment before.

      “There’s more than one!” Lynch shouted.

      “Brilliant observation!” Bowen replied. “Let's get behind some cover!”

      The three men scrambled back on their bellies until they had the corner of a building between them and the shack containing their adversary. Another bullet tore through the wooden siding near them, and a third soon followed.

      “Two different guns,” Bowen said. “There’s two of them in there.”

      Lynch nodded. “Alright now, here’s our move. Rhys, you lay down cover fire from the corner, while me and Harry break left and make a dash across the street. Once we’re out of their firing arc, we’ll take the building high and low, while you keep an eye out for a runner. What say you?”

      The two other men nodded, their expressions determined. Bowen took a moment to reload his pistol; he was the only one who’d been paranoid enough to bring extra ammunition with him. When the Welshman shrugged in apology to his squadmates, Nelson merely shook his head.

      “If we can’t sort out these two buggers with what we’ve got left, the Lieutenant should have us returned to our old units.”

      Lynch and Nelson gathered themselves to make their run, when suddenly Lynch put out a hand. “Harry, hold on a moment.”

      “Go, don’t go, make up your bloody mind!” Nelson hissed.

      “These are spies, eh? We ought to take one alive, so we should,” Lynch replied.

      “Bloody brilliant,” Nelson grumbled. “I’ll leave that to you. I’ll be shooting to keep meself unperforated with bullets.”

      “Are you two staying or going?” Bowen asked, steadying himself at the corner of the building. No more shots had been fired for a few seconds, and that made him nervous.

      Lynch and Nelson nodded to Bowen, who eased himself around the corner and immediately began firing at a deliberate pace of one shot a second. As soon as he opened fire, the other two Commandos took off at a dead sprint, crossing the street at a diagonal.

      The flash of a gun muzzle lit up the window next to the hovel’s door. Bowen shifted his fire to the shooter, who ducked back away from the window as the sill splintered from the impact of one of Bowen’s bullets. Nelson and Lynch both fired a single round apiece towards the general direction of the front of the building before skidding to a stop at the building’s corner.

      “Still alive?” Nelson whispered to Lynch.

      “Aye, too bad for you,” he replied. “I’ll go low, you go high?”

      “Typical Irishman, mucking about in the dirt,” Nelson shot back with a grin.

      They crept up next to the open doorway, pistols at the ready. A body sprawled in the dirt at their feet, a dark pool of blood soaking into the ground around the man’s neck, a battered-looking .38 calibre revolver held in his limp hand. An alarm was sounding from someplace nearby, as well as shouting and whistle-blowing. There would be armed patrols descending on them at any moment, and if they were going to do this, they had to clear the hut now, before the watch arrived and asked a hundred questions from behind the muzzles of their rifles, while the spies crept away laughing. Nelson impatiently tapped Lynch on the shoulder, and moving as one, the two Commandos flowed through the door, Nelson standing high, his pistol raised to eye level, while Lynch went through the door at a low crouch.

      As soon as the two men passed through the doorway, one of the gunmen fired at them. The muzzle flashes lit up the shooter; a skinny Egyptian man, older than their runner, crouching in the far corner of the hovel and blasting away with a small pistol. Nelson immediately fired two shots, both catching the man high in the chest and flipping him onto his back where he lay feebly thrashing, tangled in a pile of bedding. Nelson fired a last, single shot into the man’s head, and the Egyptian finally lay still.

      Having cleared the doorway, Lynch took a step to the right, while Nelson moved to the left. Lynch’s ears were ringing after all the gunfire in such a small space, and he didn't hear the man moving to his right until he felt a body slam into him, sprawling him across the inside of the threshold. Lynch rolled, bringing his pistol around, knowing with a sense of dread that he was going to be too slow, but his attacker wasn’t trying for a shot; he jumped Lynch’s body and made to sprint through the doorway, only to catch his feet on the legs of the dead man outside the door. The Egyptian let out a cry and tumbled into the dust.

      Lynch scrambled to his feet and turned towards the door, his gun at the ready, only to find the tip of a long, sharp bayonet prodding his chest. He saw the bayonet was attached to the muzzle of a Lee-Enfield rifle, and his eyes followed the length of the rifle, coming to rest on a man in Eighth Army battledress and wearing a helmet.

      “Easy now, son,” the man spoke softly, the rifle steady in his hands. “Make one wrong move, and I’m sticking this bayonet out your spine.”
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      “The man’s name is Hamadi,” Abercrombie said, stepping into his office and walking to his desk, then pouring himself a glass of Scotch. “He’s been on this base since war broke out, and he’s been spying on us the entire time.”

      Lynch, Nelson, and Bowen stood in Abercrombie’s office, as well as Captain Eldred, Lieutenant Price, and Sergeant McTeague. They’d been there ever since the three Commandos were released from the Eighth Army patrol who’d found them. Although two of the Egyptians were dead, the third had been taken alive, knocked momentarily senseless by the butt of a rifle. Lynch had overheard earlier that Hamadi was the first spy they’d captured alive in Mersa Matruh, and he believed Abercrombie intended to make the most of his windfall.

      The Egyptian was being interrogated in a room down in the basement. Abercrombie had at his disposal a couple of hard-knuckled lads who didn’t mind roughing someone up on orders. Lynch recalled memories of being locked up in the bowels of Johann Faust’s SS headquarters in Calais, tied to a chair and beaten for hours next to the corpse of his squadmate. While Lynch didn’t have any real sympathy for Hamadi, he could all too easily imagine what the Egyptian was going through right now, and the thought gave him a cold knot in the base of his stomach.

      “So, where do we go from here?” Captain Eldred asked.

      Abercrombie tossed back half the contents of his tumbler in one swallow and thought for a moment, choosing his words. “Hamadi has given us a name, one Salih El Haddad. Haddad is a businessman, a merchant known for being able to acquire rare or hard to find items, if one is willing to pay the price commanded by his talents.”

      “You mean,” Price interjected, “he’s a smuggler.”

      Abercrombie nodded. “Precisely. He was involved in the black market long before the war started, and he’s no doubt making the most of it - we guess he’s got a tidy business in trafficking stolen British military goods. This base sees food, petrol, and even light munitions disappear with some regularity. It is, of course, the cost of operating out of an area such as this, with a poor indigenous population that’ll steal the shoes off your feet if you don’t nap with one eye open.”

      “So you’ve known about him?” Eldred asked.

      “We knew he was a smuggler, yes,” Abercrombie replied. “In these parts, it’s practically a legitimate enterprise. However, we’ve only kept a light touch on him these past few months. You never know when someone with underworld connections such as Haddad’s might come in handy.”

      “It appears the Germans agreed with you,” Price said. “The question is, what do we do about him, now that we know the truth?”

      “Word of the shooting will have already reached Haddad,” Abercrombie said with a shrug. “It’s truly remarkable how fast news can travel beyond the perimeter of the base. What we don’t know, is whether Haddad will understand the incident for what it was, and if he’ll learn we have one of his men.”

      Lynch and Nelson had been held at bayonet-point for some time, while the officer commanding the watch arrived on the scene to take statements. Dressed as regular Eighth Army soldiers, and not wanting to give away any details of who they were or why they were in Mersa Matruh, the two Commandos remained silent. Bowen, hidden in the shadows across the street, had seen his two squadmates get caught. The sniper took off at a dead run back across the airfield, to alert one of the Commando officers of what had happened. By the time everything was sorted out, the scene of the shootout had attracted quite a crowd, both British and Egyptian. There was little doubt in anyone’s mind that someone in the crowd was working for Haddad and the Germans.

      “And if he figures out that we’re aware of his espionage activities?” Price asked.

      “Then he’ll shut his operation down, destroy all the evidence of his collusion, and plead ignorance. We might disrupt his smuggling operations for a short while, but soon enough it’ll be business as usual,” Abercrombie replied.

      Captain Eldred shook his head. “Unacceptable. Regardless of all that, he’s certainly going to let the Germans know that something here on this base is afoot. Even if he doesn’t have all the details, giving Jerry any advance warning compromises the security of our operation. If he’s passing them information, Haddad clearly has the means to regularly get word to the Germans. Does he have a wireless?”

      Abercrombie thought for a moment. “He very well might. He lives in a large walled compound to the northeast of the city along the beach. It’s big enough to conceal a sizable wireless hut, and if they are clever enough to disguise their messages and keep them short, we’d not pick it up for some time. And that’s in addition to whatever couriers or other, more traditional methods he has at his disposal.”

      Sergeant McTeague cleared his throat. “Beggin’ yer pardon, sirs. But the lads and I could hit this bloke fast and hard, be over the walls and knockin’ him in the gob before he’s even out of bed.”

      Price and Eldred exchanged looks. The older officer turned to the three corporals standing next to McTeague. “Well lads, care for another late-night adventure?”

      Lynch, Nelson, and Bowen all snapped up straight and saluted.

      “Sneaking about in the middle of the night through a blacked-out city to kick some dirty bastard right in the bollocks? Old hat for us now, Captain,” Nelson replied with a nod.

      Price looked at Abercrombie with a smile. “We have done this kind of thing a time or two, Captain.”

      Abercrombie clapped his hands together, a broad grin splitting his features. “Splendid! I do believe this calls for a drink.”
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      The Outskirts Of Mersa Matruh

      October 28th, 2345 Hours

      

      Lynch winced and muttered a curse as the Bedford jolted and rattled its way along the darkened streets of Mersa Matruh, sending dogs, cats, and several Egyptians scurrying out of the way. With headlights doused and blackout conditions in effect, the driver was navigating solely by moonlight. It was a perilous situation given that, as far as Lynch could tell, the driver’s feet were apparently made of lead, and the dirt roads throughout the city were no doubt planned and laid by a committee of blind drunkards.

      The first lorry was followed by two more driving in dangerously close formation, the bumper of the second Bedford so close, Lynch imagined he could reach out and touch the bonnet. In the back of each Bedford there were eight men, all Commandos armed to the teeth. The canvas covers over the lorries’ cargo beds were down to prevent peering eyes from seeing the Commandos, although the flap across the back of each bed was rolled up just enough to let a little moonlight inside.

      Captain Eldred had given Price command of this operation, assigning one of the two other Commando squads to accompany Price and his eleven men. The lieutenant, Lynch, and six other men rode in the first lorry, while another eight-man assault element, led by Sergeant Donovan, rode in the second. Bowen and Johnson, as well as McTeague and a new squadmate by the name of Higgins, rode in the third lorry along with two more two-man Bren teams, pulled from the other two squads.

      Higgins was one of the four new men assigned to Price after the casualties taken in Calais. Lynch found him to be a friendly, jovial fellow who was quick to laugh and - best of all - always offered to pick up the first round of pints. Higgins was quickly accepted into the squad, especially after he agreed to take on the role of Bren gunner. In each of the last two missions, the squad’s Bren gunner had been killed, and the men - Lynch included - who’d survived both Merlimont and Calais looked at the job as just a wee bit cursed. But Higgins volunteered for the position, considering it an honor to fill the role held by two other well-regarded soldiers. Tonight Higgins would work directly with McTeague, the sergeant serving as both Higgins’ loader and the section leader. The three Bren teams and the sniper team were going to serve as perimeter security for the assault on Haddad’s compound, their firepower ensuring that no one escaped to warn the Germans of the attack.

      In Lynch’s lorry, Price rode in the back with his men, sitting across from Lynch with his face covered in black cork soot, a Thompson standing on its buttstock between his knees. Nelson was there as well, along with Hall, their medic, White, the squad’s signals expert, and the rest of their new squad-mates: Herring, Brooks, and Stilwell. Lynch hadn’t spent that much time getting to know Brooks and Stilwell, other than the fact that both men were solid, competent professionals who could shoot fast and straight and carry a ruck without complaining.

      Herring, on the other hand, gave Lynch pause. Short and wiry, built much like Bowen, Herring was from the slummier parts of London and had joined the army after the Dunkirk retreat. Lynch found this odd, because Price's unit was always formed from men who’d seen combat in France with the British Expeditionary Force. Herring was the first, and only, man in the squad to have never faced off against the Germans. But when Lynch had brought his concerns to McTeague, the Scotsman had become irritable, and told Lynch in no uncertain terms to keep his nose out of the business of officers and who they picked for their squads.

      “If Lieutenant Price finds the man fit to fight alongside the likes of ye,” McTeague had growled, “then he’s bloody well fit and that’s the last of it, d’ye hear me?”

      To complicate matters further, as they were boarding the lorries, Price assigned Lynch the role of mother-hen to Herring during the mission, just as Nelson and Hall would look after Brooks and Stilwell. Lynch had checked over Herring’s kit, finding everything satisfactory, but noticing that in addition to his Fairbairn-Sykes knife, Herring also carried the sword-bayonet for his Lee Enfield.

      “Lieutenant Price doesn’t want us carrying bayonets, Herring,” Lynch had told the man. “They’re too long and cumbersome, either on our rifles or worn on our kit. We’ve got our pistols and F-S knives for the close-in work.”

      Herring had just shrugged. “I don’t mind carrying both, Corporal. Long bit ‘o steel in the hand makes up for being a short fellow like meself.”

      They were an unconventional unit within an unconventional unit, so instead of making an issue of it, Lynch dropped the matter. Price hadn’t exactly forbidden them from carrying bayonets; he believed that they didn’t have a role to play given the way the unit fought, and unlike the other Commandos, Price made sure every one of his men carried a sidearm in addition to his primary weapon.

      But now, sitting in the cargo bed of the lorry as it jostled and bounced towards their target, Lynch frowned as he saw Herring produce something metallic from his thigh picket. With a soft snick sound, a five-inch blade was suddenly gleaming in his hand.

      “Bloody hell, Herring!” Nelson said, jerking in his seat. “Put that bloody toy away before we hit another damn bump and you stick someone in the leg!”

      Herring merely shrugged. He spun and rolled the weapon between his fingers for a few seconds before folding the blade back into the switch-knife with a smooth motion that suggested he’d done it thousands of times before. He tucked the knife back into his pocket, making eye contact with Lynch as he did so. The hairs on the back of Lynch’s neck stood up, and for a moment he wondered if Price knew something very particular about Herring the rest of them weren’t privileged to know.

      Suddenly the sound of three hard thumps came from the Bedford’s cab. “One minute lads, look alive now,” Price informed them.

      Lynch ran his hands over his kit one last time. They were travelling light on this mission, weapons and ammunition only. He carried his Thompson submachine gun and a dozen spare 20-round magazines, as well as his Colt .45 automatic and its two spare magazines, four fragmentation grenades, and his own F-S knife. Price, White, and Nelson carried a similar combat load, although Nelson also wore a light pack containing a number of different demolition charges. Hall, Herring, Brooks, and Stilwell carried Lee-Enfield rifles instead of Thompsons, and Hall carried a pack containing potentially life-saving medical supplies. Lynch reflected that this might be the first time he felt Hall’s skills could be used to their full potential. In Mersa Matruh, there was a full-fledged military hospital close enough that even a serious wound could be survivable as long as Hall could stabilize the casualty and get them to a surgeon, a journey of minutes instead of days.

      The Bedford lurched to a halt, and without hesitation, Lynch jumped clear of the tailgate and landed on his feet, Thompson up and at the ready. All of his stray thoughts were banished by the reality of impending battle.

      “Herring, on me. Head up, eyes moving. Let’s go,” Lynch ordered.

      With the dexterity of a cat, Herring was over the tailgate and next to Lynch in a second, his rifle butt tucked into his shoulder, eyes looking over the weapon’s sights. Disturbing or not, the lad was fast and handled his weapons with considerable skill.

      The Bedfords were parked down a wide side-street between a number of multi-story residences, a hundred yards from where the city of Mersa Matruh ostensibly ended and the open expanse of desert beachfront began. Any closer, and they risked the engines being heard inside Haddad’s compound.

      Lynch and Herring provided cover at the front of the first Bedford, while the rest of the teams assembled behind them. McTeague and Bowen quickly departed with the other six men of their section, moving at the double out of the alley and towards the edge of the city. Bowen would no doubt find a suitable rooftop that gave him a good view of the compound, while the Bren gunners would set up overlapping fields of fire that would give them coverage across the grounds outside the compound walls. Unlike Bowen, who would be shooting in support of the assault itself, the Bren teams would work to secure the grounds outside. Given the low light and distances involved, it was best to keep their muzzles pointing away from where the Commandos would be operating to avoid any friendly fire incidents.

      Once the fire support section departed, the two assault teams moved out, slipping from shadow to shadow as they stalked towards the outskirts of the city. Although there was a blackout order in effect, moving among the homes Lynch could see, here and there, a flicker of lamplight peeking through a window’s threadbare curtain. Although the Commandos were maintaining a commendable degree of silence, the Bedfords had caused a considerable racket, and more than a few curtains and window shutters moved back into place as the Commandos passed.

      Although Egypt was a war zone, Mersa Matruh was still nearly a hundred miles from the front lines, and no city-wide alarm had been raised. The Egyptians living here had seen enough British soldiers to tell the difference between Tommies and their enemies, and so Lynch felt that most would just stay away from the windows and hope that, whoever the soldiers were after, they lived far enough away that stray bullets wouldn’t pose an immediate danger.

      Within minutes, the two assault teams had reached the point where the city ended and the long expanse of white desert beach began, sloping gently several hundred yards down to the dark line of the Mediterranean. Looking back behind them, Lynch could see the moon rising above Mersa Matruh, lending the city a sinister aspect. To the east and west along the beach Lynch could see, off in the distance, a number of large residences, all of them surrounded by white stone walls. This was where the city’s wealthy lived, out in the open, with the cool sea breezes keeping the stink of the city away. Even in the moonlight the view was, in a word, breathtaking; the stars reflected off the dark, shimmering water, and the rippling foam at the edge of the surf glowed with a dim phosphorescence, while the white beach sand was turned nearly silver in the moonlight. Lynch imagined how beautiful it must appear during a bright, cloudless day, the water a rippling azure plain. A pang of jealousy struck him in the gut, the reaction of a poor Irish orphan to the privilege of the rich and powerful.

      Lynch felt a presence next to him. Turning, he looked down at Herring, who looked at the beachfront homes with a sneer of contempt.

      “All of it earned with someone else’s blood and sweat. Worthless bastards, the lot o’ them,” Herring muttered.

      “In a few minutes,” Lynch replied, “we’ll give one of them a little payback.”

      Price stepped up next to Lynch on his right and motioned for the men to gather around. The Commandos all crouched down, and Price pointed towards the compound ahead and to their right.

      “Alright lads, that’s Haddad’s residence. Six foot walls, armed guards patrolling inside them. Four buildings inside the walls: the main residence, a servants’ quarters, a garage, and a fourth building which we think is some kind of storehouse for Haddad’s more expensive goods.

      “Tommy, you and Herring are going to go over the wall on the east, while Nelson and Brooks take the west. Silence any guards you see and give the all clear. I’ll lead the four of us in this section over the wall, and we’ll secure the compound here,” Price pointed to the southwest corner of the compound, near the garage.

      “At that point, Sergeant Donovan, you’ll lead your section over the wall, and the two sections will begin to assault the buildings. Donovan’s men will split into two four-man teams, each clearing the servant’s quarters and the storehouse. At the same time, I’ll lead my section in an assault on the main residence itself. Once Donovan’s teams have secured their buildings and the main residence has been cleared, we’ll use a torch to flash the support section the all-clear. Any questions?”

      There were none.

      Moving low and slow, Lynch and Herring began to cross the beach towards their side of the compound. Here and there, clumps of brush and weeds sprouted from the white sand, and they used this meager cover when they could. Although the compound lacked guard towers, the storehouse and main residence were both two-story buildings, with windows that looked out onto their approach. Lynch silently prayed that those inside were either asleep or preoccupied with something else.

      Like warning Jerry that we’ve captured one of their spies, he mused.

      They reached the base of the wall without incident. Immediately, Herring slung his rifle, and Lynch interlocked his fingers, offering the smaller man a boost up to the top of the wall. With a grunt, Lynch raised Herring up, and the Commando grasped at the top of the wall. Herring jerked and let out a hiss of pain.

      “There’s broken glass set into the top of the bloody wall, Corporal,” he whispered down to Lynch.

      “Can you make it up?” Lynch whispered back.

      “Aye, but be careful. I cut myself already.”

      Herring finally managed to get into a crouch at the top of the wall, and offered Lynch a hand, pulling the bigger man up and pointing out where to hold in order to avoid getting sliced by the glass. Not wishing to silhouette themselves any longer than necessary, the two Commandos dropped down onto the ground inside the compound.

      Lynch looked around them, scanning the shadows. There didn’t seem to be any immediate threat, but the smell of cheap tobacco smoke wafted towards them, and both men saw the glow of lit cigarettes as a pair of sentries slowly approached.

      The two men were Egyptian, dressed in light-colored paramilitary uniforms. Their rifles were in their hands, but not at the ready, fingers well away from the triggers. Neither of the men appeared particularly alert; the two were engaged in a whispered debate. Looking around, Lynch saw there was little to conceal them from the sentries, and he knew they’d be spotted before long. Using hand gestures, Lynch signalled to Herring they would crawl across the open ground to the corner of the garage ten yards away.

      Holding their weapons in their hands, the two Commandos quickly crawled across the sandy ground. Lynch was sure they must be obvious to the sentries, and feared at any second a shout followed by the impact of a bullet, but they made it to cover without being noticed.

      Standing with their backs to the wall of the garage, Lynch peered around the corner. The sentries were close now, only fifteen yards away. Reaching out, he tapped Herring on the shoulder, then tapped the pommel of the man’s Fairbairn-Sykes knife. He could see Herring nod, and heard the faint scrape of steel against leather as the man drew his blade. Lynch pulled free his own F-S knife and waited, taking deep, calming breaths. He’d expect to sense more uncertainty or fear from Herring, but the man seemed calm, almost nonchalant in his actions.

      The crunch of sand and whispered conversation signalled the arrival of the sentries. Lynch tensed, and as the two men stepped past the corner of the garage, Lynch slipped behind and past the first man and lunged for the second. He reached around the sentry’s face and clamped his hand across the man’s mouth, jerking him up and back while driving his knife laterally through the sentry’s throat, the razor-sharp blade slicing through both sets of carotid arteries. With a grunt of effort, Lynch pushed forward, sawing the knife back and forth, ripping the blade through the sentry’s windpipe until it finally tore free in a spray of dark, gleaming blood.

      At the same moment, Herring struck. Out of the corner of his eye, Lynch saw the Commando stab out with his long sword-bayonet, thrusting like a fencer, driving the long blade deep into the sentry’s lower back and piercing his kidney. The man arched back, mouth open in shock, and Herring sprang in, F-S knife in his other hand, and whipped the blade across the sentry’s exposed throat, slashing so deep Lynch heard the blade scrape against bone. The sentry dropped his rifle, falling to his knees while clutching at his ruined throat, then collapsed face-first into the sand, Herring’s bayonet still jutting from his back.

      His own sentry limp in death, Lynch dragged the body behind the garage, and motioned for Herring to do the same with his kill. After returning to grab their victims’ rifles, Lynch grabbed Herring by the sleeve.

      “Listen here, boyo. One move, quick and sure, that’s it. No flashy tricks, no showing off now. One of these bastards makes a sound, and we’re rumbled but good, so we are.”

      Herring was perfectly still, his eyes fixed on Lynch’s hand as it gripped the fabric of his battledress. Slowly, Herring looked up into Lynch’s gaze, the smaller man's eyes black pools in the dark, and he nodded to Lynch, not saying a word.

      If this is the first time he’s had a dead man’s blood on his hands, I’m a red-headed Welshman, Lynch thought.

      Letting go of Herring’s sleeve, Lynch gave the other man’s kill a final glance, then checked the bolt on his Thompson.

      “Alright, time’s wasting. Let’s go.”
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      The Outskirts Of Mersa Matruh

      October 29th, 0015 Hours

      

      Sergeant Dougal McTeague placed a 30-round Bren magazine in front of him, lining it up next to two other magazines sitting on a brown linen kerchief to keep out dirt and sand. Next to him Trooper Higgins lay hunched behind the Bren light machine gun, the stock tucked into his shoulder, the weapon loaded and ready. McTeague’s Thompson lay on his other side, also loaded and ready for action.

      The two Commandos were hunkered down behind a rickety bit of sun-bleached wooden fence, apparently set up to somehow separate the city proper from the beachfront. They were a hundred and fifty yards from the walls of Haddad’s compound, with a limited view of the grounds inside. Although that gave them poor visibility, their job was to provide perimeter security for the two assault teams, so McTeague wasn’t concerned.

      Their position was in the center of the three two-man Bren teams, the others twenty yards off to his right and left. Glancing to both sides, McTeague was pleased to see he couldn’t spot either team; their sergeants, Donovan and Peabody, had taught them well. Both were good men with considerable combat experience between them, and the three sergeants had considerable respect for each other’s reputations. Truth be told, McTeague admitted to himself, it was nice operating for once as a larger unit, with other senior NCOs he could rely on. The three corporals under his command - Lynch, Nelson, and Bowen - were all good men in their own way, but McTeague didn’t see any of them in his role as squad sergeant. Bowen was too much of a specialist, and he was too quiet, too unassuming. While all the men liked and respected him, McTeague couldn’t see Bowen chewing someone out, or bawling out orders in the heat of combat. At the opposite end of the spectrum, Nelson was too brash, too erratic, too driven by his own impulse for havoc and hooliganism. While he could certainly curse and knock heads about with the best of them, he didn’t have the tempered nature that made the best non-commissioned officers.

      In some ways, Lynch was a good candidate. He seemed to have a talent for working with every member of the team, and he served well in both a leadership role as well as part of a larger unit. His background, however, was a bit unusual. Born of Northern Irish parents, his father killed during the rebellion and his mother thrown in prison, Lynch had been raised in an orphanage before joining the army a couple of years prior to the war. Originally, McTeague had felt some reservations as to how well Lynch would serve under an English officer like Price, but after their capture and escape from Calais, those fears were put to rest. Whatever his opinions about the English, Lynch kept them to himself and focused on the greater enemy.

      But there was something in the man, some smouldering fire that McTeague could sense. Lynch was the kind of man who sought out combat because there was an unsettling need to, well, pick a fight. Sure, Nelson and some of the other Commandos were a rowdy lot, much quicker to throw a punch or pull a knife than your average sod, but with Tommy Lynch, he could tell it was something a little darker, a little more violent, deeper below the surface. Men like him were of a breed that thrived during wartime, only to get themselves into a lot of trouble when they came home from campaign.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a nudge from Higgins. “Sergeant, do you hear that? Sounds like engines, and they’re getting closer.”

      McTeague brought his head up and listened. Indeed, there was the unmistakable sound of automobile engines, two of them, and they were quickly growing louder. Although Mersa Matruh didn’t have a curfew per se, if there were two vehicles headed in this direction in the dead of night, they were coming here for no good purpose.

      Somewhere above and behind him, McTeague heard the faint warbling of a bird, repeating its call in an odd rhythm. It was Corporal Bowen, and he could see the approaching vehicles, or at least the plumes of dust they were raising as they came close. Bowen’s signal meant they were definitely coming in this direction.

      “Get ready lad. If they’re going to Haddad’s compound, we’re to stop them before they get inside,” McTeague whispered.

      “Aye, Sergeant,” Higgins replied. He was a good lad, young and eager to earn the respect of his squad mates. McTeague sometimes felt that he himself was the subject of more than a little hero-worship from Higgins. The other men had picked up on this, and they made no bones about keeping McTeague's head from growing too big.

      With a roar of acceleration, a battered Mercedes truck came into view, the cargo bed packed with huddled figures. A second truck followed close behind, similarly occupied. McTeague made a brief calculation, guessing that at least a dozen armed men were racing towards Haddad’s compound right as sixteen Commandos were trying to sneak inside. The trucks bounced and growled down the sandy road cutting across the beach, and they both turned to approach Haddad’s compound.

      “That’s it, then. Open fire!” McTeague shouted, hoping the other Bren teams could understand him.

      If they didn’t hear what he said, they certainly understood what to do when Higgins rattled out a six-round burst of .303 calibre slugs towards the first truck. There were several sparks from bullets ricocheting off the truck’s bonnet, and then Higgins adjusted his aim, ripping out three more long bursts and running the magazine dry. Immediately, McTeague pulled the empty mag free and slotted home a new one, slapping Higgins on the shoulder. The gunner checked the bolt and began to fire again as the other two Bren teams engaged the vehicles.

      The effect of their withering storm of bullets was immediate and decisive. The two trucks slewed and lurched, finally rolling to a stop as those men on board who survived bailed out, seeking what cover they could, either behind the trucks or in some depression in the sand around them. The muzzle flashes from the three Brens immediately drew return fire, and McTeague heard both the single shots of rifles as well as the chatter of machine pistols. Bullets kicked geysers of sand up into the air in front of their position, and several knocked holes in the wooden fence above them. Other, closer slugs whined and cracked through the air around their heads.

      Whoever the newcomers were, they were trained enough not to panic when caught in an ambush. They bailed from the vehicles, knowing that being stuck inside such a big target was a death sentence. Then they sought cover and were now returning fire, hoping to throw off the aim of their ambushers. McTeague swapped out another magazine for Higgins, then grabbed his Thompson. Right on schedule, he saw several dark figures running to the west of his position, attempting to flank the Bren team over there and launch a counterattack. McTeague hoped those men were paying attention, because he had none to spare for them at the moment.

      “Blimey, Sergeant!” Higgins shouted over the roar of his weapon. “Do all missions get cocked up like this?”

      “If they didn’t, lad,” he replied, firing a burst from his Thompson, “they wouldn’t bloody well send us to do the job!”
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      Inside Haddad’s Compound

      October 29th, 0025 Hours

      

      The moment Lynch heard the hammering of machine guns, he recognized the distinctive sound of the Brens and knew something must have happened outside of the compound. Now, the element of surprise gone, there was nothing for it but to strike as hard and as fast as possible, and hope for the best.

      "Herring, time to move it!" Lynch shouted.

      They'd just finished clearing the garage when the firing began, and they were concealed inside the garage's side entrance. The door was open a crack, and peering out, Lynch saw lights coming on inside the main house, and he heard the sounds of voices shouting in alarm.

      Running his fingers over and inside the open bolt of his Thompson, Lynch made sure no sand or plant matter fouled the mechanism. With a thump of his shoulder he opened the side entrance and ran hard for Haddad's residence, Herring's footfalls sounding right behind him.

      A porch light snapped on, illuminating the two Commandos and forcing them to squint against the glare. Ahead a door slammed open and figures rushed out into the compound, their bodies silhouetted by the light. Muzzle flashes lit their faces as the guards opened fire. Bullets cracked through the air around Lynch, small explosions of dust erupting around his feet as slugs hammered the ground. Lynch leveled his Thompson at the nearest silhouette and squeezed off a short burst. Three .45 calibre slugs chopped into the guard's heart and blew it out his back, painting the whitewashed wall behind him with a spray of crimson. Herring blasted another guard, the high-powered .303 bullet taking off the top of his target's skull.

      More weapons roared in the night, this time coming from behind and to Lynch's flanks. Glancing back, Lynch saw other Commandos rushing the house, both men from his squad as well as Sergeant Donovan's. Thompsons and Lee-Enfields roared, riddling the surviving guards with a lethal hail of lead. Within seconds, the porch had been swept clear of any resistance and claimed by the two Commando sections.

      Price stepped up next to Lynch and surveyed the men standing with him; it appeared that everyone was present and accounted for. The Commando lieutenant changed magazines in his Thompson and nodded to Sergeant Donovan.

      "Sergeant, I want half your section to move to the gate and secure it, in case any of those attackers make it past Dougal and his machine guns. Then hold this entrance with the remainder of your men."

      Donovan snapped a quick salute. "Yes, Lieutenant!"

      Price turned to Lynch and Nelson. "We'll make our way through the building. Harry, you'll take three men and clear the cellar once we've secured the ground floor. Tommy, you'll come with me and we’ll make our way to the top."

      Lynch and Nelson nodded.

      "Those of you with rifles, sling them and use sidearms," Price ordered. "No grenades unless I give the order, and beware of non-combatants. There may be women and children present."

      The men around Price all nodded. Herring, Hall, Brooks, and Stilwell slung their rifles behind their backs, then drew their .45 automatics, each man chambering a round and looking at each other for a moment, confirming their readiness. Price gave them all a final nod.

      "Right lads, quick and careful now," he said.

      Not an officer who shirked away from danger, Price was the first man through the door, followed by the other three men carrying Thompsons. They swept the foyer inside the doorway with the muzzles of their weapons, searching for any threat. But the room was clear, save for several pieces of expensive art hanging on the walls, all of them damaged in one fashion or another by the fusillade that had cut down the guards a moment ago.

      The eight Commandos moved through the first floor rooms, methodically hunting for any signs of hidden defenders, but the search was fruitless. Locating the cellar entrance, Nelson led his team down the stairs, weapons at the ready. Lynch found himself tensed, waiting for the sounds of gunfire or an explosion that signalled the injury or death of his friends, but after a long moment, Nelson hollered an all-clear up the stairs.

      "Corporal, look for any hidden tunnels or passages," Price shouted down to Nelson, "and then follow us upstairs."

      Price turned to Lynch. "Haddad must be hiding above us."

      "Aye, time to end this," Lynch replied with a nod.

      As the Commandos approached the main staircase, the first resistance inside the residence came from the barrels of a sawed-off shotgun. The blast of lead shot chipped and scratched the marble floor at the base of the stairs, sending flattened pellets ricocheting everywhere, one ripping through the edge of Lynch's sleeve. He had seen the weapon's muzzles a moment before the deafening blast, the twin barrels thrust around the corner of the stairwell by someone standing at the top of the stairs. The Commandos took cover behind an interior wall, and Lynch turned to Price.

      "I could cook a grenade a wee bit, get it onto the top landing just as it blows," Lynch offered.

      Price shook his head. "The blast could rip through an interior wall and kill an innocent."

      "I'll do this," Herring offered, stepping up. "I'll tempt him into firing again, and rush the stairs before he's reloaded."

      "And if there's more than one of them at the top of those stairs?" Lynch countered.

      Herring shrugged and waggled the Colt automatic in his hand, "I've got seven bullets."

      Lynch pulled his own pistol from its holster, chambering a round. He handed it to Herring.

      "Now you've got fourteen. Give me your rifle, it'll slow you down," Lynch replied.

      A cocked pistol in each hand, Lynch thought Herring looked like one of the crime-fighters in the American comic books he'd read as a boy. The wiry little Commando dashed out from behind the protective wall, and a heartbeat later there was the double-barreled roar of the shotgun, followed immediately by the whizzing of ricocheting lead shot pattering against the walls and ceiling. Lynch glanced around the wall, half expecting to see Herring thrashing about in an expanding pool of his own blood, but the man was instead halfway up the stairs. As Lynch watched, Herring leaped and slid sideways across the landing, hands thrust out, pistols blazing as bullets from an unseen gunman ripped into the wall above him. Herring rolled and came up on one knee, covering the hall at the top of the stairs with one pistol. After a moment, he gestured for Lynch and the others to come up after him.

      Lynch reached the top of the stairs and looked off to the left, towards where Herring had been firing. Two Egyptians were sprawled in the hallway, riddled with bullet holes. Blood, bone and brains covered the walls for several yards down the hallway.

      “Bloody good shooting that was!” Lynch exclaimed.

      Herring merely shrugged. He flipped Lynch’s pistol in his hand and offered it, butt-first. Lynch waved it away.

      “Hold onto it until we clear the rest of this place,” he said.

      Herring nodded and reloaded the pistol while Lynch covered the hallway with his Thompson. A moment later, Price reached the landing with the other Commandos behind him, eyeing the dead men at their feet. Lynch saw that one of the dead men was armed with a long-barreled Mauser pistol, and as more men arrived to cover the hallway, he bent down and picked the Mauser up, feeling the weight of the pistol in his hand. His mind flashed back to a moment during their imprisonment in Calais, when Standartenführer Johann Faust had executed poor John Pritchard with a pistol just like the one in Lynch’s hand. He and Price had escaped Faust’s Einsatzkommando headquarters, and then fled through Calais with the other Commandos in a running gun battle against the Germans. Their mission was ostensibly a success, but five good men had died so three French partisans could escape to England.

      “Just take the bloody souvenir, Tommy,” Nelson chided, jabbing Lynch in the ribs with his thumb.

      Lynch looked at his fellow Commando and made a sour face, placing the pistol back down on the floor. Suddenly, a pair of shots rang out from a room at the end of the hallway. Commandos moved to cover the door with their weapons, and both Lynch and Nelson ducked into a crouch and began moving towards the door. But before they could get within ten feet, the door opened a crack and the muzzle of a submachine gun poked out, roaring at them as bullets tore into the walls and raced their way. Lynch and Nelson threw themselves to the floor and returned fire, the heavy slugs from their Thompsons blowing holes right through the heavy oak door and the plaster walls. Over the deafening sound of their weapons Lynch thought he heard a man cry out in pain, and he ceased fire, Nelson following suit a moment later.

      “Is anyone wounded?” Price shouted, everyone momentarily deafened by the roar of the three automatic weapons in the confined space of the hallway.

      No one had been injured by the surprise attack, and the shooter had stopped firing. Price motioned for Lynch and Nelson to take the door, while Herring and White followed closely behind. As they approached the door, Nelson glanced at Lynch, clearly wondering which of the two of them was going through the door first. Lynch tipped an imaginary hat to Nelson, followed by a deep bow and a sweep of his arm, pointing towards the door.

      “Bloody wanker,” Nelson muttered. Lynch just grinned.

      Taking a moment to load a full magazine, Nelson took several deep breaths, then reared back and kicked the door, slamming the heavy oak back against the wall as he charged through, Thompson up and at the ready. Lynch followed a step behind, breaking left as Nelson broke right, the two of them sweeping the entire space of the room within a couple of heartbeats.

      They were in the mansion’s master bedroom, opulently furnished and decorated with a tasteful blend of Egyptian and European fashion, a mix of the ancient and traditional with the sophisticated and modern. Wardrobes, an enormous three-mirrored dressing table, and a massive four-poster bed dominated the room. At their feet, a young man in servant’s livery coughed up crimson froth, a trio of bloody wounds punched through his chest by one of their Thompsons. An immaculate Bergmann MP-18 machine pistol lay next to him, surrounded by a scattering of spent brass cartridge casings.

      At the other end of the room, standing in a corner, Salih El Haddad held a small Walther automatic to the temple of a young servant girl as tears streamed down her face. Haddad was dressed in an expensive European suit, several gold rings on his fingers, a delicate gold watch on his wrist. The men had all been shown Haddad’s picture before the operation to ensure his capture if at all possible. He was tall and lean, his jet-black hair slicked back from his forehead, a thin moustache across his lip. Haddad looked like he could be an American movie star, sleek and charming, if it weren’t for the cruelty in his expression and the sneer of contempt he showed both the Commandos and the girl he held at gunpoint. At his feet, another, older female servant lay sprawled in death, a pair of small bullet wounds in her chest.

      “Stay where you are, or the girl dies!” Haddad commanded.

      Price stepped into the room between Lynch and Nelson, his Thompson’s muzzle lowered. “Really now?" the lieutenant said. "My good man, how terribly unoriginal."

      Haddad’s brow furrowed in anger. “Do not mock me, Englishman! I’ll blow this girl’s brains all over the room if you or your men come any closer!”

      Price considered this for a moment. “Mister Salih El Haddad, you are suspected of committing espionage, of passing information on British activities to the enemy. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Haddad spat at them from across the room.

      “We can only assume informants in the city brought you the news of a gunfight at the base that killed several Egyptians,” Price continued. “You might have suspected that the Egyptians killed were some of your spies. Did you pass word of this on to the Germans? Do they know we’re aware of your activities?”

      “I’ll tell you nothing!” Haddad growled. “I hope Adolf Hitler burns your pathetic island to ashes! I hope he takes a piss on the corpses of your king and queen!”

      Price’s eyes narrowed.

      “Very well,” Price said softly. "Corporal Lynch?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant?” Lynch replied, his eyes never leaving Haddad.

      “Make it clean, for her sake.”

      Lynch raised the muzzle of his Thompson half an inch, steadied the weapon for an instant, and then squeezed the trigger. The submachine gun fired a single shot, the .45 calibre slug punching through Haddad’s shocked features just below his right eye, blowing the back of his head all over the expensive wallpaper behind him. Flecks of blood and brain matter sprayed the gold-edged dressing mirrors, leaving tear-shaped pink streaks across their surface.

      Haddad’s corpse crumpled to the ground behind the servant girl, his pistol tumbling from nerveless fingers. The girl, trembling in terror, reached up and slowly wiped a fleck of blood from her cheek, then turned and let out a shriek of horror at the sight of Haddad’s brains slowly sliding down the wall. With a swoon, the girl fainted, sprawling across Haddad’s king-sized bed.

      “Hysterical bint,” Nelson muttered.
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      Mersa Matruh Airbase

      October 29th, 0600 Hours

      

      “Well, that was a bloody disaster!”

      Abercrombie stood behind his desk, his face reddened with anger, white-knuckled fists grinding into the tabletop as he leaned forward, stiff-armed. Before him stood Eldred, Price, McTeague, Donovan, Lynch, and Nelson. The Commandos had managed a few hours of fitful sleep before one of Abercrombie’s aides fetched them from their hangar a few minutes ago. As usual, the officers looked refreshed and spotless in their uniforms, while Lynch and the other enlisted men still bore smudges of soot and blood on their hands and faces, and their uniforms were still filthy from last night’s operation.

      “Actually, I believe the mission was a success,” Captain Eldred responded, his face showing only mild bemusement. “All of my men survived the action with only a few minor injuries, while the enemy position was secured and their forces neutralized.”

      Lynch knew Eldred was being a bit flippant, but he had to agree with the captain. McTeague’s section had wiped out the two truckloads of men racing to Haddad’s compound in a short but vicious firefight along the beach. Within the compound, their two sections had killed or wounded over a dozen armed guards and servants, while a handful of non-combatants were captured. Those survivors were being interrogated somewhere nearby. In purely military terms, their assault had been a smashing success, with only a couple of lightly-wounded men injured by the broken glass along the compound wall and bits of flying wood, stone, or bullet fragments.

      Abercrombie, however, was not amused by Eldred’s answer. “Don't play dumb with me, Captain. Your job was to capture Haddad, so we could learn what he knew and discover who his contacts were in the city. All that knowledge died with him.”

      Eldred's only reaction was to raise his eyebrows. “These men are not constables or detectives, Abercrombie. They're trained for swift, surgical assaults relying on extreme violence to overwhelm the enemy. They don’t go about with magnifying glasses and notebooks, licking their pencil tips and scribbling down clues.”

      “That doesn't mean they can't avoid killing one damn Egyptian!” Abercrombie retorted.

      Price cleared his throat. “To be fair, Captain, Haddad was not coming along quietly, and he had an innocent woman at gunpoint. He would have shot her dead if we'd tried to take him by force.”

      Abercrombie sneered. “Endangering your entire mission here in Egypt, and possibly all of Operation Crusader as well, for the life of one bloody Egyptian peasant. I was led to believe your men were professionals, Lieutenant.”

      At that, all the Commandos stiffened, their faces darkening with anger. Price leaned forward, his hand unconsciously dropping to his holstered pistol. Eldred reached out and laid a hand on Price’s shoulder.

      “My men are professionals, Captain,” Price answered, ignoring Eldred’s gesture of restraint. “That is why they don't allow criminals such as Haddad to endanger the lives of innocents. If you felt we weren't up to running your errands, and cleaning up your mess, you were more than welcome to buckle on your kit and lead the assault!”

      “My mess?” Abercrombie shouted. “Your men were the ones starting gunfights in the middle of the airbase!”

      “There wouldn’t have been a gunfight in the first place, if you’d done your job and found these spies before we arrived. Or for that matter, if you’d gone ahead and thrown Haddad in a cell when you first suspected him of smuggling. But instead, you decided to try and be clever!”

      Lynch saw that Eldred had had enough. The Commando captain stepped forward, putting himself between Price and Abercrombie, his calm demeanor completely absent, replaced now by an expression of indignant anger and exasperation.

      “This argument is over,” Eldred said flatly. “Captain Abercrombie, you requested our deployment here from Scotland, even when there are assets in North Africa that could do our job. You agreed to send us after Haddad tonight, even though you’ve known he was a criminal for months. If you don't like the outcome of our actions, that is unfortunate, but there is no profit in arguing about it now.”

      The three officers glared at each other for a long moment, before Abercrombie finally let out a long sigh and collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his hands across his face. Reaching into an open drawer, he pulled out his bottle of Scotch and a glass. He held the bottle up as a silent offering.

      “A bit early in the day for that, don’t you think?” Eldred asked, a note of disapproval in his voice.

      Abercrombie let out a snort. “It’s not too early if you haven’t gone to bed yet.”

      Pouring himself a generous portion, Abercrombie drank it down in one large gulp. He stared at the bottom of his empty glass for several seconds.

      “If Jerry really wants to win the war,” Abercrombie mused, “he should forget about bombing London, and focus on destroying our distilleries in Scotland. The whole bloody war effort would grind to a halt, like an engine without sufficient lubricating oil.”

      McTeague took a half-step forward. “Sir, any news on the three Englishmen we found among the ruffians trying to get into Haddad’s compound?”

      “As best as we can guess,” Abercrombie replied, “the three men were German infiltrators, posing as Eighth Army corporals.”

      The Commandos let out a collective sigh, but McTeague was clearly the most relieved.

      “Bloody hell, that’s good to hear,” he said. “Finding those lads among the dead, thinking we’d cut down some of our own by mistake...ye cannae know how awful that felt.”

      “They were wearing Eighth Army uniforms,” Price said. “Their weapons and kit were all regulation, they were even wearing identity disks.”

      “Their disks look very convincing,” Abercrombie said. He lifted up three pairs of pressed fibre identity disks from his desk and held them dangling by their strings. “But these are forgeries. Good ones, too. No real telling how long those chaps were among us, poking their noses where they didn't belong. This means much of our planning for Crusader could be compromised.”

      “Captain,” Lynch spoke up for the first time, “do we have any idea what unit the Jerries belonged to?”

      Abercrombie put the disks down and thought for a long moment, then reached for his bottle and poured himself another dram, drinking half of it before answering. “We have heard rumors of a secret German unit, designation 'Brandenburg'. They're dedicated to behind-the-lines operations. Not so much like you Commandos, but rather more like saboteurs and assassins, real cloak-and-dagger stuff. Specialized teams with men who speak English, French, and so on, wearing our uniforms, trained to blend in as they slip through our lines and infiltrate our bases in order to cause mischief.”

      “And you think these dead Germans were some of these Brandenburg men?” Price asked.

      Abercrombie nodded. “It makes sense. If I were Rommel, I wouldn't trust the Egyptians I was buying information from to be completely trustworthy. What if we were paying them to feed disinformation back to our enemies? So Jerry sneaks a few of these clever chaps into Mersa Matruh, and has them pretend to be our men. They gather their own intelligence, keep an eye on Haddad, and maybe even commit a little sabotage while they're at it. Sugar in petrol tanks, sand in the crankcases, that sort of rubbish.”

      “Captain, I wonder if those fellows were sent to Haddad's, not to warn him or rescue him, but to silence him?” Lynch asked.

      The room was quiet for a moment. Finally, Abercrombie drained the last of his glass before reaching again for the nearly-empty bottle.

      “Either way, Corporal,” Abercrombie replied, “I think you can be certain of one thing.”

      “Sir?”

      Abercrombie raised his glass in a salute, eying Lynch over the rim.

      “Jerry knows you're coming, old boy. And he'll be ready for you.”
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      Mersa Matruh Airbase

      October 29th, 0700 Hours

      

      After the debriefing with Abercrombie, the whole of Eldred’s command prepared for departure. The men washed up and bolted down their morning bacon, biscuits and tea, then loaded their weapons and equipment onto Bedford transports. The officers decided that time was of the essence, and rather than wait for the Long Range Desert Group patrol to get closer to Mersa Matruh, the Commandos departed, having used the wireless to arrange a rendezvous a long day’s drive to the south.

      None of the Commandos looked forward to sitting in the bed of a canvas-topped lorry for most of a day, bumping and lurching along a laughable excuse for a desert road, coughing and choking on the dust raised by the lead lorry. But as miserable as it was, every man preferred the jostling and the dust and the cramped space inside the cargo bed to another day’s interminable waiting inside the oven of the aircraft hangar. At least on the move, they were doing something, not just sitting around, slowly baking over the course of another scorching day while cooped up under lock and key.

      After eight hours on the move, the Commandos’ convoy of five Bedfords, guarded by a pair of Morris armoured cars, made contact with the LRDG’s scout car. The light Chevrolet was manned by a couple of the scruffiest-looking soldiers Lynch had ever seen. The Chevrolet was loaded with boxes of ammunition and food, cans of petrol and water, as well as camouflage netting, tools, and other miscellaneous pieces of kit piled into and hanging from every square inch of the vehicle. The scout car boasted a pintle-mounted Lewis gun, as well as a Thompson and a pair of Lee-Enfields, all three in leather scabbards. In addition, the two Desert Group men wore holstered revolvers and belt knives. Both men were brown as a bean from life under the relentless desert sun, and they sported thick bristly beards. One of the men wore a wide-brimmed canvas hat, while the other wore a native headdress of white cloth covering his head and neck.

      After Captain Eldred and Lieutenant Price greeted the LRDG men, the scout car led the convoy on for a dozen miles before turning off the desert track and into a slight depression, where they discovered the rest of the eleven-vehicle unit. The thirty men of V Patrol met the thirty-seven men of Eldred’s Commando force, and each unit sized up the other. Although the Commandos were, as a rule, not the sort of soldiers who adhered to parade-ground standards of dress and grooming during a mission, all of the men wore their issued Eighth Army uniforms in a regulation fashion, and all the Commandos were clean-shaven, with close-cropped haircuts. In contrast, not one of the Desert Group men wore a complete regulation Army uniform. Their clothing was a medley of various uniform pieces and differing patterns, mixed heavily with native North African garments, mostly jackets, headdresses, and footgear, although some shirts and trousers were African as well. In addition, many of the men wore a revolver or automatic, often in a hand-tooled leather holster of local manufacture, as well as a knife of some sort. All of them looked like the two soldiers driving the scout car: deeply tanned, lean, raw-boned men with unkempt hair and thick beards, some so dark-complexioned that they could easily have been mistaken for Egyptians if the Commandos didn’t know any better.

      “Bloody hell,” Nelson exclaimed when they first saw the men of V Patrol, “they look more like a band of pirates than soldiers!”

      Lynch nodded at the comparison. The Commandos and the men of the Desert Group couldn’t look more different, and their desert guides did have a roguish, motley appearance that made Nelson’s comment surprisingly accurate.

      Bowen hopped down from the back of their Bedford and stretched straight up on his tiptoes, arms in the air. “A pretty spot-on observation, actually. These men roam the deep desert like pirates, far from resupply and even farther from any sizable settlement. They’re looking for Jerries or Eyeties, hunting not to attack and destroy, but to observe and report.”

      “But we’re a hundred miles or more from bleedin’ anything,” Nelson waved his hands around them. “So why the hell would Jerry be motoring about in the middle of nowhere?”

      Price walked over as the Commandos disembarked from their transports. He’d overheard Nelson’s comment and scratched his chin, smiling as he glanced over at the Desert Group.

      “Strategy, of course,” Price answered. “Think of the front lines here in North Africa. We face off against the Germans and Italians north of here along a pretty narrow front, maybe thirty or forty miles perpendicular to the coast. To the north of that, in the Med, we’re constantly taking a crack at Jerry’s supply lines, just as he’s after ours, but it’s not really feasible to move men or vehicles over the water to engage in combat – too few places to land them where they wouldn’t be vulnerable to attack before the landing could be completed.

      “On the other hand, here you have thousands of square miles of open desert, almost all of it unoccupied. If you had routes properly studied and mapped, you could move an entire army in a flank march against Jerry’s rear echelon and strike before he even knew our forces were on the move. The same goes for our enemies, of course; that clever chap Rommel would love to steal a march on us and pop up from the southern desert to catch us while we’re in the middle of afternoon tea.

      “So these lads have a twofold mission. On the one hand, they’re constantly mapping and gathering intelligence on the terrain, finding paths through the deep desert along which we could bring armour and infantry to strike deep into Libya. On the other hand, they’re on the lookout for Jerry trying the same thing, reporting back on any signs of enemy movement or fortification. Here in the deep desert, there are no borders or front lines, just an ocean of rocks and sand.”

      Lynch thought of the featureless wasteland he’d watched pass by all day out the back of the Bedford. “And we’re supposed to find a secret enemy base somewhere in the middle of all this?”

      Price smiled and clapped Lynch on the shoulder. “But of course, my dear fellow. The PM has every confidence in your capacity for performing the impossible.”

      Later that night, Lynch sat on an empty wooden ration box and blew across the rim of his mug, trying to cool the scalding hot tea before he burned his tongue again. This far away from the coastline, the desert nights were even colder than he’d anticipated, and the mug of sweet tea was a welcome relief as the temperature plunged after sundown. Although he still wore the borrowed Eighth Army battledress, Lynch had draped a woolen blanket over his shoulders as a barrier against the night breeze that cut through the uniform’s light material as if it offered no protection at all. He saw several of the Desert Group men wearing native coats that hung almost to their ankles, and he envied their warmth.

      Lynch looked up from his tea and glanced at the men sitting next to him. Along with Bowen, Lynch sat with Nelson and White around a small fire pit, dug down into the desert sand in order to help hide the flames from any distant observers. While they’d operated in France, their careful use of terrain meant they were often effectively invisible from anyone more than a hundred yards from their position. But out here in the desert, a small campfire could be seen from miles away by a pair of keen eyes. It was also taking some time to adjust to the fact that concealing their vehicles was an almost impossible task. Although the LRDG patrol bivouacked them in a shallow depression about a hundred yards across, there were hills miles away whose summits had a clear line of sight into their encampment. Instinctively, Lynch hunched his shoulders and bowed his head, thinking of mortar bombs or artillery shells screaming in from unseen, imaginary hilltop emplacements

      “What’s the matter, Tommy? Afraid of the dark?” Nelson teased.

      “I don’t like being so bloody exposed,” Lynch replied. “Nothing but flat sand and the dark for miles all around us. Plays with the mind, so it does.”

      “First the plane, and now this? Are you sure that pale Irish skin of yours isn’t turning a wee bit yellow?” Nelson asked.

      A silent shadow blacked out the stars behind Nelson, and a moment later the Commando bolted to his feet with a yelp and a start as a shovel-sized hand rested on his shoulder. Nelson spun and cursed as McTeague stepped into the firelight, his pipe sticking out from the corner of his mouth.

      Lynch chuckled at his friend’s reaction. “Now who’s afraid of the dark, Harry?”

      As Nelson settled back down onto the ground, McTeague squatted on his heels among them. The big Scot had his Thompson slung over his shoulder, loaded and ready for action. Lynch's own weapon leaned against his thigh, similarly ready. Although there was likely no one for miles around, all the Commandos had a long gun loaded and within reach.

      “Enjoying our first night out under the African sky, lads?” McTeague asked.

      Lynch took a moment and looked up. The vast panorama of stars above them was a little disorienting. The bowl of the night sky was unbroken by anything along the entire horizon, and the moon provided a good deal of light, but the stars were what drew the eye. Even in the blacked-out regions of France they’d visited over the course of the last year, Lynch had never seen such a crystal-clear view of the stars.

      White drummed his fingers on the tin mug in his hands, his face turned skyward. “Rather beautiful sight actually, Sergeant. Like a million diamonds, spilled across black silk.”

      All the men turned and looked at White, eyebrows raised.

      “Well I’ll be damned!” Nelson laughed. “Bloody hell, despite the fact that you still look like a bleedin’ caveman five minutes after you’ve shaved, I do believe you’ve just given us proof you're a skirt!”

      White glared at Nelson. Reaching down, he snatched up a small pebble, and with commendable accuracy, lobbed the missile into Nelson’s half-full mug of tea. The hot liquid splashed across Nelson’s hands and thighs, causing him to jump up and curse as he brushed at his wet uniform.

      “You sodding wanker, you’ve ruined me char!” Nelson growled.

      “Serves you right,” White fired back. “Just because the rest of you lot are a pack of illiterate savages, it doesn’t mean some of us don't enjoy picking up a book of poetry now and then. Plenty of soldiers down through the ages cobbled together a bit of verse on nights like these.”

      “Oi, don’t you be lumping all of us in with this bloody Neanderthal!” Lynch replied, jerking his thumb at Nelson.

      McTeague just shook his head. Pulling his pipe from his mouth, he stabbed the stem towards Bowen. “Lad, I cannae think how ye manage to stay sane around these idiots.”

      Bowen just smiled and shrugged. “Well Sergeant, I just remember they’re all bigger than I am, meaning they’re easier targets, as well as good cover and concealment.”

      At that, everyone laughed. Nelson refilled his tea, and the mood around the fire returned to a more placid state. After a few minutes of silence, as the men worked at drinking their tea, Nelson let out a speculative grunt.

      “That signify anything?” Bowen asked.

      “Odd, ain't it?” Nelson replied. “When I was a wee lad, me mum took me to a museum. Saw me a mummy, I did. One of them royals, the Pharaohs, they's called 'em. Sign said he'd been dead for four thousand years. Can you bloody imagine? Them blokes what built the pyramids, they were doin' that when we were squattin' in holes dug in the sides of hills an' such.”

      Lynch nodded. “Greece was old when Rome was young, but Egypt was old when Greece was young. The kings of these lands have been marching armies across this desert since men learned to fight like soldiers, so they have.”

      “And for what reason?” Bowen mused. He dug his hand into the desert and let the sand trickle through his fingers. “You can't grow food or raise animals here. Can't even find a drop of water. Doesn't seem worth killing over.”

      McTeague took his pipe from his lips and knocked it out against the edge of his boot before standing up to tower over his men.

      “More often than not, lads,” he said, “kings don't need a reason to send men off to war. All they really need is an excuse.”

      With that, McTeague kicked sand over their small fire, putting out the flames.

      “Off to ye beds, now, and get some rest. Tomorrow we're hunting Jerries.”
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      One Hundred Fifty Miles South of Mersa Matruh

      October 30th, 0500 Hours

      

      The strike force rose before the dawn and prepared for battle. Each of the Commandos under Eldred's command cleaned and loaded their personal weapons, and the NCOs in each section looked over the men, their kit, and the heavy weapons and supplies the Commandos had brought with them from England. The LRDG patrol, led by a Captain Clarke, redistributed some of their supplies aboard the Bedfords so that a Commando could ride with each of the patrol's vehicles. Eldred wanted his men to observe Clarke's, not only so the two forces could work better together, but so they could serve as replacements in the event that some of the LRDG vehicle crews became casualties.

      That possibility, however, was one Eldred made clear to his men he wanted to avoid at all costs. “The men of the Desert Group have extremely specialized training,” he cautioned, “and losses in their ranks are not easily replaced. I don't want to seem as if I am devaluing our own lives, but the role of the Desert Group is to navigate and guide us to our target. They are not - repeat, not - to engage the enemy except in self-defense, or if they are ordered to do so by Captain Clarke.”

      The two Morris armoured cars were to remain with the strike force, although their worth in the coming mission was debatable. Their armaments weren't impressive enough on their own to warrant the cars’ presence, but their commanding officer, Captain Moody, felt obliged to offer his services for the duration of the mission. He pointed out that one of his fellow officers, a Lieutenant Lewis, had gone missing with a supply convoy a week earlier, and Moody owed it to his friend to stand fast and support the Commandos.

      “The lads and I are looking for payback,” Moody said. “And a few more big guns can't hurt.”

      “No offense old chap,” Eldred replied, “but if that’s the case, couldn't you have brought guns that were even bigger?”

      By the time the sun began to climb into the sky, the strike force, all eighteen vehicles, was on the move. The Chevrolets of the LRDG led the way, followed by the five Bedfords blocked in front and back by the two armoured cars. The convoy stretched for almost half a mile, spread out to keep the amount of choking dust to a minimum, as well as make them a more dispersed and difficult target in case of an air attack.

      Lynch was assigned a seat on the second LRDG vehicle in the convoy. Bowen was riding in the scout car several miles ahead of everyone else, contributing his keen eyes to the car's reconnaissance role. Johnson, Bowen's spotter, fretted like a faithful hound that'd been left behind while its master went hunting alone. Lynch felt sorry for Johnson, knowing that the two men trained and fought together as a team to the point where they could communicate entirely without speech, everything conveyed with subtle hand gestures and eye movements. Splitting up such a partnership left each man feeling a bit at sea, but orders were orders.

      As for Lynch, he found himself in the company of one Corporal Jack Lawless, the commander of the 30cwt Chevrolet leading the convoy proper. The vehicle normally carried three men, but some fuel cans and ration boxes had been shifted to one of the Bedfords to free up both weight and room enough for Lynch to ride along. The Chevrolet was armed with a Vickers gun on a tall pintle mount to the rear of the vehicle and a Lewis gun at the front passenger's seat. Lawless and the two other men, all New Zealanders like most of the LRDG troops, carried sidearms and kept long guns aboard the vehicle. Nelson's comment about pirates came to mind as Lynch climbed aboard and took in all the weapons, ammunition, and supplies stowed everywhere space could be found.

      Lawless noticed Lynch’s eyes going wide as he worked to find a comfortable space for his Thompson, pack, and his own backside. “Sorry the old girl’s a bit choc-a-block, but any place you can wedge in your bum and kit is fine by us.”

      Eventually Lynch shoehorned himself in between a petrol can and an ammunition box, trying not to think about what would happen if either were hit by incendiary munitions. Sitting on a ration box, he folded his bedroll into a makeshift seat cushion, crammed his pack behind him, and found a place where he could wedge the stock of his Thompson so the weapon wouldn’t rattle around. Lawless looked back and nodded his approval.

      “Like a natural, you are! By the way, this here’s Budgie and Nichols.” Lawless pointed to the men in the front passenger seat and back seat, respectively.

      Lynch shook each man’s hand. “Tommy Lynch, good to meet you lads.”

      As Lawless put the Chevrolet in gear and began leading the rest of the convoy out of their encampment, Budgie turned around in his seat to talk to Lynch.

      “So, Tommy, what regiment d’you come from? Before the Commandos, I mean,” he asked.

      “I was in the Royal Irish Fusiliers, joined up and served for a little while before shipping out with the BEF,” Lynch explained. “Got knocked about a bit in France, then made if off the beach at Dunkirk with the rest of the lads, so we did.”

      “Got stuck in with Jerry while you were over there, eh?” Nichols asked him.

      “Aye, so I did, now. We were torn up for sure at Arras, but most of the RIF made it out of France. Bloody Fritzes and their panzers! But I suppose you lads have your share of panzers out here?”

      Budgie nodded. “Your old friend Erwin moved his rolling circus into Libya and proceeded to entertain us for a while. But, I suppose it's more interesting than sitting back home and herding sheep!”

      “You're forgetting,” Nichols piped up, “there might be shepherding back home, but there's also skirts to chase!”

      “Nichols old son,” Lawless interjected, “I thought you couldn't tell the difference!”

      They all broke into laughter, Lynch included, and soon it was clear that Lynch's outsider status was no longer a concern to the New Zealanders.

      As the sun climbed higher in the sky, Lynch experienced the unbridled fury of the daytime desert for the first time. Unprotected by a tin roof or a canvas cargo cover, his skin felt like it was being seared by a blowtorch, and the thick shock of black hair on his head absorbed so much heat, he felt like his brain was boiling inside his skull. Fearing ridicule from the New Zealanders, Lynch tried to remain stalwart, but by mid-morning it was clear that he was suffering terribly. Nichols rummaged around in one of the packs lashed down near at hand and produced a floppy canvas hat, which Lynch gratefully accepted. Nichols also found him a lightweight long-sleeved shirt to wear that covered up his bare arms, which were now turning a decidedly dangerous shade of bright pink.

      “Ain't going to be of any use to us or anyone else if you're passed out from bloody heat-stroke before afternoon tea time,” Nichols advised.

      The extra protection helped, as did drinking a full pint of water. The LRDG men were trained to survive in the desert on only six pints of water a day for all purposes, a restriction brought on by the limitations of operating on their own for extended periods of time without resupply, carrying everything they needed in their vehicles. But on this mission, not only were their supplies bolstered by the extra cargo space aboard the Commandos' transports, but they were operating relatively close to both their own headquarters at the Siwa Oasis and the Jerabub Oasis. For the first time in some months, the Desert Group men could relax their restrictions on water usage...at least a little bit. And they also understood that although the Commando troops were tough, fit soldiers, they weren't prepared for the harsh conditions encountered during deep desert operations.

      As his suffering lessened slightly, Lynch found himself better able to observe his newfound brothers in arms and how they operated. The scout car, several miles ahead of the others, served as the trailblazer, finding sand that would bear the weight of the other vehicles and provide sufficient traction to avoid someone getting stuck. The vehicles that followed the scout car drove along the scout's trail, often trying to keep their wheels in the scout's tracks.

      While operating the vehicle was the job of the driver, the other crew weren't simply along for the ride. Lynch saw that Budgie kept a record of their speed, bearing and travel time in a log book. Instead of a regular compass, Budgie used a very complex-looking sundial, mounted next to him on the dashboard. Using the sundial and his pocket watch to judge their bearing, he kept a map constantly updated with their closest approximate location.

      “Does every car maintain its own map?” Lynch asked.

      “You have to,” Budgie replied. “There's always the possibility you could be separated from the rest of the patrol. If that happens, and you don't know where you are, you're vulture food.”

      While Budgie maintained the map, Nichols kept his head on a swivel with a pair of field glasses, constantly scanning both the horizon and the sky for any signs of the enemy.

      “If we spot a Jerry plane,” he advised Lunch, “we hide first, fight last. We'll try and get the camouflage netting in place and hope we're not spotted. The desert's a bloody big place from a mile in the air, and if our profile's broken up a bit, those Jerry bastards will have a devil of a time spotting us.”

      “And what do we do now, if we are spotted?” Lynch asked.

      Nichols patted the pintle-mounted Vickers gun next to them. “Then we find out just how ducky my aim is, at least if the idiots try to get within a half-mile of us.”

      “What're the chances of anyone shooting down a Storch?” Lynch asked, referring to the German reconnaissance plane.

      “About a thousand to one,” Nichols replied with a grin. “But at least we'll feel better.”

      Lynch refrained from pointing out that during the retreat to Dunkirk, he and many other infantrymen had taken potshots with rifles and Brens at the attacking Stukas. It had done little to make them feel better while they were being bombed and strafed with impunity.

      Morning turned to afternoon, and the strike force steadily approached the Libyan border. Lynch had fallen into a near-stupor after their midday meal and water ration, so it wasn't until Nichols reached over and shook his arm that Lynch realized the New Zealanders had spotted something. Looking up, Lynch saw a dust plume and a fast-approaching speck on the horizon.

      “Jerries?” he asked Budgie, who was observing the vehicle through a pair of field glasses.

      “Yes and no,” Budgie replied. “That's the scout car, coming back at top speed. But there's only one reason they'd be moving so fast and leaving that kind of plume in the sky.”

      Lynch immediately knew the answer. “Aye. We've been rumbled.”
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      Thirty Miles North-East Of Jerabub Oasis

      October 30th, 1300 Hours

      

      Hauptmann Karl Steiner thumped his fist on the roof of the Autoblinda's turret. “Faster, you lazy turds!” he shouted in Italian at his driver. “We can't lose the element of surprise!”

      Steiner reminded himself that here in the desert, where a man could see for miles with the unaided eye, surprise was relative. He'd achieved surprise against the Englishman Lewis' convoy not through being unseen, but by being seen all too easily, and fooling his quarry long enough to lure them in close, where they had no hope of escape or victory.

      Now, however, he believed his target wasn't some slow-moving supply convoy, but rather, one of the British long-range scouting patrols, their “Desert Group”. He'd heard reports of these motorized patrols poking their noses around his army’s flanks, sniffing for vulnerabilities and possible attack routes. Although he’d exchanged fire at a distance with their cars before, he’d never been able to capture one of these men, never mind an entire patrol.

      But today, Steiner was out in force, with a half-dozen Italian armoured cars at his command. Fast, with heavy firepower and good armour, the Autoblindas would be more than a match for whatever the Desert Group carried with them.

      Besides, the reports he'd read on the activities of this unit seemed to indicate they were largely reconnaissance troops, unwilling to engage in combat and untrained in small, mobile unit battle tactics. He was sure the men were brave enough, of course, but when the Autoblindas' 20mm cannons began to reduce the British vehicles to burning, twisted heaps of scrap metal, they'd capitulate.

      It would be, Steiner reasoned, the only civilized thing to do.

      Up ahead, the dust plume and distant speck that was the Desert Group's scout car was getting closer: they were slowly but surely catching up to them. Further in the distance, the haze of dust in the air signalled the location of the rest of the patrol. Steiner wondered if the scout car carried a radio: if so, they must have contacted the rest of their patrol and warned them of Steiner's approaching armoured car squadron. Would the patrol even attempt a fight? Or would they immediately flee, perhaps breaking formation and dispersing, so no matter who his squadron followed, they'd only catch part of the patrol? His mind raced with all the possible permutations of the battle to come. It was about time, too. Although he didn't regret capturing Lieutenant Lewis and his men without a fight, the truth was that most of Steiner's time in the desert involved a great deal of boredom. There was so much distance involved, and such small units moving about the desert, that finding the enemy was all too often simply blind luck. Today, they'd been searching for evidence of a Desert Group patrol either coming from or going to their base in Siwa. Thankfully it appeared their luck was good, because only a couple of hours after crossing into Egypt, they’d seen the tell-tale dust plume of the scout car. Steiner had immediately whipped his Italians into a frenzy, hoping to close before being discovered.

      Up ahead, it appeared the scout car was going to make a futile effort to lose them behind some low, rocky, sand dunes. The car disappeared, and pushing his officer's cap back and snapping his goggles up onto his forehead, Steiner raised his field glasses and scanned the dunes ahead. At first he saw nothing. Then there was a momentary flash of light as the sun struck something reflective along the ridge of the left-hand dune. Perhaps one of the Desert Group officers was sizing up Steiner’s force through field glasses? Steiner imagined the enemy commander calculating the chances of escaping a squadron of armoured cars equipped with autocannons and machine guns.

      If you're still standing there right now, Steiner thought, it is already too late to run.

      Steiner lowered his glasses and ducked down into the crew compartment. He turned to the gunner, who took Steiner’s place in the one-man turret to operate the Autoblinda’s weapons. “When we close to within five hundred meters, open fire on the ridge of the left-hand sand dune,” he ordered.

      The gunner opened his mouth to reply, but before he spoke they both flinched as a dozen hammer-blows struck the car’s armour plate in rapid succession. The gunner ducked into the body of the car, fingering a bullet hole in the top of his cloth cap. Another half-dozen impacts rattled against the body of the car, and Steiner had to smile at the bravery of the Desert Group soldiers.

      Brave, but ultimately futile, Steiner thought to himself. Rifles and light machine guns weren’t going to turn away a half-dozen armoured cars. He turned again to the gunner.

      “Range to target?” he asked.

      “Six hundred metres,” the Italian replied, peering through his sights.

      “Open fire now, alternating weapons. They need to know what they’re up against,” Steiner ordered.

      The gunner cut loose with a six-round barrage from the 20mm cannon, the whole armoured car shaking with the weapon’s recoil. Then he switched to the 8mm Breda machine gun and let off several long bursts, emptying one of the weapon’s magazines, before firing the rest of the cannon’s twelve-round ammunition clip. As the gunner reloaded his weapons, Steiner peered through his commander’s seat vision block. He saw the impacts of the cannon shells on the dune’s ridge, great puffs of sand and pulverized rock leaping into the air.

      Steiner’s radio crackled. “Car Four to Car One - do we open fire?”

      “All cars,” Steiner replied, “prepare to engage the enemy. Lay cover fire along the ridges. Once we are past the dunes, concentrate fire on the vehicles.”

      Rifle and machine gun bullets continued to patter against the car’s hull, but the Autoblindas were effectively immune to small-arms fire. Steiner wondered at the insanity of men who should clearly understand that they couldn’t hope to damage the Italians’ armour. Only three hundred meters from the gap between the dunes, Steiner squinted through the vision block, searching for any sign of the enemy. He saw movement at the edge of the right-hand sand dune, and he peered through his field glasses, trying to see through the car’s restrictive viewport. Although the car’s bouncing and jostling made a clear view almost impossible, for just a moment, Steiner could see what attracted his attention, and his blood went cold.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” he screamed to his driver. “Evasive man-”

      The car’s turret rang like a gigantic bell, and Steiner felt himself get slapped with hot, wet clots of soft matter. His brain vaguely registered it as pulped human tissue. He glanced up and saw what remained of his gunner collapse back into the car. The Italian’s torso had effectively disappeared, ripped apart by the impact of an armour-piercing shell and fragments of the car’s own armour. There was a fist-sized hole in the turret a few inches below the gunner’s optics, and a matching hole in the rear wall of the turret.

      Steiner keyed the radio. “All cars, all cars, we are taking anti-tank fire. Evasive manoeuvres!” he spoke as clearly as possible into the mouthpiece, trying to keep his emotions from distorting the orders and confusing the other car commanders.

      There was another immense clang as a second shell struck the body of his armoured car, and Steiner felt a tug on his lower leg. Fear rushed through him; he’d heard numerous accounts from those who’d lost limbs and, at the time, only felt a “tug” as a shell or fragment severed their limb in the blink of an eye. Tentative fingers reached down, and to his relief only found a tear in his pant leg and a bloody crease across the side of his calf. But smoke began to seep forward from the engine compartment; the shell had continued through the body of the car and struck something vital in the engine block.

      “We’re on fire!” the rear driver shouted, panic rising in his voice.

      “Driver, stop the car,” Steiner ordered. “Everyone bail out!”

      There was no way, Steiner told himself, he was going to burn to death inside an Italian armoured car out in the middle of the Libyan desert. As the car slewed to a halt, Steiner grabbed his rucksack, rifle, and map case, then bailed out of the side hatch, followed closely by the front and rear drivers. Outside of the vehicle, Steiner saw wisps of smoke rising out of the engine vents along upper deck of the car.

      Bullets continued to ring against the hull, and although Steiner didn’t want to be anywhere near the burning corpse of his Autoblinda, there wasn’t really any other cover to be found. “Get as low as you can, and don’t make yourselves a target!” he warned his men.

      Too late. The rear driver went flying backwards as if kicked by a horse, a fist-sized hole blown through his chest. The report of a powerful weapon reached their ears a moment later. Anti-tank rifle, Steiner’s brain registered. As he and the driver crouched against one of the Autoblinda’s wheel wells, Steiner watched as the remaining cars in his squadron charged on, guns blazing, into what he knew to be a very clever trap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty Miles North-East Of Jerabub Oasis

      October 30th, 1315 Hours

      

      Lynch cycled the bolt of his weapon and shifted his body in the rocky sand along the reverse slope of the dune, trying to get comfortable. He peered through the dust kicked up by the muzzle blast and gave a satisfied grunt when he saw the distant figure lying motionless on the ground. Sorry about that, boyo.

      Lynch scooted back further from the edge of the ridgeline as cannon and machine gun fire from the Italian armoured cars raised small geysers of sand and rock all around him. Although only his head and the tops of his shoulders were silhouetted above the ridge line, he felt perilously exposed to the incoming fire. One hit from a twenty-millimetre cannon shell and there’d only be half of him left to bury out here in the desert.

      The five remaining vehicles in the armoured car squadron were only two hundred yards away now, and over the roar of the Autoblindas’ weapons and the sounds of their own small arms, Lynch heard Eldred shout to the men, “Focus fire on the lead car!”

      Lynch checked his sight picture, corrected slightly, and squeezed the trigger. The Boys anti-tank rifle fired with a spectacular report, raising a huge cloud of dust in front of him as the muzzle blast tore again at the forward slope of the dune. The rifle, all five feet and thirty-five pounds of it, slammed Lynch in the shoulder with sledgehammer force, and he grunted in pain from the impact. Lynch had wisely wadded up a pair of his thickest woolen socks and stuffed them into his shirt behind the Boys’ buttstock, but the recoil was still incredible. Lynch worked the weapon’s bolt, ejecting the still-smoking cartridge case, and fed another round into the chamber from the five-shot magazine on top of the rifle’s receiver.

      Calling the Boys a “rifle” was almost a misnomer; it was practically a man-portable cannon, firing a massive .55 calibre armour-piercing bullet. The Boys had been deployed against the Germans in 1940, where the weapon proved to be bitterly ineffective against the armour of the German panzers. On this mission, their likely opponents wouldn’t be German and Italian tanks, but armoured cars. And, against those thinner-skinned vehicles, the Boys could lend a decisive advantage.

      Which is why Eldred had brought six of them to North Africa.

      As the dust cloud in front of Lynch dissipated, he saw his target was still on the move. Closer now, Lynch fired again, and not waiting for the dust to settle from the last shot, estimated his aim and fired a third time.

      “Displace!” Herring shouted at him. Assigned as his loader, Herring helped Lynch lift the weapon and they slid down the side of the dune, then scrambled to the left ten yards before taking up another firing position. Lynch saw the car he’d been firing at had stalled out, smoke rising from the engine compartment as crew members bailed out from its hatches, armour-piercing rounds still hammering into the car's hull. Eldred had advocated concentration of fire, and so all the teams were ordered to fire on one target at a time until it was disabled. The crews of the Morris cars had unbolted the Boys rifles from their cars' turrets, and four Boys teams were assigned to each dune; three Commando teams, and a team from one of the armoured cars.

      “Next target?” Lynch asked as he settled the rifle onto its bipod.

      “Right there,” Herring pointed along Lynch’s sight picture, at an Autoblinda on the move, its 20mm cannon hammering away at where they’d been a few seconds ago. The ridgeline there was disintegrating under the punishing cannon fire.

      Just as Herring pointed out his target, Lynch saw puffs of dust and paint flakes leap from the car’s hull, as other Commandos began to engage the armoured car. Their position put them slightly to the car’s flank, and Lynch sighted in on the vehicle’s engine compartment. He fired twice in rapid succession, thankful that he’d loaded a sixth bullet in the rifle’s chamber before the attack. His weapon dry, he and Herring lifted the heavy rifle again and ran towards another firing position, crouching low.

      Lynch heard a scream of pain ahead of them, and he looked up to see a Commando from Peabody’s squad tumbling down the back of the dune, his uniform sheeted in blood from a huge, ghastly stomach wound. The Commando’s teammate was slumped over his weapon, most of his skull missing. The two men had caught a pair of cannon shells. Lynch and Herring glanced at each other and hunched even lower as they ran.

      Settling into their new position, Herring stripped the empty magazine from the top of the Boys rifle and locked in a new load of five cartridges. Lynch looked at their previous target over his weapon sights, and saw that the armoured car was in reverse, backing up at high speed out of the killing zone while laying down covering fire with its 8mm Breda machine gun. Anti-tank fire from the other Boys rifles continued to strike the car, and Lynch fired all five rounds in the rifle’s magazine as fast as he could cycle the heavy bolt, but the shots were either ineffective, or not effective enough to kill the driver, gunner, or the car’s engine. Within a few seconds, the car had retreated, along with two others, out of effective range.

      Lynch saw that two of the armoured cars remained within the kill zone, one of them burning fiercely, the other merely sitting still. As he watched, a rifle barrel emerged from the turret hatch of the second car, a white rag tied to the muzzle. Further away, where Lynch had scored his first kill, he saw the two surviving crew members break cover from behind their dead vehicle and climb aboard one of the three retreating cars before they continued their escape, sporadic bursts of cannon and machine gun fire ineffectually lashing the sand dunes and slicing through the air above the Commandos.

      “All squads, cease fire!” Eldred shouted, his command repeated up and down the line by Price, McTeague, Donovan, and Peabody. Within seconds the Brens, Boys, and Lee-Enfields stopped firing.

      Lynch looked up and down the Commando lines. Behind the other sand dune, he saw a Commando supported by another squadmate limping down the dune, probably with a bullet in his leg. To his left, another Commando was examining his wounded loader, the man’s head bleeding freely from a nasty graze. Lynch’s mind did the coldly analytical calculations all veterans learned to compute after a battle. Within a couple of minutes, eight Boys rifle teams and one 37mm anti-tank gun had killed three armoured cars and driven away three others, at a cost of two killed and two wounded. All in all, Lynch thought that was a cheap price to pay for their victory, given how easily it could have gone differently.

      The three captains, Price, and the NCOs of each squad had discussed how to handle a situation such as this over the course of the last two days. Although the Boys rifles were dangerous to armoured cars at close range, the long distances involved in the desert meant that making such circumstances available to them would be difficult, to say the least. They’d need to lure the enemy into a kill zone where they could be shot up at close range from behind substantial cover, while at the same time not endangering the convoy’s vehicles.

      In the end a few different scenarios were outlined, and thankfully, there was sufficient cover near at hand when Bowen’s scout car spotted the dust plume raised by the Italian armoured cars. Acting as bait, the scout car had approached close enough to give itself away, and when the enemy squadron tried to intercept, the scout car used a tried-and-true battle technique, the feigned retreat, to lure the Italians into a position of vulnerability. The long-ranged small arms fire was used at first to give the impression the LRDG patrol wasn’t armed with anything more effective, and only when the Autoblindas were at close range did the Chevrolet equipped with the portee-mounted 37mm anti-tank gun back out of its hiding place just enough to expose the gun and open fire. It had been a calculated risk, but one that apparently paid out a considerable dividend.

      Lynch’s ears still rang from the Boys’ tremendous report, and he didn’t hear Bowen coming up the dune behind him. The wiry Commando sniper stood next to Lynch, his scoped rifle cradled in the crook of his arm, and looked out over the battlefield before them.

      “Looks like you lot enjoyed yourselves, eh?” Bowen asked.

      “So we did,” Lynch replied. “Although to be sure, shooting that bloody great rifle is anything but enjoyable.”

      Bowen bent down and lifted the Boys rifle by its carrying handle, grunting with the effort. “I’m surprised it doesn’t come with a gun carriage.”

      Herring, standing to the other side of Lynch, stared out at the three wrecked Autoblindas. “Heavy or no, they pack quite the punch. Without them, those sodding Eyetie tin cans would have shot us to pieces and ground what’s left into the sand.”

      The other two men followed Herring’s gaze. A half-dozen Commandos led by Sergeant Donovan walked out out towards the wrecks, weapons as the ready. They confirmed there were no survivors inside the burning car, but the second vehicle contained two living crew, who emerged with their hands raised, both men sheeted in gore from their dead comrades. While Donovan and several Commandos ransacked the wreck, a lance corporal escorted the two prisoners of war back to where Eldred, Price, Clarke, and Moody were debriefing their men. Having nothing else better to do, Lynch, Bowen, and Herring walked down the dune. Herring helped Lynch carry the heavy anti-tank rifle between them as their feet slipped and slid on the loose rock and sand. As they approached the officers and the prisoners, Lynch saw a crowd of men gathering around. Lynch heard Eldred talking to one of the Commandos, a trooper from Sergeant Peabody’s squad.

      “I asked ‘em, Captain,” the Commando said to Eldred, gesturing towards the two Italians. “They’s not giving up anything other’n their names and that they’re, uh, ‘burr soggy Larry’, sounds like.”

      “They’re Bersaglieri, Trooper,” Captain Clarke replied. “Crack Italian light infantry, some of the best soldiers in their army. They’re not going to give you anything.”

      Captain Moody gave a grunt at that, and crossed his arms over his broad chest. He looked at the Italians through hooded eyes. “I think if we knock ‘em about a bit, these bastards will talk to us.”

      Eldred shook his head. “Abercrombie and his knuckle-men are back in Mersa Matruh, and I’m not going to continue his bad habits out here in the desert. These men fought bravely and stand unbowed, even covered in the blood of dead men. No one is laying a rough hand on these prisoners, understood?”

      Moody and Clarke glanced at each other, then looked back at Eldred, nodding. “It’s your operation, mate,” Clarke answered. “We’re just along for the ride.”

      Lynch studied the Bersaglieri prisoners. They were both tall and lean, their skin burned dark by the sun. The men wore long, well-groomed mustaches, and their uniforms, although soaked in blood and crusted with sweat stains, were neatly maintained. Both men stood proud, and showed no sign of fear or concern for their lives while surrounded by men who were doing their best to kill them a few minutes ago. Lynch didn’t know anything about these Italians other than what Clarke had said, but he could tell with just a look that they were a definite cut above the common soldier.

      Just then, Peabody and the rest of his Commandos returned from searching the Autoblinda, and the sergeant’s face was grim. They carried several Italian small arms as well as a couple of other items, one of which was a leather case of the type used to protect field glasses. Peabody walked over to Moody and handed him the case.

      “Sir, look at the bottom,” Peabody said.

      Moody did so, and in an instant his face turned scarlet as his features twisted in rage. His hand dropped to his holster, and he drew his Enfield in a flash, pointing it at the two Italians.

      “What have you done with my mates, you filthy bastards? What’ve you done with them?” Moody screamed at the prisoners.

      Immediately, Clarke clamped his hand around Moody’s wrist, and with some effort he lowered the pistol until it was pointing in a less dangerous direction. “What’s the meaning of this?” he demanded.

      The armoured car captain handed Clarke the leather case, and Clarke turned it over to look at the underside. From where he stood, Lynch could see there was something stamped into the leather.

      “Lt. James Lewis, 11th Hussars,” Clarke read aloud. He turned to the Commando who spoke Italian. “Son, ask them the meaning of this. How’d this case come into their possession?”

      The trooper repeated the question to the Italians. One of them seemed like he didn’t want to reveal anything to his enemies, but the other man, clearly shaken by having Moody’s revolver waved in his direction, seemed insistent. Finally the more stubborn Italian capitulated, and the two took turns speaking quickly to the Commando interpreter, who had to slow them down as their story unfolded.

      Finally the trooper turned to the officers. “Sirs, they say that a few days ago, they captured a supply convoy headed for Jerabub. They insist none of our boys was hurt or killed. Instead, they have ‘em under guard back at their base. The Jerry captain gave those glasses to the car’s commander because they were better’n the Eyetie’s own pair. Guess they took ‘em as spoils of war, or sommat.”

      The three captains looked at each other in alarm. “Strewth!” Clarke exclaimed. “I think this just became a rescue mission!”

      Eldred turned to their translator. “See if Captain Moody’s brandishing of a revolver has changed their opinion on giving up the location of their base.”

      The trooper asked repeatedly, but the Italians had regained their composure, and refused to give up any more information. Despite his earlier agreement, Moody clearly wasn’t happy with Eldred’s decision regarding the handling of the prisoners. “Regardless of whether we clobber them or not, the fact remains that we have no bloody idea where these blokes are hiding. Trust me, William - it’s a bleedin’ big desert. We’ve been out here for a year now, and we’ve not the vaguest notion of where Jerry and his Eyetie friends might be based.”

      “I might have found a solution to that,” Peabody announced. He was digging through an Italian pack, and he held up a leather map case. He handed the case over to Eldred, who opened it up and pulled out a well-worn map.

      Lynch glanced over the Commando captain’s shoulder and saw that the map showed an area about two hundred miles to a side, centered along the Libya/Egypt border, with the Mediterranean coastline along the top. There were a few pencil marks here and there, mostly pointing out Allied encampments, but the Libyan side looked frustratingly blank. The Italians, it appeared, were being careful to hide their own operational details in the event the map fell into enemy hands.

      Eldred let out a curse. “So much for ‘X marks the spot’. There’s terrain details, but no sign of their base of operations.”

      Clarke held out his hand. “May I?” he asked.

      Eldred handed over the map. Clarke unfolded the whole map, and then carefully holding the edges, he lifted the map up into the air and towards the sun. A smile crossed his face.

      “Clever blokes, but not clever enough. Someone got a little careless using their calipers,” Clarke said.

      Lynch and several others leaned in close, and after a moment, he saw it; a tiny pinprick of bright sunlight coming through the paper, about thirty miles over the border into Libya.

      “Might not be an X,” Eldred remarked, “but it’s good enough. Time to mount up, lads, and pay Jerry a visit.”
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      Libyan/Egyptian Border

      October 30th, 1700 Hours

      

      Four hours after the battle against the Italian armoured car squadron, the convoy reached The Wire. It was, Lynch decided, more impressive than he’d originally expected. The barrier stretched to the north and south as far as the eye could see, a wall of iron stakes and barbed wire almost six feet high and several yards deep, made up of multiple layers of fencing with added barbed wire strands linking the layers together. Without wire cutters, it would be almost impossible to navigate through, and even with a set of cutters it would take a man considerable time to clear a path. The LRDG men with Lynch had explained, as they approached the border, that the Germans and Italians regularly patrolled The Wire, and made repairs almost as fast as the British could cut their way through.

      “We’ve made our way through The Wire a few times,” Lawless had said, “and on our return trip several days later, discovered that the Jerries or the Eyeties had come along and tidied up our breach before we returned, so we’d have to cut our way through again. Bloody inconsiderate of them! I’d think they’d be happy to let us go home.”

      They’d followed the tyre tracks of the retreating Autoblindas to within sight of The Wire, but Clarke had worried that the enemy had booby-trapped their passage across the border, so the convoy had driven a half mile to the north before finding a suitable place to cross. Now, with over fifty men on hand, the job of getting through the barbed wire barrier was accomplished in record time. The Commando squads had brought a half-dozen wire cutters, and each LRDG vehicle carried two. Within ten minutes, a path wide enough to easily accommodate one of the Bedfords was cleared, and five minutes later, the convoy was motoring into Libyan territory.

      Lynch noted with some satisfaction that their convoy had grown by one vehicle; the Autoblinda crewed by the men they’d taken prisoner. Although the front driver and commander had been killed by shots from the Boys rifles, the vehicle itself was fully operational, albeit perforated in a dozen places with .55 inch bullet holes. When the vehicle’s condition was confirmed, Moody immediately insisted that it be cleaned up and brought along with them. Under the guard of two Commandos, the Bersaglieri scrubbed the blood and flesh from the inside of the car using handfuls of sand and a couple of rags wetted with petrol. The stink of death lingered in the vehicle despite the cleaning, and it would no doubt become worse as the sun baked what gore remained in the car’s nooks and crannies. But Moody was steadfast on bringing the car with them; its heavier armour and formidable firepower made it worth more than his two Morris armoured cars combined.

      Furthermore, the first car to be killed by the LRDG’s 37mm cannon had smoldered for a time, but the vehicle never caught fire, and the Commandos were able to strip it of anything valuable, including its radio and both of the 8mm Breda M38 machine guns and their ammunition. Although the Bredas were magazine-fed like the Bren, and lacked buttstocks and bipods, they were operational and no one wanted to leave the extra firepower behind. The heavy clips of 20mm ammunition left in that vehicle had also been taken and loaded aboard the repurposed Autoblinda. Moody had assigned one of his Morris crew members to drive the Italian car, and he took command of the vehicle himself, with one of the Commandos from Donovan’s squad assigned as Moody’s gunner. It was all very ad-hoc in Lynch’s mind, but he was quickly realizing that warfare out here in the desert was just as much about improvisation and ingenuity as any Commando operation, if not more so, given the far harsher conditions.

      An hour after crossing the border, Lynch found himself squinting against the setting sun. Budgie, scanning the western horizon with his field glasses, informed Lynch and the others in the Chevrolet that the scout car was returning at speed.

      “Do you see a dust plume?” asked Lynch. “Is it another patrol?”

      Budgie worked the focus wheel on his field glasses, peering off into the sunset past the scout car. After a few seconds, he let out a scorching curse. “Stop the bloody car, Jack!” he exclaimed.

      “What’s the matter, old son?” Lawless asked, downshifting and bringing the Chevrolet to a halt.

      Budgie pointed towards the horizon. “You should just be able to make it out now.”

      Lawless and Nichols stared towards where Budgie was pointing, and both men made sounds that indicated they saw what Budgie had spotted. Lynch shaded his eyes from the sun and tried to see what they were concerned about, but he didn’t notice anything but a faint haze along the horizon.

      “We’re in for it now,” Nichols muttered, shaking his head.

      “Oi, lads!” Lynch said, exasperated. “What’s all this now?”

      Lawless turned around in his seat and gave Lynch a mirthless smile.

      “You’re about to get a real crash course in desert survival, mate.” he said. “That’s a bloody great sandstorm, and it’s coming our way.”

      That night, they experienced what could only be described as an arid desert’s form of hell on earth. The vehicles formed a circle and the men of the Desert Group, having more experience in such matters, gave orders to prepare for the arrival of the sandstorm. Exposed mechanisms and weapons were covered, equipment was tied down, and every man fashioned scarves to protect their faces from the blowing dust. As many men as could fit sought shelter inside the three armoured cars, and three men apiece sheltered in the enclosed cabs of the Bedfords. It was decided that as many men as possible, mostly the Commandos, would shelter in the covered cargo beds of the Bedfords. Those who couldn’t fit into an enclosed vehicle - mostly volunteers from the Desert Group - constructed shelters made from canvas, staked down and protecting the men hiding along the leeward side of the LRDG’s vehicles.

      As Lawless and his teammates prepared their shelter, Lynch felt a pang of shame. He found Price directing his squad’s preparations.

      “Lieutenant,” Lynch asked, “permission to seek shelter with the Kiwis.”

      Price looked at him sharply. “What’s the matter?”

      Lynch glanced towards Lawless and the other New Zealanders. “I don’t want to lose face in front of them. They’re a proper bunch of fighting men, so they are, and I don’t want to look like a coward by hiding in a lorry while they’re out here in the sand.”

      Price gave Lynch an exasperated look. “Corporal, three dozen Commandos are going to shelter in these Bedfords. They’re all brave men. Captain Clarke and his lads understand they’re better trained to handle this than we are. You’re not going to lose face to anyone.”

      Lynch nodded, but his face must have given away his reluctance. With a sigh and a wave of his hand, Price dismissed him. Lynch hurried over to where Lawless, Budgie, and Nichols were finishing their preparations.

      “Mind if I bivouac with you lads?” Lynch asked.

      The three Desert Group men looked at each other, and Nichols gave Lynch a hearty clap on the back.

      “Sure thing, mate! Hope you don’t mind, but it’ll be a bit cozy under the tarp. Keep your goggles on and your scarf tight over your face and ears. I didn’t keep my ears covered once, and I was knockin’ sand outta ‘em for a week after.”

      Just before he climbed into the sand shelter, Lynch saw Nelson about to step aboard his lorry. The big Englishman saw Lynch looking at him, and shot him a grin and a rude two-fingered gesture. Lynch grinned back and returned the gesture, then climbed inside the shelter.

      Minutes later, the leading edge of the sandstorm hit. There was a loud hissing sound, as the blowing sand sheeted across the desert floor and scoured the metal of the vehicles. Puffs of sand and dust made their way underneath the Chevrolet as the men leaned their backs against the vehicle, and the flaps along the side of their shelter let in spurts of dust along the edges. Lynch shifted his backside in the sand and tried to get more comfortable, making sure the cloth he’d wrapped his Thompson in was secure, especially around the muzzle and the bolt.

      “Don’t fret over it too much, boyo,” Lawless told him. “No matter what you do, sand will still get in. Just strip it and clean it once this is over.”

      The wind soon picked up some more, and after an hour Lynch wondered whether deafness or insanity would take him first. The stakes holding down the shelter grew loose as the wind whipped at the canvas, and so the men had to use their heels to hold the shelter down, their legs cramping with the strain of digging their heels into the dirt hard enough to keep the canvas from tearing free. The sand caused nighttime to come early, blotting out the setting sun and turning the inside of their shelter pitch black. Finding they couldn’t handle the strain of holding down the shelter any longer, Lawless crawled around their feet in the dark, tying the canvas to their boots.

      Far worse than the darkness or the rasping dust was the ceaseless howling of the wind and the hissing of the sand. Despite being shoulder to shoulder with Budgie and Nichols, Lynch could barely hear the men when one or the other shouted in his ear; the wind was like the roar of an artillery barrage coming down right on top of them, only the storm never let up, never paused for even an instant. Lynch started to imagine the storm was an unending freight train, roaring over and around them for hours, and only through sheer physical and psychological exhaustion did Lynch finally drift into some kind of fitful sleep.

      It was the absence of sound more than the weak sunlight filtering through the canvas tarp that finally woke him. He pulled the goggles from his face, feeling the rim of sand and dust they left on his features, and looked down at himself. An inch-thick layer of sand completely covered him, filling the spaces between him and the two other Desert Group men. There was a moment of irrational panic when Lynch imagined he was trapped under the sand, unable to move, but then he twitched a leg, wiggled his toes, and the small hill of sand covering his legs fell away to reveal the tips of his boots.

      Slowly, like the survivors of an avalanche, men emerged from the sand. They stumbled around, looking like pale desert ghosts, dazed and scarcely believing it was over. But the early-morning desert sky was as clear as they’d ever seen it, as if the storm had scoured away any trace of impurity in the atmosphere. The air seemed cleaner as well, purified by the fury of the storm. It was, Lynch reflected, the most beautiful morning he’d yet seen during his brief time in North Africa.

      And yet, with that beauty came a terrible price. The three captains did a head count of their men, and with dismay they realized one of the Desert Group men was gone. The two others who’d been with him had no recollection of the man leaving their shelter, but his place was half-filled with sand, meaning he’d gone out into the storm at some point during the night. The squads spread out and swept through the surrounding desert for half an hour, before Clarke and Eldred finally called off the search.

      “Poor blighter,” Bowen muttered to Lynch as they walked back to their encampment. “Probably thought he could nip out to take a piss, got turned around, and just...wandered off.”

      “Either that, or he went bloody well insane, listening to that cursed howling wind all night long. Nearly drove me mad too, so it did,” Lynch replied.

      “About that,” Bowen said. “Why did you decide to wait it out with the New Zealanders? They seem like a bunch of good mates, but that couldn’t have been much of a picnic.”

      Lynch gave one final look around them, searching in vain for a man he’d never even spoken to, just one more name on the butcher’s bill. At last, he shook his head, and gestured towards their camp.

      “It doesn’t really matter anymore, does it now? Let’s get back and have a cup of char before it’s all gone.”

      Somewhere in that vast expanse of desert, perhaps even right under their feet, a good soldier of the Commonwealth would rest, undisturbed, until the end of time.
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      The Brandenburger-Bersaglieri Outpost

      October 31st, 0700 Hours

      

      The three Autoblindas rolled to a stop, and Steiner was the first man to step foot out of the cars. Stretching, he knuckled his back and twisted his torso from side to side a couple of times to work out the kinks in his spine. When the sandstorm struck, the three cars simply pulled alongside each other, buttoned up, and waited. Some sand made it through the edges of vision ports, and an hours’ work was necessary to make sure the engine and weapons were clear of any sand, but the crews’ only hardship was a long night sleeping in their seats as the wind howled and the sand hissed against the cars’ hulls. Steiner noticed with a frown that the paint had been scoured from several exposed areas along the hull of his car; that’d need attending to, because the bare steel could cause reflections that might give them away to a pair of keen eyes.

      Steiner realized he should be more upset about their losses against the British, but he refused to give in to such childish impulses. He’d been careless, allowed himself to be drawn into a well-prepared ambush by a simple ruse. If one of his officers had suffered such a defeat, Steiner knew he’d be tempted to strip them of rank as punishment for their stupidity. Warfare in the desert left no room for mistakes, and frankly, he was lucky they’d escaped at all; if the British had possessed more cannons, if they’d had something more potent than a bunch of obsolete anti-tank rifles, they’d probably have lost the entire squadron due to his poor judgment.

      Underestimating the enemy wasn’t going to happen again.

      Steiner looked up as Feldwebel Arno Bauer, the Brandenburger who’d masqueraded as “Archie” when they’d ambushed the British convoy, walked over carrying a mess tin and a cup of coffee.

      “You look like you could use some breakfast, Hauptmann,” Bauer said, glancing at the large bullet holes in the Autoblindas’ armour plate.

      “What I could use,” Steiner replied, “would be the rest of my armoured car squadron. But since I doubt that’s on the menu this morning, purloined British rations and some bad coffee will have to do.”

      “Sir, I am offended!” Bauer said with a tone of humor in his voice. “My coffee might not be up to the standards of the officers’ mess, but you’ve never called it bad before.”

      Steiner smiled. “I’m just being a bit contrary this morning, Arno. Sleeping in the command seat of an armoured car during a sandstorm will do that. How did everyone fare here, by the way?”

      Bauer shrugged. “The British were less than enthused. We tied them up in the back of two transports so they weren’t so exposed, but I’m sure it was a rough night nonetheless. For the rest, the Italians and our boys handled it as good soldiers would, with little compliant. The men are busy tending to the vehicles and weapons now. I imagine in an hour, we’ll be ready for anything.”

      Steiner nodded and took the coffee cup from Bauer. He drank half of its steaming contents in one gulp, wincing as the hot liquid passed down his throat. He handed the cup back and took the offered plate, occasionally spooning beans and beef into his mouth as the two men discussed the details of his failed attack.

      Finishing his breakfast and looking around, Steiner saw the Bersaglieri clearing sand from the engines of their remaining vehicles, while Italians and Germans worked together to make sure the cannons, machine guns, and mortars were ready for battle. The British prisoners had been transferred back to their holding area, and several Italians were serving them breakfast and water rations, all under the watchful eyes of guards carrying Beretta machine pistols.

      Although national pride would never let Steiner admit the crack Italian infantry were the equal of Heer troops, he had to admit they were the finest non-German infantry he’d ever seen in action. Rommel had performed quite the feat of political acrobatics in order to get these men assigned to his command, and their experience in the desert more than made up for any possible deficiencies they might have as soldiers.

      Approaching the British prisoners, Steiner’s gaze sought out their officer, Lewis. The man stood, unfed, watching the Italians and making sure every one of his men was taken care of before he took his morning meal. Steiner nodded to himself; Lewis was a good officer, for an Englander. Steiner hoped Lewis wouldn’t do anything stupid, and that one day, after the war was over, they could meet again as friends.

      Lewis saw Steiner approaching. Looking past the German, Lewis noticed there were only three Autoblindas. A faint smile graced his lips.

      “It appears you ran into a spot of trouble, Captain,” Lewis said. “And your uniform needs a bit of a scrub.”

      Steiner looked down at his clothes. After escaping the ambush, he’d used sand to scour most of the blood and gore from his uniform, but it was still stained with the remains of his gunner. He’d also torn away his left pant leg at the knee in order to clean and bandage the wound in his calf. Not exactly ready for the parade grounds, Steiner thought to himself.

      “Yes, make your jokes,” he replied to Lewis. “Ten good soldiers are dead or captured, thanks to your comrades in the so-called Desert Group.”

      The flicker of a frown crossed Lewis’ features. It was all the confirmation Steiner needed. “So, that was not the Desert Group we encountered. They must have sent someone else - perhaps a force of your Commando raiders? We are aware of them, of course. If that is the case, the next few days will be more interesting than anything we’ve experienced out here so far. I have been hoping to do battle against England’s finest.”

      Lewis merely shrugged. “Can’t rightly say, Captain. Seems you’ve come to your own conclusions.”

      “You’re a good soldier, Herr Lewis,” Steiner said, turning and walking away. “But try not to get too clever.”

      Steiner walked back to Bauer, who was talking with their radio operator a respectful distance away. Steiner handed Bauer his empty plate and took the cup of coffee, finishing it in a couple of swallows. The coffee had cooled to a more comfortable temperature. The radioman saluted and handed Steiner a folded, decoded message. Steiner took a minute to read and digest its contents.

      

      Station MM compromised local assets captured before sterilization could be completed brothers lost to enemy strike force be prepared for attack on your location most likely British commando troops and motorized assets use best judgement in holding or falling back from current position Heil Hitler long live the glorious Third Reich

      Steiner pointed to the radioman’s uniform blouse pocket and the man produced a cigarette lighter. Steiner took it and set fire to the message, which flared to ashes in seconds. He handed the lighter back to the radioman and dismissed him with a salute. As the man walked away, Steiner turned to his Feldwebel.

      “We’ve lost our intelligence assets in Mersa Matruh,” he told Bauer, “and our infiltration team there has been killed. The British have sent a special unit against us. Commando raiders.”

      “What are you going to do?” Bauer asked.

      “I made a mistake yesterday, and paid for it dearly. They ambushed us with anti-tank rifles and a light cannon. The storm no doubt concealed our tyre tracks, but it is possible they’ll find us eventually. We need to be ready when they come for us.”

      “Do you think they’ll have armour?” Bauer asked.

      “It’s not armour I’m worried about,” Steiner replied.

      “What then? Artillery? The RAF?”

      “No, we can deal with those in one fashion or another,” Steiner said a little too quickly. He turned and looked back out over the desert to the east, squinting into the rising sun.

      “What concerns me most,” Steiner finally answered, “are men who aren’t afraid of the dark.”
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      Five Miles East Of The Outpost

      October 31st, 1500 Hours

      

      “Got you, you blighters.”

      Lynch turned and looked at Jack Lawless as the New Zealander handed him the field glasses.

      “A few points to the left, that low hill,” Lawless said.

      The two men lay against the eastern edge of a small sand dune. Several hundred yards behind them, the rest of the convoy had stopped, and other men with field glasses - the three captains and several others - were prone behind other low sand mounds, looking out across the desert towards their target. Bowen and the men in the scout car had spotted the fortress an hour ago, and had waited for the rest of the convoy to arrive, waving them to a halt a mile away so they could approach slowly and reduce their dust plume.

      Lynch brought the glasses to his eyes, and in a few seconds, he found their target. The hill was miles away, and if Lawless hadn’t given him some idea of where to look, he might have missed the fortress, but the artificial structure was just barely visible; a rectangular bump on the top of a shallow, rocky hill. Between the fortress and their location there were a few small dunes, but nothing large enough to conceal the approach of almost twenty vehicles.

      “If they’ve got a light field gun or some heavy mortars,” Lynch muttered, “we’ll be bracketed and smashed to pieces before we get within range of anything we’re carrying ourselves. And they’ll be seeing us long before we’re even in range of their guns.”

      Lawless nodded. “A mug’s game for sure. If we had a squadron of A-9s or Crusaders, this might be different. But our girls and your great bloody lumbering oxen would get chopped into buzzard bait by a couple of spandaus, never mind anything heavier. And you bloody well know they’ve got more than a couple of spandaus up there.”

      “Three armoured cars, to be sure,” Lynch replied. “And this time, we won’t be so lucky. Couldn’a get within a thousand yards with those Boys rifles, and at that range, might as well be shooting at those cars with my bloody Thompson.”

      Both men heard movement and rolled over to see several men from Lynch’s squad approaching. Price, McTeague, Nelson, and Bowen walked over to the base of the dune. As the others used their field glasses, Bowen unslung his rifle and climbed up the dune, laying down next to Lynch and peering through the optics of his Lee-Enfield. Although his sniper scope had lower magnification than Lawless’ field glasses, it took Bowen only a moment to grunt in satisfaction as he spotted the enemy base.

      “Put me at the top of that fort,” he said to no one in particular, “and no one could get within a thousand yards without a bullet in ‘em.”

      “Do you think the Germans have someone with your degree of skill, Corporal?” Price asked mildly.

      Bowen shrugged, his eye still peering through the scope. “They don’t need a me, they just need a good mortar or MG team. There’s a mile-wide kill zone around that hill flat as my mother’s frying pan. And you know they’ve got range stakes posted, interlocking fields of fire, beaten zones all mapped out. Jerry is a particularly methodical animal when given a bit of time to dig in, sir.”

      A meeting between all the officers and their NCOs was held immediately. Clarke, Moody, and Eldred debated strategies for attacking the enemy fort, while Price, along with the Commando, armoured car, and New Zealander non-commissioned officers, mostly listened on, only speaking when asked questions about their men or war gear. Moody favored a swift armoured assault, using the Autoblinda and the two Morris cars to spearhead an attack with the LRDG Chevrolets sweeping in along the flanks, laying down covering fire. Eldred preferred a more infantry-based approach, setting up a base of fire at the extreme range of their support weapons, while working men forward in ones and twos, giving the Germans no easy targets, until they were able to bring the men together for one final assault. Clarke, whose force was trained for reconnaissance rather than combat, advocated a more long-sighted approach. He thought perhaps encircling the fort and radioing for reinforcements, while at the same time preventing a breakout, might be the better bet.

      Time passed, and the sun continued to slide towards the western horizon. Finally, when the debate had reached a lull, Price cleared his throat, drawing the attention of the three superior officers.

      “No need to be so coy, David,” Eldred said. “We’re clearly not getting anywhere. Out with it.”

      “I want to meet him,” Price replied.

      Moody frowned. “Who?”

      Price tipped his head to the west. “Their commanding officer. I want to meet him. We don’t know anything about these Germans; we don’t know their full strength, or how well-provisioned they are. We don’t know if their commanding officer is an unimaginative ass, or if he’s going to be a crafty little fox and give us nothing but trouble. We need to know who we’re dealing with.”

      “He’s a Brandenburg officer,” Eldred replied. “He’s not going to be a lock-step Jerry or a bloodthirsty SS dropout. He’s going to be a clever bastard, make no mistake.”

      “I still say we make contact. If he’s got half a brain, he’ll know we’re already out here, somewhere,” Price said.

      “And you want to confirm his suspicions? You’re giving up any element of surprise,” Clarke pointed out.

      “I think it’s worth the risk,” Price answered.

      The three captains remained silent for a moment. Finally, Eldred let out a short laugh and shook his head. “Durnford-Slater warned me about you, David. Fine, take two men. We’re clearly scratching our heads trying to think of anything better to do and failing. If you ask Captain Clarke here nicely, maybe he’ll give you the keys to his scout car.”

      Price turned to look at the New Zealander captain. Clarke rolled his eyes and pointed over his shoulder towards the car with his thumb. “Not so much as a scratch, y’hear mate? Scratch it, and you better not bother coming back.”

      Price shot him a salute. “Yes, Captain!”

      A few feet away, Lynch leaned over to Bowen. “Don’t see this turning out very well, so I don’t.”

      Price overheard, and turned to look at the two men. “For your sake, Corporal, I hope you’re wrong. Because you’re the two chaps I’m bringing with me. Prepare your kit, we’re leaving in five minutes.”

      Half an hour later, the three Commandos sat in the scout car, baking in the late afternoon sun as it beat down on their bodies with a fury that seemed to only increase as the minutes ticked away, and Lynch suspected it was the desert’s way of telling them this was a bad idea.

      “This was a bad idea,” Bowen said. He peered at the fortress through a pair of field glasses, the structure only half a mile away. “We’re well within range of a German medium mortar, and practically point-blank range for a light howitzer. One hit and we’ll be nothing but scrap metal and rendered meat.”

      Price had insisted on getting dangerously near to the enemy; he wanted the sniper’s keen eye poring over every visible inch of the base while they could get this close. Lynch sat in the driver’s seat, his Thompson locked and loaded at his feet. They’d stripped the Lewis gun from its pintle mount as a sign of good faith, replacing it with a large white towel on a spare wireless antenna. Price merely sat in the front passenger seat, his feet propped on the car’s dash, and sipped lukewarm tea from his canteen, officer’s cap pulled down low over his eyes.

      “A bit too late to be second-guessing your superior officer, don’t you think?” Price asked Bowen.

      “I think you’re right, because here they come,” Bowen announced.

      A few moments later, a dust plume could be seen, growing in size and coming their way. A small vehicle was traveling towards them at high speed, and as the seconds passed, they could see the familiar shape of a German Kübelwagen.

      “Did you stop and think now, about the last time we spoke to a Nazi officer?” Lynch asked.

      “You mean Faust?” Price replied.

      “Aye.”

      “I think of that moment every day. Don’t you?”

      “Aye, that I do. And not fondly, either.”

      “Do you expect things to go the same way right now?”

      “Lieutenant, I’ve learned to expect nothing, and prepare for everything. That’s why I’ve got a loaded Thompson at my feet and a cocked pistol in my hand.”

      “Well then,” Price replied with a smile. “I’ve nothing to worry about. Look alive now, our guests have arrived.”

      The Kübelwagen rolled to a stop fifty yards away. They could see three men in the vehicle, and two of them climbed out. One of them was dressed as an Afrika Korps officer, while the other was his sergeant. Both of them wore sidearms, but neither had a weapon at hand.

      Price swung his feet down off the dash and began to climb out of the car. “Corporal Bowen, wish us luck, and make sure there’s a round in the chamber of your rifle.”

      Bowen reached over and patted his Lee-Enfield, sitting on the seat next to him. “I’ve checked three times, sir. Good luck.”

      “And don’t bloody miss, Rhys,” Lynch added.

      “Do I ever?” Bowen asked.

      “Don’t start now,” Lynch replied.

      Lynch stepped out of the car and casually tucked his .45 automatic into the small of his back. He also had a grenade clipped to his belt, just in case. He and Price fell in step together as they approached the Germans, who were also walking forward to meet them halfway. With a sidelong glance, Lynch noted that Price had the flap of his pistol holster undone.

      “Do you have a round chambered, sir?” Lynch asked.

      “Do you even have to ask?” Price replied.

      Ten feet apart, the two parties stopped. Lynch saw the two men were lean and sun-burnt, appearing much like the men of the Desert Group. Both had the look of veteran fighting men, but while they appeared cautious, neither had the look of disdain or smugness he’d seen so many times in the faces of German soldiers.

      Price saluted the German. “Lieutenant David Price, Three Commando.”

      The German returned Price’s salute. “Hauptmann Karl Steiner, Regiment Brandenburg.”

      A long moment passed in silence, and then Steiner cleared his throat. “I must apologize,” he said.

      “For what?” Price asked.

      “For underestimating you yesterday. That was very foolish of me, and it cost me the lives of ten men, as well as three vehicles.”

      “Two of your men survived the attack.”

      “You have them under guard?”

      “We do. They are being treated fairly. They comported themselves with great discipline, and only admitted to having knowledge of your British prisoners of war after we found the purloined field glasses.”

      Steiner nodded. “Ah, yes. Lieutenant Lewis. He and his men are well, if a bit more brown than the last time Englishmen laid eyes on them. But their needs are being met. I do not believe in mistreating prisoners.”

      “I appreciate that. I have had dealings, in the past, with German officers who weren’t so professional.”

      “That is unfortunate. I would apologize for their behavior as well, but if I continue, soon you would have me apologizing for the entire war.”

      “So, you condone Hitler’s actions?”

      Steiner glanced down at the dust on his boots. “It is not for a simple soldier such as myself to judge the policies and decisions of my superiors. I will leave it at that.”

      “Understood.”

      “Now then,” Steiner looked up and met Price’s eyes. “I hope you do not insult me by offering terms.”

      Price shook his head. “I think that would be a little premature. Your position appears quite defensible.”

      “It is, quite. But I have little knowledge of the forces at your disposal. Perhaps my situation is more desperate than I realize.”

      Price shrugged. “I imagine I am as ignorant of what you’ve got up on that hill as you are of my own forces.”

      “So, why the meeting?”

      “This desert is a strange place,” Price said, raising a hand and sweeping it across a section of the horizon. “There is nothing here, nothing of value at all except empty space on a map. And yet there is value in that empty space. It is the unlocked gate that lets each of us into the other’s backyard.”

      “It is good to know we’re not just here for the suntans, ja?” Steiner mused.

      Price smiled. “Did you know, in the sixth century B.C., an entire Persian army, fifty thousand strong, vanished without a trace in a sandstorm like the one we endured last night? Somewhere near the Siwa oasis, no more than a hundred miles from here. Fifty thousand men. Soldiers just like us, buried by the sands without a trace for two and a half millennia.”

      “It is a sobering thought,” Steiner said. “Do you fear that we shall disappear out here as well? Our two forces struggling in battle to the last man, only to be lost for all time?”

      “I don’t fear death,” Price answered. “But I don’t fancy the idea of dying without cause. We’re soldiers, yes. But we are also human beings.”

      “Is that why you wished to meet me? To remind me of our common humanity? That is an unusual philosophy for a war zone.”

      Price shook his head. “Nothing so maudlin, I assure you. But I’ve rarely had the chance to hold a conversation with my opponent that wasn’t conducted over the muzzle of a gun. It is nice to be reminded that some Germans aren’t mindless brutes.”

      Steiner’s eyes hardened a bit. “Do not be so foolish, Lieutenant, as to think I cannot be brutal.”

      “Brutality is often a necessity in war, Captain. But mindlessness is not.” Price stepped forward and extended his hand.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Steiner accepted the offering with a hearty handshake. “This does not mean I won’t try to shoot you sometime soon, Lieutenant.”

      “I’d be rather offended if you didn’t, old bean. Cheers!”

      “Auf Wiedersehen, Lieutenant.”

      The two officers turned from each other and began to walk back to their vehicles. Lynch merely nodded to the German sergeant who, like him, hadn’t said a word the entire time. The German returned his nod, and then the two men followed their officers.

      Back at the car, Bowen was holding the rifle in his lap. “Well, no one’s dead, so I’m assuming that went well.”

      “He seemed to be an agreeable enough chap,” Price said as he climbed into the car.

      Lynch started the ignition and swung the car around in a wide U-turn, heading back towards their encampment.

      “Well now, Lieutenant, do you have a plan?” Lynch asked.

      “Of course I do, Tommy,” Price answered. “We shall sneak up on the poor buggers in the middle of the night, and then kill them all.”
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      Half A Mile South Of The Outpost

      October 31st, 2330 Hours

      

      Price’s squad approached the enemy outpost, moving slowly and silently in an irregular, staggered formation. Each man carried only his weapons, ammunition, and other bare necessities, everything carefully padded and secured to eliminate the slightest noise or reflection. Each of the men was linked to those in front and back by a twenty-yard length of twine cinched to each man’s belt. This provided a silent means of getting the attention of the man in front or behind with a quick tug or two on the line.

      At the moment, Lynch walked point, his eyes straining to see as far as possible in the night. Although the sky was clear and he could make out the terrain immediately around him, the bright moon above them bleached more distant features of their color and texture, making it hard to pick out any details. Lynch found that the moonlit rocks and sand played tricks along the corners of his vision, and many times he half-saw movement that turned out to be nothing more than a phantom of the moonlight and his own nerves.

      The first few miles had been relatively easy. The squad set out half an hour after sunset on a bearing that would bring them about a mile south of the enemy outpost. Once they’d reached that spot, and the silhouette of the fortress was seen directly below the North Star, they’d changed direction and moved towards the enemy stronghold. This time, however, they moved far slower, spread out randomly so they wouldn’t appear as a regular line of shapes at a distance. The squad crept forward with a silent, careful pace, and Lynch employed every bit of his training in night maneuvers to ensure he didn’t step on a bit of dry brush or kick a rock while they advanced. The strain of such a state of alertness, coupled with their slow progress, was exhausting. That he and the other Commandos had slept fitfully at best through a raging sandstorm the previous night, and were therefore ill-rested to begin with, did not help matters any.

      Lynch glanced over his shoulder and saw the silhouette of Higgins behind him. Lynch noted the large, angular shape of a machine gun hanging at Higgins’ chest from a makeshift patrol sling. Price had decided to bring both of the captured Italian machine guns along to provide the squad with as much firepower as possible. Both Higgins and Brooks, another one of the new men, each carried a Breda with their ammunition pouches stuffed with magazines. Stilwell, one of the other new squadmates, served as an ammunition carrier for both men, his haversack bulging with more loaded magazines. McTeague one again took possession of the squad’s Bren gun, inviting wry comments from Nelson and Lynch to the effect that McTeague should just give up his rank and remain a squad machine gunner if he was going to wind up carrying the weapon on every mission.

      In addition to the two extra light machine guns, Stilwell, Hall, Johnson, and Herring, men who normally carried rifles, were carrying Thompsons tonight. Men of the Desert Group and the armoured car crews willingly exchanged weapons with the Commandos to ensure that every man in the squad had an automatic weapon. Bowen was the lone exception with his scoped Lee-Enfield; it would make little sense for the squad’s sniper to give up his most lethal instrument. Lynch knew that Johnson, Bowen’s spotter, would do yeoman’s work protecting his teammate if the fighting got thick.

      Lynch’s attention snapped back to the task at hand as his ears detected a faint sound off to his two o’clock. It was the sound of metal on metal, perhaps a trigger guard or bolt handle clinking against a belt buckle. Instantly, Lynch stopped and tugged three times on the twine leading back to Higgins. There was a single return tug of acknowledgement, and Lynch very carefully lowered himself onto his belly. Looking behind him, he saw the dark outlines of his teammates disappear one by one as they went prone against the desert sand.

      Time passed, and Lynch wondered if the sound had been another figment of his overactive imagination. But then, from off to his right, he heard the distinct sound of a boot sole scuffing across a rock. Looking only indirectly towards the sound as he’d been taught during night maneuvers training, he caught the dark outlines of three men moving across his field of view, perhaps a hundred yards away. Lynch heard faint whispers in Italian, the occasional scraping of wood against metal; the sounds of men carrying weapons and equipment on the move. The three-man patrol was maintaining good discipline, although they fell short of Commando standards for night operations.

      At first, Lynch thought Price was going to let them pass, but there was a soft tug on the twine to get his attention, and Lynch turned to see another shadow had slipped next to him. It took Lynch a moment to recognize Herring, and the young man leaned in close and put his lips to Lynch’s ear.

      “Price says we take them. You, me, Nelson. Quiet-like, with blades.”

      Lynch nodded, his movement felt more than seen against Herring’s face. Leaving his Thompson on the ground, he untied himself from the guideline, then rose to a crouch. He looked and saw the low, hulking form of Nelson silently approaching. Herring reached out and tapped Lynch’s shoulder, and as one, the three Commandos slipped away from the others and after the Italian patrol.

      The stalk took ten minutes, and the Bersaglieri died without a sound. The Commandos first matched speed with their quarry, and then with great care, increased their pace just enough to eventually overtake the patrol two hundred yards from where they’d passed by. Each of the Commandos chose a victim and struck from behind with a lightning-quick stab or slash, while free hands clamped over throats or mouths. In a matter of seconds, the three Italians were lowered to the ground with the sort of odd tenderness one normally reserves for a drunken mate after a night of too many pints at the local pub.

      The dead were given a perfunctory pat-down, and a few items were pocketed. Lynch tucked a German-made stick grenade into his belt, while he watched Herring deftly pocket a gold-faced watch. Noticing the speed and efficacy with which Herring looted the corpse at his feet, Lynch once again wondered where Herring must have come from, and why Price had allowed him into this squad, without ever having faced the Germans in battle.

      Something tells me I don’t really want to know, Lynch thought.

      In a moment, the men cleaned their knives on the uniforms of the dead, and five minutes later, they were back with the rest of their squad. Weapons were gathered, and without speaking a word the entire time, the twelve men resumed their march towards the hilltop fortress. Lynch pulled open the shirt pocket of his battledress blouse and looked at the luminous dial of his watch. It was almost midnight.

      Midnight on All-Hallows’ Eve, Lynch thought with a grin. Time to give Jerry and the Eyeties more than just a fright.
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      The Outpost

      November 1st, 0001 Hours

      

      Steiner raised the binoculars to his eyes and scanned the moonlit desert once again, hunting for any man-made shapes or movement. From the firing step atop the fortress wall he could see for kilometres in any direction, but although the sand seemed to glow with the reflection of the bright moonlight, it was impossible to clearly discern features he knew he could pick out easily during the day.

      On any other night, Steiner would have been asleep two hours ago, but his encounter with the British Commandos had unsettled him. Knowing the enemy was out there somewhere in the desert, hiding and plotting nearby, kept him from his bed. He was by nature a hunter, a man who needed to have the initiative on his side. Even when he sat waiting to ambush a convoy, lurking like a spider in the center of a web, he felt completely in control of the situation.

      But this uncertainty, this waiting in the dark for something to happen, was chipping away at his nerve with disturbing effectiveness. The night was either a soldier’s greatest ally or his most dreadful enemy. Either it hid him and protected him from the searching eyes of the opposing side, glaring out from behind the muzzles of their guns, or it conjured all manner of unknown terrors lurking just out of sight. Shells, blades, bullets - any of them could kill from the shadows, striking before their victims knew what hit them. Normally Steiner appreciated the darkness for the freedom it gave him to move and strike unseen, but now that he was on the other end of that equation, a thread of fear coiled in his belly.

      And, although he was loathe to admit it to himself, the Commando’s story of the long-lost army buried in the desert only added to his uneasiness. Steiner was a soldier, first and foremost, not a Nazi. Although his father had sworn fealty to the party in order to remain a successful businessman, privately the Steiner family had no love for Hitler and his politics.

      When war loomed on the horizon, Steiner knew he would find himself in uniform, one way or another. With his fluency in English and his passable Italian and French, he was able to join the Brandenburg regiment and soon found himself here in Libya. As unappealing as it was to shepherd a unit of Italians around the desert, it was far preferable to being sent into the endless depths of Russia to wage a campaign that, as far as Steiner was concerned, was pure madness. Out here in the desert, he had a degree of autonomy, of freedom that few other Wehrmacht commands provided.

      Along with that autonomy, Steiner also believed that he had the power to decide when a situation was hopeless, and act in the best interests of his command. The ancient fort they occupied might have been formidable once upon a time, but in 1941, it was nothing but a gunnery exercise for an artillery officer and his battery. A couple of British “six-pounders” could knock the fortress into rubble within minutes, and far outrange anything he had at his disposal. If that artillery was defended by a couple of light anti-tank guns and some seasoned infantry, there’d be no way for him to counterattack without losing his entire command.

      Steiner smiled grimly to himself, remembering how impressed Lieutenant Lewis had been when shown the outpost’s defenses. Machine guns, mortars, anti-tank guns...all of them impressive to a man who commanded little more than a town car with a bit of armour plate and an oversized hunting rifle. But a squadron of Matilda tanks could roll right up to the base of his fortress with little difficulty while pounding his defenses to bits with their 40mm cannons and machine guns.

      No, his greatest defense was being unnoticed out here in the desert. And now that the British knew where he was, even if he repulsed an attack by these Commandos, it would be just a matter of time before shells or bombs knocked his position into rubble. And when that happened, Steiner, the rest of his Brandenburgers, and the Italians would end up as nothing more than shriveled corpses buried in the sand, lost and forgotten by those who’d sent them here, another short list of names to be added to the miles-long butcher’s bill.

      Sorry, mein Führer, that’s not going to happen.

      Steiner let his field glasses hang around his neck and picked up his rifle before leaving the wall and descending down into the courtyard. He nodded to his senior non-com, Bauer, who was in the process of making his rounds, checking on all the weapon emplacements and ensuring none of the men were asleep or otherwise shirking their duties. Bauer saluted and walked over to Steiner.

      “Sir, the Bersaglieri are awake and watchful. They are all well aware the enemy is out there tonight.”

      Steiner nodded. “Good. They’re a dependable lot - for a bunch of foreigners. And our men are standing watch as well?”

      “Four-man shifts every three hours, as you ordered, sir.”

      “Excellent,” Steiner hesitated for a moment. “Arno, I want you to relay an order to the men, but only the Brandenburgers.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      Steiner glanced around to make sure none of the Italians were within earshot. “I have every confidence in our men and the Bersaglieri, but if the unthinkable happens, and the situation here becomes hopeless, I do not want men risking themselves without cause.”

      Bauer looked rather perplexed. “Sir, I’m not sure I understand.”

      “What I’m saying, Feldwebel,” Steiner whispered, “is that no German should die here if retreat is a viable option. Yes, stand and fight if we have hope of victory, but if we face only death or capture, it is for the good of the Reich that we go on to live and fight another day.”

      In the moonlight, Steiner saw Bauer’s lips draw together in a thin line, a sign of displeasure he’d become all too familiar with over the last year. Bauer was an exceptional soldier, and a good sergeant as well, but he was of the ‘do or die’ school of soldiering, an unblinking adherent to the sorts of military ideals that had sent untold thousands of men marching into the meat grinders of the last war for little gain or purpose.

      But in the end, Bauer was a soldier who followed orders. He snapped a textbook salute. “Jawohl, Hauptmann.”

      Steiner returned the salute, then watched Bauer walk away before turning towards the barracks. It was time to attempt a few hours of sleep, and hope against hope they all lived through the night.
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      November 1st, 0030 Hours

      

      The blade of Lynch’s F-S knife punched deep into the small of the Italian’s back, and the man’s body arched against him, arms flailing, legs spasming. Lynch’s other hand was clamped against the sentry’s mouth, and his fingers gripped hard, digging into the soft flesh of the man’s cheeks, spittle trickling through his fingers. Lynch drew the knife free and thrust again, this time bringing the blade around the body and up under the sternum, driving it deep into the heart. Through the knife’s hilt, Lynch could actually feel the dying man’s heart beat as it struggled, impaled on several inches of cold steel.

      Finally, with a last shudder and the acrid stink of warm urine, the sentry died, and Lynch lowered him to the ground. Looking to his right, he saw Herring do the same to the sentry’s partner. This pair had been patrolling the base of the hill, the last obstacle before the Commandos began their ascent up the western slope of the crescent. Price hadn’t expected this side to be unguarded; the Germans were far too clever for that. But if approaching from an unexpected angle gave them even the slightest edge, Price and the rest of the squad were more than willing to give it a go.

      Looking up the hill, Lynch cleaned and sheathed his knife, then turned as Price leaned in close.

      “Take Herring up the hill with you. Find the path. Once you’re there, give us three tugs on the line and we’ll follow up. Then we make for the fortress, fast and hard as we can,” Price whispered.

      Lynch tapped Herring on the shoulder and the man nodded. Herring had one end of a heavy climbing rope looped across his torso, the line coiling over his shoulder and behind him to a pile on the ground. Both men slung their Thompsons across their backs, cinching the slings tight so the heavy, ten-pound weapons wouldn’t slide around their bodies and bang against a rock. They also unbuttoned their pistol holsters, and by touch alone, both men confirmed their weapons were cocked, with a round in the chamber.

      Not the safest way to carry a pistol whilst climbing up an unfamiliar hill in the dead of night, Lynch mused, but to be sure, there isn’t anything safe about this venture to begin with.

      Slowly, very slowly, the two Commandos began to scale the side of the hill. The angle was steep, and there was plenty of sand and grit covering every nook and handhold, which made finding a solid grip treacherous. Not for the first time, Lynch was grateful for their Commando-issue boots, which had soft rubber soles, well-suited for this sort of work without making much noise. The problem was ensuring no pebbles or flakes of rock were knocked loose and sent tumbling and rattling down the side of the hill, a feat made all the more difficult because the only way to find such loose debris was to make contact with it in the dark. On more than one occasion, Lynch and Herring both cringed at the seeming racket caused by a small stone skipping and bouncing down to the ground below, and the two men tensed, dreading the shouts and rattle of automatic weapons fire signalling their demise.

      But the alarm was never raised, and after perhaps fifteen minutes, the two men made it to the top of the ridge. Crouching low and unslinging his Thompson, Lynch saw they were halfway along one “arm” of the crescent-shaped hill, about a hundred yards from the fortress itself. He saw the building’s outline against the starry sky, but didn’t see any sentries along the rooftop, nor did he see any movement anywhere along the ridge. There did appear to be a sangar halfway between them and the fortress, but no one inside noticed their presence.

      Looking down the almost-vertical eastern slope, Lynch saw the dim outlines of covered shapes, probably vehicles shrouded with camouflage netting. Of particular interest was a large rectangle of netting almost directly below him. From where he crouched, Lynch noticed a pair of sentries walking a slow perimeter patrol around the netting, and he wondered if that was where the British prisoners were confined. There was going to be a lot of hot lead and steel flying through the air very shortly; he just hoped whoever was down there had the presence of mind to hit the dirt and stay down until the shooting stopped.

      As Lynch kept watch, Herring made fast the climbing rope. Unable to use a hammer or stake to secure the line, they instead used a monkey’s fist knot, with a thick wooden toggle through the middle. Herring found a suitable crack in the stone along the ridge, and with considerable effort, wedged the knot deep into the crack, making sure the wooden toggle was set so that weight from below would help keep the knot in place. The job completed, Herring gave the line three sharp tugs, and received two tugs in return. Feeling the rope go taut and satisfied after a few seconds that it would stay secured, Herring unslung his own weapon and took up a position back-to-back with Lynch.

      Three men made it to the top of the ridge before their luck ran out. Lynch saw a figure begin a quick ascent along the ridge’s footpath, running in his direction. The man moved with surprising speed along the ridge in the dark, and he wasn’t going to give them anywhere near enough time before the rest of the squad made it onto the ridge. Lynch tapped the nearest man - it was McTeague - on the shoulder to draw the Scot’s attention to the problem at hand. McTeague touched Lynch on the throat and drew his finger across in an obvious gesture. Lynch slung his Thompson over his shoulder so the weapon’s distinctive outline was hidden from view and pulled his F-S knife free from its sheath. Rising from his crouch, he began to amble with a nonchalant gait down the ridge towards the approaching figure.

      About fifteen feet away, the man noticed Lynch approaching and halted, muttering something in Italian that Lynch didn’t understand. Needing a few more seconds, he simply grunted and muttered, “Ja, ja,” to the Italian.

      The man gave him a strange look and said, “Che cosa?”

      Lynch’s free hand shot out and grabbed the Italian by the throat a split second before his knife rammed itself to the hilt in the man’s chest. With surprising strength, the Bersaglieri lashed out, and he tore Lynch’s hand away from his throat while stepping back, instinctively trying to pull himself free of the blade impaling his heart. Lynch lost his grip on the hilt of his knife and went after the man with a lunge, but his toe caught on a wrinkle of stone and he fell forward, his shoulder catching the man in the thigh.

      With an inarticulate cry, the Italian fell off the ridge and plummeted down the side of the eastern slope, taking Lynch’s knife with him. The Italian’s body cartwheeled as it repeatedly smashed and slid along the rock face, finally coming to a stop in a mangled, boneless heap about ten feet from a horrified sentry. Lynch watched on his hands and knees, peering over the edge of the ridge, momentarily stunned at how completely and utterly he’d bolloxed the mission.
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      With about five seconds before the sentry down below found the knife buried in the dead man’s heart, Lynch decided that if they were in for a penny, they were in for a pound. He ripped a grenade from his web gear, pulled the pin, and threw it as hard as he could in the direction of what he assumed was the enemy’s motor pool. Before the first grenade even hit the ground, it was followed by another. The first grenade exploded with a flat crack, shockingly loud in the silent desert night, and by the time the second grenade detonated, Lynch had already thrown his third.

      A heartbeat after the third grenade exploded, the desert night lit up with fire. Lynch’s first grenade must have punctured a vehicle’s petrol tank, because the third grenade ignited a spreading pool of fuel, and in seconds, the flames reached the tank itself. With a whooomp, a ball of fire several yards in diameter rolled up into the sky, illuminating the crescent shape of the hill and the eastern face of the fortress.

      Lynch was already running by the time his third grenade exploded. He charged back up the ridge, his Thompson in his hands, loudly whispering, “Don’t shoot you bloody idiots, it’s me!”

      He skidded to a halt next to McTeague, whose shocked features were illuminated by the flames licking up into the air. The Scotsman grabbed Lynch and pulled him to within an inch of his face.

      “Ye daft shite! What’d ye do that for?” he growled at Lynch.

      “The bugger went over the edge, so he did!” Lynch gasped. “He still has my bloody knife sticking out of him. We’ve been rumbled for sure, so I threw a few eggs to make ‘em look the other way.”

      “Oh, I do believe they’re looking, all right,” Lynch heard Price remark in the Englishman’s usual dry tone.

      Turning to look, he could see Italians and Germans running about below, some rushing towards the source of the flames with buckets of sand, others running away, wary of another vehicle explosion. Other men began firing randomly into the night, streams of machine gun tracers arcing into the darkness, ricocheting and careening off of rocks and tumbling through sand hundreds of yards away.

      “How many men are up?” Lynch asked McTeague.

      “Bowen, Johnson, and Nelson are still below,” the sergeant replied.

      Just then, there was a shout from the sangar between them and the fortress. A rifle cracked, and automatic weapons fire blazed at them from a pair of Italian machine pistols. Bullets smashed and ricocheted off of the stones around the ridgeline where they stood, and Stilwell grunted, dropping to one knee.

      “Bloody hell!” he cried out. “Caught one in me thigh!”

      “Return fire!” McTeague roared. “Take that bloody position!”

      The squad put its enhanced firepower to good use. Dragging a limping Stilwell with him, McTeague advanced and fired the Bren one-handed, the buttstock tucked under his arm, the massive weapon rising with the heavy recoil doing some of the work for him. Higgins and Brooks steadied the muzzles of their slung Breda machine guns and cut loose with long bursts, stitching the stones of the sangar with fist-sized craters. One of the Italians was hit, and with a cry of agony, he stumbled away clutching his gut, then pitched headlong over the western edge of the ridge.

      Lynch, Price, and several other Commandos added the firepower of their Thompsons, raking the sangar with short, chopping bursts of slugs. They advanced behind their suppressing fire, and finally took the position with a buttstroke to the face of the last surviving defender. The sangar was an anti-aircraft position, and contained a 20mm Breda cannon, similar to the weapon mounted inside the Autoblinda armoured cars. A crate containing twelve-round clips of 20mm cannon shells sat next to the Breda’s mount, open and ready for action.

      Behind them, first Nelson, then Bowen, and finally Johnson made it to the top, and as each man found his feet, he helped the other up and onto the ridge. With the entire squad together at last, the unit gathered at the captured sangar as Price issued his orders.

      “Sergeant, take three men and begin sweeping down this side of the hill, clearing the enemy positions. Bowen, you and Johnson hold this sangar with Stilwell and begin the second phase of the assault. The rest of you lads are sticking with me - we’re going to clear the fort.”

      “She looks buttoned up pretty tight, sir,” Nelson said. “Want me to blow the door with a charge?”

      “No, Corporal. I’ve got a better idea,” Price replied. Smiling, he reached out and patted a hand against the Breda cannon’s receiver.

      Nelson’s eyes went wide. “Oh...that’s bloody brilliant! Can I?”

      “Only if Sergeant McTeague doesn’t need you. Dougal?” Price asked.

      “I’m taking Higgins, Brooks, and Herring. Ye can have the rogue, Lieutenant. All right ye scallywags, on me. Stilwell, give Herring that bag of Eyetie magazines!”

      Price’s decision wasn’t a moment too soon. As McTeague and the three other Commandos took off down the ridge towards the hill’s southern weapons emplacements, the southern door to the fortress swung open, and a squad of Bersaglieri emerged. The men shouted in Italian towards the sangar, but seeing the four armed men moving away, and a number of other men clustered around the 20mm cannon, they quickly realized what all the recent gunfire was about. Rifles and machine pistols sent dozens of bullets towards Price and his remaining men, who now endured the same kind of withering fire they themselves had employed against the emplacement a minute ago. Slugs chipped stone and whined away, more than a few glancing off the steel mechanisms of the Breda cannon.

      Price and the seven other Commandos flattened themselves against the ground, unable to even return fire against the Italians. Finally, Nelson pulled a Mills bomb from his webbing, and risking exposure, crouched and hurled the deadly missile towards the approaching enemy. The incoming fire slackened as the Bersaglieri scattered, and two more men threw grenades.

      “Suppressing fire!” Price ordered. “Nelson, on that cannon! White, load him!”

      The men sprang into action. As the rest of the Commandos pinned down the Italians, White slapped a clip of 20mm cannon shells into the Breda’s receiver and Nelson sat in the gunner’s seat, frantically spinning the elevation and traversing wheels. The cannon’s barrel tipped down and swung to the left, pointing towards the fortress.

      “Cover your ears lads!” Nelson shouted. “It’s about to get loud!”

      The Italians were just getting to their feet and bringing their weapons to bear when the slaughter began. The Breda opened fire with an immense roar, a six-foot tongue of flame leaping from its muzzle. As Nelson spun the traversing wheel and swept cannon fire across the enemy squad, men struck by the 20mm high-explosive shells were instantly destroyed, their bodies pulped, limbs shredded. One soldier had his head vaporized in the blink of an eye, his body toppling like a tree felled by a woodcutter. Another man was blown clean in half by a cannon shell in the belly, while the man next to him had his rib cage blown wide open, fragments of gleaming white bone spinning through the air.

      The cannon fell silent. White slapped home another twelve-round clip, and Nelson swept the muzzle back across the enemy, further depressing the barrel’s angle since anyone still alive was now pressed flat against the rocky ground. Bodies already ripped apart were further reduced to little more than rags and pulped meat, and after the second pass those few men still alive threw away their weapons and raised their hands into the air, pleading for their lives to be spared the horror of the cannon’s wrath.

      At this point, the entire garrison knew the enemy was among them. Rifle shots and bursts of machine pistol slugs came at the Commandos from all directions, but the sangar wall and the steep hill meant few of the defenders had a good firing angle. Furthermore, the guttering flames at the base of the hill created a host of flickering shadows that confused the defenders, causing many to fire on nothing but smoke and darkness.

      The fortress was now shrouded in a cloud of rock dust knocked loose by cannon shells tearing holes in the wall big enough to stick a man’s arm straight through. The heavy wooden door was gone, blasted to kindling by several cannon shells, and inside there were shouts and cries from wounded men.

      “Sir?” Nelson asked, as White reloaded the cannon with another twelve rounds of high-explosive death.

      Price peered through the dust and gloom at the men pleading on the ground, and the shattered stone wall of the fort, fifty yards away. “Corporal Nelson, tear that building apart. Corporal Bowen, it’s your turn.”

      Bowen nodded, and pulled a wide-muzzled flare pistol from his pocket.
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      Sergeant McTeague advanced down the path, following the top of the ridgeline down the southern arm of the hill. His Bren was fully loaded and the two men on either side of him, Higgins and Brooks, carried their slung Breda machine guns at the ready. Behind the trio, Herring kept watch to their rear and flanks with a Thompson in his hands, the heavy bag of Breda magazines slung over his shoulder.

      A short distance ahead of them, a sangar covered with camouflage netting concealed the low, menacing shape of a cannon. McTeague could hear several Italians talking in fevered tones, no doubt peering out into the moonlit desert, searching for the attackers causing all the havoc. From further up the hill came the slow, methodical hammering of the 20mm cannon, and the nearby Italians shouted and began traversing their gun, trying to bring it about so they could engage the cannon chewing their fortress into rubble.

      “Easy now lads,” McTeague growled. “Short bursts.”

      The three light machine guns ripped into the stone redoubt. Unprepared and exposed, the four men inside the sangar perished in a heartbeat, riddled with a dozen bullets. With little more than a few wet gurgles, the Italians sprawled and died where they stood, never knowing what killed them.

      It took a few seconds’ work to drag the bodies clear of the emplacement. A hundred yards further down the ridge, the three men manning a machine gun nest had seen the fate of their comrades, and brought their machine gun around to fire back up the ridge. They sent a blizzard of lead tearing into the anti-tank gun emplacement, forcing McTeague and the others to drop down onto their bellies as bullets smacked into stone and rang off the gun’s armour shield.

      “Prickly buggers, aren’t they?” Herring shouted over the din as he dove for cover.

      “Ach, load the bloody cannon!” McTeague shouted back, crawling on his hands and knees to the anti-tank gun’s firing mechanism.

      Herring opened a crate and pulled free a heavy 28mm armour-piercing shell, then rammed the shell home. As the breech locked itself, he leaned out of the gun’s recoil path and grabbed another shell. McTeague took a deep breath, then raised himself up so he could peer through the gun-sight. The machine gun nest was lit up again by another burst of automatic fire, and ignoring the murderous hail rattling off rocks and steel plate inches from his face, the Scot centered the crosshairs on where he’d seen the muzzle blast, then tripped the firing mechanism.

      The 28mm high-velocity cannon slammed back on its mount with a roar, flame spurting from its muzzle and dust swirling about from the blast. Herring immediately reloaded the weapon, and not bothering to fix his aim, McTeague fired again. There was the sound of ringing metal and a wavering cry of pain as the armour-piercing “squeeze bore” round smashed home at over four thousand feet a second.

      “Another one, laddie!” McTeague ordered.

      Herring loaded another shell, and McTeague fired again. This time the round sounded like it struck the sangar itself, with a crack of splintering stone. With a look of grim determination, McTeague fired one more shell into the machine gun nest, hearing the round pulverize steel and stone with its impact.

      After the last shot crashed home, the four men sat in silence for a few seconds. There was no return fire from the machine gun, and each man privately shuddered at the thought of what such a terrible cannon could do to a man’s body.

      “Well, Sergeant?” Herring asked after a few seconds. “Do we clear that position?”

      “Clear it?” McTeague replied. “I cannae think there’s anything left.”

      Just then, a wavering red glow illuminated everything around them, and the men looked out to the north, towards the other arm of the crescent. A parachute flare burned crimson a hundred yards above the ridge, slowly sparking and smoking as it descended, bathing everything for several hundred yards in a flickering glow.

      “Here it comes,” McTeague said softly. “Poor buggers.”

      A moment later, the whump of a discharging three-inch mortar was heard from out in the desert. Seconds passed, and then an explosion blossomed in the night as a mortar bomb landed beneath the flare, several yards from a sangar housing a 20mm Breda anti-aircraft gun. A few seconds later more reports were heard in quick succession as the mortar crew fired for effect. Several of the ten-pound mortar bombs landed on target, pulverizing rock and shredding the Italians cowering inside their ineffectual defenses.

      Brooks stood up to get a better look at where the mortar rounds were landing. “Bloody hell, looks like those Eyeties are really getting-”

      As if he’d swallowed a live grenade, Brooks’ body exploded in a shower of bloody meat and tattered rags. A split-second later, the boom of an anti-tank gun reached them from the other arm of the crescent.

      Higgins wiped a sheen of blood and flesh from his face with his uniform sleeve. “What the blazes…?”

      “Bloody Eyeties are givin’ us a dose of our own medicine! Alright lads, let’s shift this gun. Put yer backs into it!” McTeague ordered.

      The three men shifted the gun mount, straining to move several hundred pounds of steel. They grabbed the split rail and dragged the gun back and around so that, with effort, it could be traversed to fire towards the other arm of the hill. Another anti-tank round clipped the top of the sangar, lacerating everyone with tiny, razor-edged stone splinters.

      “They’re getting closer!” Herring shouted.

      McTeague lined up his shot, and as Herring loaded another round, the Scot fired at the distant target. Illuminated by the flare dropping out of the sky, the effect of the high-velocity anti-tank shell was easy to see. The round struck the stones making up the sangar and knocked several spinning through the air, one of them flying up to tear away the camouflage netting over the emplacement. At the same moment, the Italians fired again, and the three men felt the air buffet them as the projectile cracked past inches above their heads.

      McTeague’s second shot came in slightly higher, and the four Commandos saw sparks fly as the round tore through the 28mm anti-tank gun like it was a child’s toy. Tiny, ant-like figures limped away from the emplacement, only to be picked off one at a time by single rifle shots.

      “Sounds like Rhys is putting his lady to work,” Higgins said.

      “At that range, he cannae miss,” McTeague replied.

      “Well, Sergeant?” Herring asked. “What’re we to do now?”

      McTeague thumped the cannon with his fist. “Lads, let’s find us another target.”
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      With a disappointed sigh, Nelson fired the last of the 20mm cannon shells into the side of the fortress. He’d been having the time of his life, and was only sorry that after the first squad of Italians, no one had shown themselves to offer him a more exciting target. Nearly a hundred rounds of 20mm ammunition had been fired into the side of the stone fort. The wall appeared as if it was on the verge of collapse, in some places the holes large enough for a man to crawl through with ease.

      “Alright lads, Nelson’s had his fun. On your feet - we’re clearing that building!”

      Everyone except Bowen, Johnson, and Stilwell moved forward at a crouch, their Thompsons at the ready. Several times, one man or another slipped or skidded across glistening smears of human remains, and they struggled to avoid being sick in front of each other, gagging from the overwhelming slaughterhouse smell rising up from the horror at their feet. The three Italians who’d survived the barrage remained prone in the blood and gore, splattered in so much human wreckage that they could have passed for dead men themselves. Lynch approached one Italian who looked up at him, tears cutting streaks in the dust and blood across the man’s face. The once-proud soldier was now reduced to a weeping, trembling child.

      “Sorry mate,” Lynch muttered to the Italian. “Nothing personal.”

      The five men approached the shattered doorway, and at Price’s signal, White lobbed a grenade into the courtyard beyond. The instant after the explosion, the five Commandos flowed through the entrance, Thompsons up and at the ready. The courtyard appeared empty save for a pair of corpses in the now-familiar uniform of the Bersaglieri, but immediately shots rang out, bullets smacking into the stone walls behind them. Lynch felt a bullet tug at his trouser leg, and the Commandos dove towards the nearest cover while spraying slugs at the muzzle flashes.

      “Looks like I didn’t get ‘em all!” Nelson shouted above the din.

      “It bloody well appears that way, doesn’t it?” White shouted back.

      Once they took stock of the situation, it was apparent there were only three or four riflemen on the other side of the courtyard. Not wanting to be pinned down here, Lynch and Nelson provided cover fire while the others moved towards the nearest building entrance. In a few seconds the five Commandos were inside the fortress proper.

      “That was a hot reception!” quipped Hall.

      Price shot him a silencing look. “Alright lads, we’re going to do this one room at a time and make sure we’ve flushed out every last Jerry or Eyetie. Oh, and be sure we don’t shoot any of those poor bloody prisoners, either.”

      While the momentum of the battle at large might have shifted in favor of the British, the Germans and Italians were far from beaten. Two rooms into their sweep, in a long, narrow mess hall, the Italians had set up a barricade of wooden tables and supply crates across a narrow doorway. Rifles and Beretta machine pistols cracked and chattered, sending slugs ricocheting off walls and around corners. Lynch felt a bullet fragment cut a stinging furrow across his ribs, and Nelson received a deep, bloody groove down the length of his forearm from a ricochet. Determined to break the stalemate, Price reloaded his Thompson, then dove out and rolled into the open, below the Italians’ fire. With a sweep of his Thompson, Price ripped twenty .45 calibre slugs into the wooden table blockading the door, sawing a jagged tear across the barrier at waist-level. The shooting stopped abruptly, and seizing the initiative, the other Commandos ran past, their Thompsons roaring.

      The barrier came apart under their withering fire, and the men smashed through, only to shout in alarm as fixed bayonets and rifle butts came at them from several angles at once. Lynch stumbled back, reeling from a glancing blow to the head from a buttstock, and brought his Thompson up just in time to deflect another blow strong enough to shatter a man’s head like a melon. Lynch kicked out and heard his assailant curse in pain as he made contact with the man’s groin. With a moment of freedom to act, Lynch drew his already-cocked .45 automatic from its holster. Firing from the hip, he put three bullets in his attacker’s chest. The German, the same sergeant who’d accompanied Steiner to their meeting, gurgled out a curse as he stumbled back, clutching the ruin of his chest as he spun around and fell face-first to the floor.

      Turning, Lynch saw the other Commandos were all on their feet, although several had acquired new cuts and bruises. Nelson wiped the blade of his trench knife across the tunic of the nearest Italian corpse, while rivulets of blood leaked down from his scalp. Hall fingered a nasty-looking notch carved out of his Thompson’s buttstock.

      “Closest I ever want to get to the tip of an Eyetie bayonet,” he muttered.

      Price gently massaged a battered jaw and holstered his smoking pistol while eyeing the dead man at his feet. “Plucky lot, these Bersaglieri. That fellow loosened a couple of my back teeth with his last swing.”

      After everyone took a moment to steady themselves, the Commandos moved ahead swiftly, keeping an eye out not only for any lurking enemies, but any sign of the captured British soldiers as well. However, it soon became apparent they were flushing the last of the fort’s defenders ahead of them. Pot-shots were taken in their direction from around corners and through doorways, forcing them behind cover and halting their pursuit. But, as soon as the Commandos returned fire and advanced, the resistance vanished.

      As Lynch rounded a corner, a German stick-grenade flew towards him and on instinct he slapped it into an adjacent room with the butt of his Thompson. As everyone dove for cover, Lynch found himself on the floor, his head sticking out around the corner of the wall. Just as the grenade detonated he saw several men in German uniforms duck around a far corner moving at a run.

      “Jerry’s legging it, boyos!” he shouted.

      “We’ve got ‘em on the bloody ropes!” Nelson agreed. Every man took a second to load fresh magazines into their weapons, then they rose to their feet and hurried after their quarry.

      Seconds later, the Commandos found themselves on the other side of the courtyard from where they’d entered. To their left, the northern doorway leading out of the fortress stood partially open. Crouching, Hall glanced outside, only to yank his head back a split second before several rifle bullets smashed holes in the wooden door.

      “They’re holding fast in another sangar about fifty yards away,” he said. “Didn’t look like a cannon though, maybe a mortar emplacement. Must be a dozen or more out there, Jerries and Eyeties.”

      Lynch looked at Price. “We go through that door now, and you can be sure they’re going to blast us the same way we blasted them.”

      “Oh, I expect they’re positively giddy at the thought,” Price replied. “Any suggestions?”

      “Well, if we can’t go out,” Nelson answered, “we might as well go up!” He pointed towards a set of stone stairs leading to the walkway around the courtyard wall, several yards above their heads.

      “Good show! Alright lads, up we go,” Price ordered.

      The five men charged up the stairs and onto the walkway, taking care to stay low and out of sight. Each man found a place along the crenellations, and at Price’s command, they peered over the edge of the wall and cut loose with their Thompsons.

      At fifty yards away and firing in the dark, the Thompsons weren’t ideal for the situation at hand. However, the amount of lead they put in the air more than made up for the range and poor visibility. Several cries of pain were heard from the sangar, but almost immediately, the Italians returned fire. Bullets snapped through the air around the Commandos’ heads and punched craters into the stone battlements. A Beretta machine pistol chattered, and Lynch ducked as slugs ricocheted over his head and whined into the night.

      “Lieutenant, this isn’t working exactly as planned!” White shouted while reloading.

      “Keep them guessing,” Price ordered. “Fire and displace. Use the whole wall!”

      The Commandos exchanged gunfire with the Italians for several minutes. Each man cut loose with a burst of slugs and ducked below the wall before moving to another firing position as return fire lashed at where they’d just been. Despite their best efforts, it didn’t seem as if the Italians were taking any casualties. If they were losing men, those who remained were doing their best to make up for the losses.

      As Lynch raised his head up over the edge of the wall again, he saw another flare slowly descending, this time over what remained of the enemy’s motor pool. A few seconds later, there came the slow, methodical thumpthumpthump sound of an autocannon out in the darkness, and he could see the flickering tongue of a muzzle flash, several hundred yards away. It was their captured Autoblinda, firing as it approached from the east. A moment passed, and then armour-piercing shells began to smash into the vehicles down below, tearing clean through the thin-skinned Bedfords parked neatly side-by-side under their camouflage netting.

      Mortar bombs soon followed the cannon fire, exploding among the vehicles every four or five seconds. Although Eldred’s Commandos had only brought one three-inch mortar with them, and a limited number of the ten-pound mortar bombs, the three men from Peabody’s squad crewing the weapon were clearly experts in its use, bringing their shots down onto the targets designated by Bowen’s flares with impressive accuracy.

      One extremely well-placed mortar bomb struck the captured petrol tanker, and the immense blast sent a ball of fire rolling up into the sky, past the top of the fortress, and Lynch ducked as he felt the heat coming from the explosion over a hundred yards away. The entire outpost was lit up by the blast, and off to the east he could see the armoured cars and Desert Group vehicles approaching with crouching Commandos interspersed between them.

      As the rolling ball of flame slowly dissipated, Lynch turned to the other Commandos, a wide-eyed look on his face. “I hope the poor bastards Jerry had in the bag weren’t anywhere near that!”

      The explosion had another immediate effect. Shouts of dismay came from the Italians in the sangar, and first one, then several other Bersaglieri threw their weapons over the edge of the emplacement.

      “Non sparare!” they began to shout, and several hesitantly raised their hands in the air, surrendering.

      Lynch looked over at Price. “Well, what do we do, now?”

      Price frowned at the question. “I think the answer is quite obvious,” he replied. “We accept their surrender. It’s the only civilized thing to do.”
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      Lieutenant James Lewis had never been both so happy and so terrified at the same time in all his life. He and his fifteen men were face down in the dirt within their barbed wire enclosure, hands over their heads, as gunfire and explosions hammered the air all around them. Voices shouted nearby in Italian and German as boots pounded sand outside their fencing. Once, Lewis even thought he heard a few words of English, but with such a cacophony of noise he couldn’t be sure.

      One thing was certain, though. The outpost was being attacked, and it seemed from Lewis’ vantage point - poor though it was - that his captors were losing. He could sense the uncertainty in their voices, the disorganized nature of their movements. In their minds, something was most definitely not going according to plan.

      “Freddy!” Lewis whispered to the prone figure next to him.

      “Aye, sir?”

      “D’you see the little blighter?”

      Lewis sensed Freddy shifting in the sand next to him.

      “Aye, sir! He’s off to my left. Hopping about like he’s gotta take a piss. I think he’s just too afraid of those Jerries to leg it.”

      “Is it just him? Do you see anyone else nearby?” Lewis asked.

      Freddy shifted some more. “No, sir. It’s just the one fellow, has himself one of those little Eyetie machine guns, sir.”

      “Do you have your rock, Freddy?”

      “Aye sir, tucked in me pocket. Shall I spread the word?”

      Lewis thought hard for a moment. “It’s now or never, old bean. Soon as he’s distracted and pointing that bloody perforator someplace else.”

      As much as he trusted Steiner - and that was probably as much as one could ever trust a German - Lewis understood his duty as an officer in the British armed forces. And that duty was to resist. Within a day of their capture, he’d instructed all of his men to find one or two well-shaped rocks, something sizable enough to use as a missile or a bludgeon, but small enough to hold and conceal easily. Over the course of a couple nights, each man dug about until they unearthed something of the proper size, at which point the makeshift weapon was surreptitiously tucked away in a place that was easy to remember, usually at a specific point underneath the prisoner’s bedroll.

      When the first three explosions shattered the silence of the night, Lewis thought there might have been an accident. But when gunfire followed shortly thereafter, quickly escalating into a full-fledged firefight, Lewis knew someone was attacking the base. The cannon fire up on the ridge confused him for a moment, and he wondered if the first explosions had been bombs, but he immediately dismissed the idea. He’d not heard any aircraft engines, and the bombs were far too small.

      No, they were being infiltrated, possibly by men of the Desert Group, or maybe that newly-formed irregular raiding unit - Detachment “L” - that everyone was whispering about. Lewis guessed that those first three explosions had probably been some kind of distraction to sow confusion while the raiders launched their attack. At the start, he had been content to keep his men low and quiet, hopeful that someone would be along soon to shoot their gaoler and set them free. But now, as cannon fire, mortars, and anti-tank guns roared all around them, Lewis grew more worried they’d be on the receiving end of a poorly-aimed mortar bomb or grenade, and that’d be the end of it all.

      Suddenly, there were a series of high-velocity impacts, as autocannon fire tore into the vehicles parked to the north of their tent. The sounds of tortured, ringing metal were quickly followed by several mortar bombs exploding amongst the motor pool, and in an instant, a massive conflagration lit up everything bright as day. Lewis felt the heat against his skin, and risked a look up from forcing his face into the sand. A few feet away, their guard was shakily picking himself up from the ground.

      “Now, lads! Now!” Lewis shouted.

      The men overcame their fear and jumped to their feet. The Italian, sensing movement behind him, turned just in time to receive a fast pitch to the side of the head from one of Lewis’ men, the fist-sized rock smacking home with an audible thud. The guard staggered and made a motion to raise his Beretta machine pistol, but the first rock was followed by several more in quick succession, and one of them caught him square between the eyes. The guard lurched drunkenly, and with a mumbled curse, fell flat on his face, the gun tumbling from his hands.

      “The fencepost!” Lewis shouted. “The corner post!”

      Two of his strongest men ran to the corner post closest to the guard. Each man grabbed ahold of the fence post with both hands and put all their strength into bending it back towards them. The post, two inches in diameter, resisted for a few agonizing seconds, but with a sharp crack, snapped clean through just above the sand. The two men dropped the post, and as soon as the barbed wire fell safely to the ground, they were charging over the barrier.

      The guard managed to raise his head off the ground just a moment before an Englishman’s booted foot connected with his temple. The guard let out a groan and raised a pleading hand above his head, but before his attacker could get the boot in again, Lewis grabbed the man by the shoulder.

      “That’s enough lad. Get his gun and let’s find some cover,” Lewis ordered.

      The rest of the men jumped over the downed wire, but once free from captivity, Lewis didn’t know what to do. There were still shots ringing out in the darkness, and he saw a number of Bersaglieri rushing about, many heading towards the undamaged vehicles. Lewis motioned for the men to go prone, hopefully avoiding any stray bullets or shell fragments zipping through the air.

      “Sir, look!” Freddy shouted next to Lewis, pointing into the moonlit desert beyond the firelight.

      Lewis turned his head and saw three lumbering shapes - a pair of familiar Morris cars and a larger Autoblinda, its 8mm machine gun tearing long bursts at the Italians. The lumpy, irregular profiles of the overburdened Desert Group vehicles were right behind the armoured cars, their Lewis and Vickers guns spraying tracers towards the northern arm of the crescent hill, trading fire with the stubborn defenders. Scattered among the vehicles was a skirmish line of Commandos, weapons raised and firing on any target that presented itself.

      As Lewis watched, an Italian machine gun raked a line of tracers across several Commandos and one of the Chevrolets. The men dropped like puppets with their strings cut, and the truck lurched to a halt and began to burn fiercely, its petrol tank ripped open by bullets, the tracers igniting the fuel as it spilled. In the firelight, Lewis didn’t see anyone get up off the ground or climb out of the burning vehicle.

      Off to his left, one of the Autoblindas began firing its 20mm cannon, hammering a stream of shells towards the attacking British. Several rounds hit one of the Morris cars, sparks flying as the armour failed to stop the heavy calibre shells. The Morris slewed back and forth for a moment before coming to a stop, the Boys rifle in its turret still firing every few seconds. Before the defenders’ Autoblinda could fire another twelve-round clip from its autocannon, there was a terrible impact on the armoured car’s front hull. A moment later, a loud report came from the east, out in the desert. When a second shot crashed home, tearing through the car’s turret, Lewis guessed the weapon was a light anti-tank gun - no match for the Autoblinda, which now sat silent, the crew either dead, wounded, or cowering in terror.

      But the fight wasn’t over yet. The Bersaglieri were organizing, NCOs ordering their men into firing lines behind any available cover. Disciplined rifle fire began to pepper the British vehicles and the advancing Commandos, many of whom moved to place the armoured cars between them and the defender’s rifle fire. The Italians seemed to rally, shouting insults at the British and encouragement to each other, but their elation was short-lived. The two mobile armoured cars and the LRDG trucks closed quickly, and more than a dozen machine guns ripped into the Italian lines, hundreds of bullets hammering into vehicles, supply crates, stone, sand, and flesh. With the Bersaglieri pinned down, the Commandos were able to move out from behind the armoured cars, and they quickly added their rifles, Thompsons, and Bren guns to the onslaught.

      Vastly outgunned, outnumbered, and all too quickly surrounded, the defenders finally accepted their fate. Surviving NCOs blew whistles and shouted to their men, and the rifle fire ceased. The British gunfire quickly died out as well, and for the first time in what seemed to Lewis like hours, there was silence.

      Lewis turned to Freddy with a broad grin across his face. “Looks like we’ll finally get a proper cup of morning tea, old bean.”
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      As dawn rose over the captured outpost, the full scale of the battle was evident. The ground along the ridgeline to the south of the fort was a horror-show, even after the larger remnants of the Italian dead had been dragged to the side of the path and covered with bedrolls taken from the fortress’ barracks. Some of the dead had to be shoveled out of the sangars hit by anti-tank shells or mortar bombs. Men killed by grenade blasts or gunfire seemed almost peaceful in comparison to those who’d been pulverized by the heavier weapons, but even those largely intact corpses were quickly gathering flies and other curious, hungry, crawling investigators.

      Lynch bent over a crumpled body and slowly rolled the man over. The Italian’s sightless eyes were covered in grains of sand, and flies were already exploring the corners of his mouth and nose. Reaching down, Lynch grasped the handle of his Fairbairn-Sykes knife and put his boot against the corpse’s belly. With a heave, he dragged his weapon free, wiping the bloody blade clean with a corner of the dead man’s jacket. The knife’s hilt was tacky with dried blood, and the flies wouldn’t leave it alone. Lynch slipped the blade back into its scabbard until he could clean it better, then rolled the corpse back into his original position, face towards the sheer rock wall of the hillside.

      “Found it?” Nelson asked as he approached.

      “Aye. A wee bit messy to be sure, but it’ll clean up just fine,” Lynch replied.

      “That’s good, you know they’d probably take it out of your bloody pay otherwise.”

      Lynch nodded absently, his gaze lifting from the body at his feet. His eyes swept across the rest of the destroyed outpost. Smoke still curled up into the morning sky from the burning vehicles, and further off he saw Donovan and Peabody leading their men as they policed the remaining enemy dead, collected weapons, searched pockets for any intelligence to give the officers or valuables to take as souvenirs.

      Fifty feet away, Lynch saw Herring bending over a German corpse. With practiced movements, Herring frisked the body and took several items, including a Luger he tucked into the back of his waistband. As if sensing he was being watched, Herring turned and looked at Lynch, staring for a few seconds before he gave a mocking salute and moved on to another body.

      “Bit of a queer one, ain’t he?” Nelson remarked, also watching Herring go about his grisly business.

      “Aye, so he is. I’m sure now we don’t know of the half of it.”

      Lynch turned and began walking with Nelson towards the rest of their squad, gathered near the Italian prisoners. Along with Brooks, four of Eldred’s Commandos and three New Zealanders had been killed in the final assault, with five other men wounded. Of the nearly fifty Bersaglieri who’d garrisoned the outpost, almost three dozen had been killed in the fighting. The remainder surrendered when the outcome of the battle was inevitable, half of them taken prisoner by Price’s squad. Only one of the Germans was taken alive, knocked senseless by flying debris when the petrol tanker blew up. Four other Germans were killed, all while leading small bands of Bersaglieri like those who’d ambushed Lynch and the others inside the fortress.

      Of Hauptmann Steiner and the remaining Germans, there was no sign. While rounding up the Italians, Lynch had found a knotted rope tied to a large steel pin driven into the stone at the edge of the western slope near the northwest corner of the fortress wall. He’d pointed it out to Price, who surmised that the Germans had used it as a last-ditch escape route, choosing to flee across miles of trackless desert rather than face death or capture. Where Steiner and his men were going, however, Lynch couldn’t imagine.

      “I can’t tell you how good it is to have a properly prepared cup of char. Those Italians never could get it right.”

      Lynch turned, and saw the Hussars lieutenant standing behind him, holding two mugs of tea laden with sweetened milk. Lewis handed one to Lynch and the other to Nelson, who bobbed his head and offered a brief “Thank you, sir”.

      “Much appreciated, sir,” Lynch said. “Glad to be of service. It couldn’t have been easy sitting out here for days. I was in the bag once, meself. Wasn’t a very pleasant experience.”

      Lewis nodded. “I hate to admit it, but although they were the enemy, they weren’t a right pack of jackals, either. Steiner would have me up to the fortress for a nightcap most evenings, if you can believe it.”

      “I do, actually,” Lynch replied. As Lewis walked away to join the other officers, Lynch looked over at the Bersaglieri, now confined in the same barbed wire fencing Lewis’ men had occupied only hours ago. Most of the Italians looked ragged and bloody, and several of them were swaddled with field dressings. They all had the dazed, blasted look of men who hadn’t yet come to terms with how quickly their situation had changed.

      Fortune in war is a fickle thing, Lynch mused. He took a sip from his mug of tea.

      It was perfect.
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      Hauptmann Karl Steiner pulled back the canvas tarpaulin and exposed the front bumper of a Kübelwagen. It’d taken half an hour of digging with rifle butts and bare hands to expose the front of the car, but as Steiner continued to pull away the protective cover he saw the cars appeared to be in good condition. Months ago, he’d tucked them close against the leeward side of a small, sheer-sided rock formation and covered them with camouflage netting and canvas dust covers. However, he hadn’t predicted the cars being buried by a sand storm.

      “Alright boys,” he said. “Almost there. Grab shovels, and let’s uncover the other two before we take a water break.”

      One of the remaining Brandenburgers unclipped a shovel from the side of the exposed Kübelwagen, and another man pulled a second tool from the passenger seat. Taking turns, the six men remaining in his command set about unburying all three cars.

      Feldwebel Bauer had thought Steiner was being foolish and perhaps even a bit cowardly hiding “getaway cars” miles away from their base of operations. But Bauer wasn’t here, he was back with the Italians, either dead or captured, and Steiner was defeated, but alive and free to fight another day. According to Steiner’s worldview, that was all that mattered.

      Finally, one of the cars was freed from enough sand that Steiner could climb into the driver’s seat. He worked the starter, and after a couple of worrying sputters, the engine finally caught and steadied. He reached behind him and pulled a canteen out of a haversack, then unscrewed the top and took a long swig of tepid, metallic water. Looking over, he saw his men finish unearthing the other two vehicles. Steiner raised his canteen in a salute.

      “Macht schnell, boys!” Steiner ordered. “We’ve got almost three hundred kilometers to drive, and I’m buying the first round!”
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      Some have called the North African campaign of World War Two “the last gentleman’s war”. I imagine that sentiment is cold comfort for the souls of all the dead men lying in forgotten graves scattered across the desert landscape. When compared to the brutal, merciless slaughter of the Normandy beach landings and the Falaise Pocket, the horrors of the Stalingrad and Leningrad sieges, or the wanton barbarity of the Red Army’s advance into Germany, the North African battles might be considered almost civilized.

      Almost.

      The desert is a terrible place to make war. Scorching hot during the day and freezing cold at night, with little water and poor lines of resupply. No cover or concealment to speak of, except for whatever trenches or sangars you could fashion with your hands and an entrenching tool. Infantry would bake in the sun when they weren’t being shelled or shot at, while tankers would bake in their rolling ovens when they weren’t being torn to pieces by armour-piercing shells and hull fragments, or burning alive inside their own vehicles. I vividly recall reading one account of a tank battle in North Africa where a dismounted tanker watched in horror as liquefied fat from burning men dribbled through the burst seams of a shattered tank a few feet from his position. Gentlemen’s war or no, burning to death trapped inside a tank is not a good way to die.

      After barely surviving their mission in Calais, I decided it was time to even the odds a little for our heroes, making them a part of a larger, more formidable unit. It also gave me the chance to move the story from northern France, where very little was actually happening, to someplace where Britain was at the time holding its own against the Axis. North Africa was also the place where a lot of new irregular units – such as the Long Range Desert Group and the Special Air Service – were created. The lack of strong, defensible borders, the need for intelligence gathered far behind enemy lines, and the vulnerability of supply routes and depots made the desert battlefield the perfect place to incubate special operations tactics. The lessons learned during the battles for North Africa are still studied and applied by Special Forces here in the 21st century.

      

      So, what is next for Lynch and his companions? Well, Operation Crusader takes place seventeen days after the end of this story, and a few dozen heavily-armed Commandos might come in handy.
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      A select team of highly-skilled professional soldiers, Commandos, must infiltrate enemy territory and complete a military objective, then survive to escape and attack again in the next adventure.

      A military unit is only as strong as the bonds of brotherhood between the men, and sometimes those bonds are sorely tested.

      “The "Commando" series is one of the best WWII action-adventure series going today, and that's because Jack is one of the best of the new crop of action authors writing today.” – Mark Allen, author of the Team Reaper Series 
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for taking the time to read Commando: The Complete World War II Action Collection Series, Volume I. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author's best friend and much appreciated.

      Thank you.

      Jack Badelaire
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