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      This novel is a work of military adventure pulp fiction. While it takes place against the backdrop of the Second World War, the story and characters depicted here are entirely fictional, and any reference to or use of historical characters is also fictional.
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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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      Five Miles North of The Siwa Oasis, Egypt

      November 13th, 1941, 0930 Hours

      

      “Enemy formation ahead! Five hundred yards and closing!”

      Corporal Thomas Lynch racked back the bolt of his Vickers machine gun and adjusted his sand goggles, looking over the weapon’s sights. Off in the distance, Lynch saw the enemy vehicles; a half-dozen dots staggered across several hundred yards of desert.

      “Gunner ready!” he shouted through a kerchief tied across his nose and mouth, trying to be heard over the roar of the Chevrolet truck’s engine as the driver shifted into the vehicle’s highest gear.

      Lynch stood in the back of a 30cwt Long Range Desert Group transport, hanging on for dear life as the truck raced across the Egyptian desert, the driver swerving now and then to avoid rocks or other obstacles. Clutching the twin grips of the Vickers, Lynch tried to keep the weapon steady, a task which seemed to be complete folly, as every bump and jolt along the way caused him to lose his balance and swing the gun around wildly.

      “Bend your bloody knees, mate!” Corporal Lawless hollered from the seat in front of Lynch. The New Zealander looked up at Lynch through his own pair of sand goggles and pointed at the Commando’s legs. “You gotta move with the truck, not fight against her! Ease up, you’re not on a parade field!”

      Lynch widened his stance and bent his knees, letting his legs take more of the shock and movement. He immediately felt more stable, the abuse to his spine lessened. He gave Lawless a nod and a thumbs-up.

      Lawless lifted his goggles to his forehead and peered through a pair of field glasses. “Three hundred yards! Get ready!”

      The LRDG patrolman let the glasses drop, hanging from his neck by a strap, and put his goggles back in place before snapping back the bolt of his Lewis gun, pintle-mounted to the dashboard of the Chevrolet. The driver, another Commando named Higgins, fought to keep the truck steady despite the rough desert terrain.

      Lynch pivoted his Vickers gun and brought it to bear on the enemy vehicles as they grew closer. He saw an Italian armoured car in the lead, followed by two German Kübelwagens and three Opel Blitz transports.

      “Fire as the target crosses your sights!” Lawless shouted. “Don’t try to track ‘em as we pass by, you’ll just waste ammunition!”

      Lynch steadied the Vickers, pointing the weapon ahead and to the left in the eleven o’clock position. Lawless fired first, his Lewis rattling out a short burst. Lynch saw puffs of dust and paint as the .303 calibre slugs ricocheted off the armoured car’s hull. Lynch fired as soon as the car entered the sights of his weapon, a ten-round burst that raked the Italian Autoblinda from nose to tail in just over a second. Although he knew the rifle-calibre bullets were no match against the car’s armour plating, it would keep the enemy vehicle buttoned up, restricting the crew’s visibility.

      One by one, they passed a target every few seconds and riddled it with gunfire. By keeping his bursts short and avoiding the temptation to swing the machine gun around and follow the target, Lynch found he was connecting with most of his shots. As the Chevrolet passed the last vehicle, Higgins put them into a wide turn, swinging around the enemy transport, and Lynch watched as Lawless ran his Lewis gun dry, quickly swapping the empty pan magazine for a full one taken from a canvas bag at Lawless’s feet. Lynch glanced down into the ammo can attached to the Vickers’ pintle mount; the 250-round fabric ammunition belt was roughly one-quarter used. Lynch was pleased with his fire discipline, considering how impossible it would be to try and change ammunition cans and reload the Vickers while staying on his feet as the Chevrolet tore across the desert at combat speed.

      As Higgins brought them around for a second pass, this time running up alongside the enemy convoy from behind, Lynch glanced back and saw the other four LRDG vehicles in their formation. The last Chevrolet was passing the Blitz at the rear of the convoy, while the other three trucks were swinging around to continue their gun run. It was important that the last vehicle get out of the first vehicle’s arc of fire, lest they find themselves driving through a hailstorm of “friendly” .303 calibre lead.

      “Tail car clear!” Lawless shouted at Lynch. “Free to engage!”

      Steadying the Vickers, Lynch began his second gun run. The heavy, water-cooled machine gun spat out its deadly payload at a rate of approximately eight rounds a second, and between its great mass and the sturdy pintle mount, the Vickers remained quite steady over level ground, even in his inexperienced hands. Compared to the Thompson submachine gun he normally carried into battle, the Vickers was truly a massive beast, and Lynch couldn’t imagine how difficult it must be to carry the huge steel-and-brass weapon, balanced across his shoulders, for hours and days at a time. Or, even worse, having to move from one battlefield position to another, setting the weapon up on its tripod and engaging the enemy while under fire. His Commando squad’s Bren light machine gun, normally carried by Trooper Higgins, was a relative lightweight compared to the Vickers.

      Within a minute’s time they’d passed the Autoblinda armoured car again, Lynch hammering the Italian vehicle with a dozen slugs. Their weapons finally silent, Higgins swung the Chevrolet out in a wide arc to the right, away from the enemy formation, and he brought the truck around so they were facing back towards the remaining LRDG vehicles as they finished their second run, each truck performing the same wheel to the right at the end. Within another minute, all five of the Desert Group trucks were parked abreast, the New Zealanders and the Commandos all congratulating each other on a well-executed manoeuvre.

      This was the first live-fire training exercise of the day, but the two units - the Long Range Desert Group and the men of 3 Commando - had been training together ever since their return to the Siwa Oasis headquarters eleven days ago. Before that, the two units had worked together to find and destroy an enemy raiding force hidden in the Libyan Desert. The Axis troops - a company of crack Italian Bersaglieri led by a squad of German Brandenburgers - had been hunting and ambushing British patrols and convoys for several months. That was bad enough, but the raiders had also posed a threat to the British ability to perform reconnaissance in the deep southern desert regions as their next major offensive drew closer. Lynch had been flown to Egypt along with three dozen other men from 3 Commando, and they’d linked up with the men of the Long Range Desert Group, a reconnaissance unit whose men knew the deep desert better than anyone else. Along with a trio of British armoured cars, the mongrel force had managed to find the Axis raiders and, in a daring night assault, Lynch’s squad had infiltrated the enemy’s desert fortress and caused chaos as the rest of their comrades struck the death blow, hammering the fortress’s defenders with mortars, machine guns, and autocannons. Although the Axis forces had put up a valiant defence, in the end, those who’d survived the assault surrendered to the British, although a handful of the Germans had escaped.

      Now, having no further orders, the men of 3 Commando bivouacked and trained with the men of the LRDG. Captain Eldred, the ranking Commando officer, held daily meetings with Captain Clarke of the LRDG and Captain Moody of the 11th Hussars, who commanded the unit of armoured cars attached to the strike force. The men knew something was afoot, but the officers appeared reluctant to share the information, and so there was little to do but train and train some more, all the while trying to acclimatize themselves to the extremes of the desert climate.

      The Commandos worked hard to adapt to the searing heat of the day and the frigid chill of night, all the while nursing sunburns and suffering the effects of dehydration. Although water rations at the Siwa Oasis were better than the six pints a day allowed while on patrol, the Desert Group men still maintained a good deal of water discipline, something the Commandos had great difficulty in accepting. The men had been in the damp autumn chill of Scotland only a few weeks before, and a few were laid low by the change, likely to be transported away from the Oasis on the next supply convoy back to the coast. Those who remained found themselves leaner of frame and darker of skin, more than a few joking that, were they to stay in the desert much longer, they’d end up like the mummies entombed under the pyramids.

      “Tommy! Oi, Tommy!”

      Lynch turned and looked down the line of LRDG trucks to where Corporal Harry Nelson, one of his squadmates, was waving to him.

      “What is it now, you great lummox?” Lynch shouted back.

      “Pity I didn’t have that bloody great autocannon just now. Would’ve turned those Jerry lorries into scrap-metal!”

      Nelson’s grin stretched from ear to ear, and Lynch just shook his head. During the assault on the enemy strongpoint, Nelson had commandeered a twenty-millimetre Breda anti-aircraft gun. The autocannon fired explosive shells from a twelve-round clip, and Nelson had used it to terrifying effect against a squad of Bersaglieri charging their position. Most of the squad had been blown apart by the shells, the few survivors huddled prostrate in the steaming offal that’d been their comrades moments before. Nelson had laughed at the carnage the weapon created, and he’d then used the Breda to shred the side of the stone fortress, ripping apart the heavy wooden doors and blasting fist-sized holes in the stone.

      After the attack was over, the Commandos and LRDG had stripped the enemy outpost of anything useful, confiscating weapons, ammunition, explosives, food, fuel, spare parts, and even vehicles. The Italians had operated a squadron of six Autoblinda armoured cars, and while three of the vehicles had been too badly damaged to ever drive again, the others were repairable. All six had been brought back to Siwa, the dead cars towed by those still moving under their own power. In addition, those heavy weapons - such as Nelson’s Breda autocannon - that still worked were gathered up and brought back to base. The Desert Group patrols weren’t especially well-armed, and the firepower acquired in the raid would make a significant difference if they had to engage Axis armoured vehicles in the near future. Given how likely it was they’d be at the forefront of the impending offensive, the “if” of engaging the Axis was more likely a “when”.

      Turning his thoughts back to the present, Lynch untied the kerchief from his face and shook away the fine dust and sand that’d begun caking the cloth around his nose and mouth. Reaching down, Lynch picked up a canteen, twisted off the cap, and allowed himself three generous swallows, the hot, metallic-tasting water still perfectly refreshing. Letting out a sigh, Lynch twisted back and forth to loosen his back after the beating it’d taken on the ride. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a slight hazing to a point on the northern horizon.

      Lynch froze. Although he’d only been in North Africa for less than three weeks, he already knew what he was looking at: vehicles kicking up a cloud of dust as they crossed the desert.

      “Vehicles approaching from the north!” Lynch shouted.

      The banter among the men was silenced immediately, as every neck craned to look, and hands fumbled at the straps of field glasses, trying to get lenses in front of eyes. A murmur of confirmation rippled through the men.

      Behind Lynch, Lawless stood with his field glasses glued to his eyes. He let out a grunt. “Armour, at least a dozen, maybe more. Too far away to say for certain.”

      Two trucks away, Sergeant Highsmith of the Desert Group bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Alright lads, this is no exercise! Nichols, get your truck back to the oasis and tell Captain Clarke we’ve got company. The rest of you lot, we’re going to close and perform recce. Mount up! ‘Ere we go!”

      “Bloody hell!” Lawless swore. “Tommy, change that ammo belt as fast as you can. We might need a full load!” And with that, Lawless dropped back into his seat and began to reload his Lewis gun.

      Lynch snapped open the Vickers’ top cover, removed the cloth belt, dropped it back into the ammunition can, then unhooked the can from the mount and fitted a full can in position. Within a few seconds, he had the Vickers charged again with a full two hundred and fifty rounds.

      “Gunner loaded!” he shouted.

      Higgins dropped the Chevrolet back into gear, and he brought the truck around, pointing north. The four vehicles spread out into a wide skirmish line, Lynch’s truck holding the end of the left flank. They accelerated quickly, knowing that against enemy armour, speed was their best - and only - defence. Lynch realized too late his kerchief was hanging around his neck, and he managed to awkwardly fit it over his nose with one hand, the other hanging onto the Vickers for dear life. Higgins was trying his best to avoid the worst of the bumps along the way, but he wasn’t as experienced a driver as some of the other Desert Group men, and the distraction of possible violent action in the near future was making the ride exceptionally rough. Lynch bent his knees and tried not to fight against the motion of the truck.

      Lawless raised his field glasses again. “They’re tanks all right. Sixteen of the great blighters, and they’re moving fast!”

      “Ours or theirs?” Lynch shouted.

      Lawless adjusted the focus and stared for a moment. “Ours, I think. Looks to be Crusaders.”

      Lynch relaxed a bit. The Crusader was a British “cruiser” tank, lightly armoured and built for speed and maneuverability. While the Matilda tanks he’d seen in action during the Battle of Arras in May of 1940 were “infantry” tanks - slow and heavily armoured to fight the enemy in support of infantry engagements - the cruisers were built for sweeping cavalry-style manoeuvres out in the open battlefield. Although he wasn’t schooled in the particulars of armoured warfare, Lynch imagined the North African desert provided the perfect field of battle for the Eighth Army’s cruiser tank squadrons.

      The Crusaders were moving at a brisk pace, and with the Chevrolet’s high speed, within a few minutes the two groups were coming to a stop a few yards apart from each other. Lynch saw the officer in the lead tank’s command cupola wore a major’s insignia, and the truck crews saluted the officer as he lifted dusty goggles from his face.

      “I say, quite dashing of you lads!” the major exclaimed, slapping the steel plate of his Crusader’s turret. “Just the sort of fighting spirit I was hoping to find!”

      “Sir?” Sergeant Highsmith asked, puzzled.

      “Are you in command, Sergeant?” the major asked.

      “Of these lads here, yes sir. Captain Clarke is our commanding officer, sir.”

      The major nodded. “Excellent, then we’re right where we should be. Perkins! We’re wasting daylight!” the major shouted down into the belly of his tank. The Crusader lurched forward, followed by the squadron’s fifteen other tanks.

      As the squadron passed through the line of Desert Group trucks and headed south, the major turned and shouted at Highsmith. “Come along now, Sergeant! We’ve got a war to win!”

      Lynch looked down at Lawless and Higgins. The three men were speechless for a moment.

      “I don’t know who that was or what he bloody well meant,” Lawless finally said, “but it can’t be good.”

      “Aye,” Lynch replied, “you can be sure of that, now.”

      Higgins put their truck into gear, and along with Sergeant Highsmith and the other two trucks, followed the mystery major and his squadron of Crusaders.
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      Bardia, Libya

      November 13th, 1100 Hours

      

      Hauptmann Karl Steiner walked through the halls of a former administrative building, passing by Italian and German officers and enlisted men as they went about their business. Steiner exhibited a purposeful stride, his pace unusually quick, his expression determined. Although of only middling rank among the officers moving through the halls, even those senior to Steiner who saw him approach made subtle adjustments to their movements in order to give him a wide berth.

      Tall and wiry, with sun-bleached, sandy brown hair and a pleasant, handsome face, Steiner did not look at first glance to be particularly menacing. There was, however, something in Steiner’s eyes, a predatory gleam that marked him as a fighting man of no small degree of experience, as did the well-worn look of the leather pistol holster on his belt, and the battered appearance of the desert combat boots on his feet. There was, too, the Brandenburg regimental insignia upon his right uniform cuff, and although not every staff officer who saw it recognized the unit, those who did gave Steiner a look of respect, no matter the disparity in rank.

      As he continued along his journey, Steiner noticed with no conscious effort the signs of recent battle throughout the building. Bardia had been taken from the Italians by an Australian division back in January, only for the captors to be driven out months later by the Germans. Here and there Steiner saw bullet-scarred stone, plaster, and wood, broken glass that hadn’t been replaced yet, and on more than one occasion, the faint but unmistakable stain of old blood on the walls or stone floor, the stains scrubbed repeatedly, but far too tenacious to be defeated by anything save time. Steiner idly wondered how often Bardia would change hands before the war was over.

      Finally, Steiner reached the wooden door leading to his destination. A sentry stood guard outside the door, a machine pistol in his hands, but the sentry recognized Steiner and was expecting him. Without a word of greeting, the sentry saluted Steiner and opened the door; Steiner saluted in return as he passed through the doorway.

      The office inside was plain and functional. A swastika hung on one wall, a framed photograph of der Führer on another. A third wall boasted a large map of Libya and Egypt, with dozens of push pins sporting tiny coloured flags covering its surface, along with small scraps of paper bearing notes of units, dates, and dispositions.

      In the middle of the room a plain wooden desk of immense size dominated the space. Steiner measured its proportions with a critical eye and decided the desk had to have been assembled in the room, because there was no way it had fit through either the door or the window. The desk was covered in rolled maps, stacks of reports, a tray with a half-consumed meal, and countless other bits and pieces of administrative debris. Taking it in, Steiner found himself hoping he was never promoted away from the field, because he’d eat a bullet before tackling that much paperwork.

      The man whose responsibility it was to tackle the paperwork sat behind the desk. Herr Oberst Hirsch was a small, tidy man with thinning light brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and narrow, severe features. Hirsch was one of the staff officers in charge of administering the operations for Division z.b.V Afrika, an amalgamation of several infantry units smashed together under one divisional banner and attached to the Afrika Korps. Steiner’s Brandenburger company was part of Sonderverband - or “Special Formation” - 288, one of the many units that made up this patchwork division. Right now, 288 was in Greece on manoeuvres, sent there while Steiner and his squad were in the deep desert. Now that his command had been wiped out, and he was left with no more than a half-squad of men, Steiner imagined Hirsch had summoned him here to, at best, inform Steiner that he was joining the rest of his company on the other side of the Mediterranean.

      At worst, Hirsch was going to verbally rip Steiner apart before having him dragged behind the building and shot for dereliction of duty and incompetence in command.

      Hirsch returned Steiner’s formal salute and motioned for him to stand at ease. Hirsch held his hands in front of him, resting his elbows on the table, fingers steepled in front of his chin. He looked like an old schoolmaster of Steiner’s, who’d ponder at some length before berating the students under his charge. Steiner waited for the first scathing comments.

      “Hauptmann, I’m going to send you and your men back into the deep desert,” Hirsch said.

      Steiner blinked. “Herr Oberst?”

      Hirsch gestured to a letter on his desk. “The Italians are rather distressed at learning we lost a company of their elite infantry and a half-dozen armoured cars. However, we are more concerned with the determination the British showed in finding and eliminating your command in a region of desert nowhere near the active front lines.”

      Steiner shifted his feet. “Well, sir, we did cause no small amount of trouble to their supply convoys and reconnaissance elements.”

      Hirsch let out a snort. “So they bring in some of their elite raiding infantry - these Kommandos - and risk their precious Desert Group spies to launch a night assault? The last we knew, this raiding unit was in Scotland! You do not fly dozens of men and their equipment such a distance because some supplies are being stolen.”

      Hirsch’s information was news to Steiner, who’d always assumed the Commandos he’d encountered were in North Africa for the same reason he was - unconventional operations. That they’d been brought here just to deal with him and his command stroked his ego no small amount, despite the fact he’d lost against them. Every field commander fantasizes about the enemy sending the very best they had to offer, even though the reality was you always hoped the enemy facing you across the battlefield was made up of cowards and commanded by idiots.

      “Sir, if that is the case,” Steiner said, “they must have some other goal in mind.”

      Hirsch nodded. “General Sümmermann has been in discussion with the other division commanders, and the general consensus is, the British are going to launch a major offensive sometime before the end of the year. The questions are where and when. Some feel the British will drive hard for us here at Bardia and seek to shatter the Afrika Korps as quickly as possible, while others think there will be a sweeping manoeuvre through the desert to the south, intending to come up to the West of us and break through to Tobruk, where we’ve got the Australians trapped.”

      Steiner nodded. His command had been part of Operation Sommernachtstraum back in September, a raiding and reconnaissance mission to find and disrupt the buildup of British forces the Germans knew must be taking place. Unfortunately, there had been little evidence of buildup, and the general consensus at the time was that the British weren’t anywhere near ready for such an offensive; if one was to come, it wouldn’t be until the end of the year.

      Hirsch continued. “Removing your command from its position has blinded us to much of their movements in that area. It is just what we would do, were we to launch an attack from the south and bypass all the defending forces along the northern border between Libya and Egypt. Rommel himself is concerned by any threat that might bring the enemy to Tobruk before we’ve reduced the defences there and taken the port.”

      “The generals believe an attack from the south is imminent?” Steiner asked.

      Hirsch spread his hands in a prayerful gesture. “Such a possibility cannot be dismissed, Hauptmann. And so, this is where you enter the picture.”

      Steiner stood a little straighter. “What are my orders, Herr Oberst?”

      Hirsch moved some papers around on his desk. “You’re going to be assigned temporary command of a partial armoured car squadron from 33 Reconnaissance Battalion. You’ll take this unit south and link up with a unit of panzers from the 15th Division on manoeuvres, where you’ll serve under their commanding officer. From there, you’ll continue on and make contact with several small depots and installations, appraise their defences and states of readiness, and prepare them for the possibility of a British offensive.”

      “Herr Oberst,” Steiner said guardedly, “are we tasked with stopping the British?”

      Hirsch chuckled. “No, no, your job is to act as the tripwire, to alert us to any attack from the south. If you encounter hostile British forces, you are to first determine strength and disposition, then break contact and report.”

      “And then, sir?” Steiner asked.

      “And then,” Hirsch smiled, “you will transform from tripwire to caltrop. Harass and delay the British as much as possible during their advance until reinforcements arrive. Any questions?”

      Steiner snapped to attention and saluted. “Nein, Herr Oberst.”

      Hirsch returned Steiner’s salute. “Then carry on, Hauptmann, and good hunting.”

      Steiner smiled. “Jawohl, Herr Oberst.”
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      Siwa Oasis, Egypt

      November 14th, 0700 Hours

      

      Lynch tried once again to find a comfortable position in the back seat of the Chevrolet truck, then twisted around and looked behind him, squinting into the morning sun rising over Siwa Oasis. The Desert Group base had been his home for a week and a half, but now they were on the move again, departing at first light for the Libyan border. Lynch’s Chevrolet was near the head of a formation of several dozen vehicles and well over a hundred men.

      The armoured officer encountered the previous morning was Major John Meade, of the 2nd Royal Gloucestershire Hussars. The Hussars were part of the 22nd Armoured Brigade, now part of the 7th Armoured Division, shipped to North Africa in October in preparation for the upcoming British offensive, Operation Crusader. Although Lynch and the rest of the men occupying Siwa had suspected they’d be back in the field again soon, Meade’s arrival confirmed everyone’s suspicions; Crusader was fast approaching, and they were going to be at the forefront of the action.

      Last night, the officers had called all the men together and explained Meade’s presence. The major was going to take command of the Commandos, the armoured cars under Captain Moody, and the Desert Group patrol under Captain Clarke. These three commands would supplement the major’s own Sabre squadron of sixteen Crusader tanks, accompanied by a half-dozen Bedfords carrying petrol, parts, and other consumables. Altogether, these combined elements - nicknamed “Meadeforce” - were to strike out in a north-westerly bearing, cross the Libyan border, and cause as much havoc as possible over the next 72 hours, in the hopes of distracting the Axis forces and diverting some of their manpower away from Operation Crusader’s attack corridor.

      While at face value it might seem like Lynch and his mates were being left out of the big show, he knew these hit-and-run missions were just the sorts of operations the Commando troops were trained for, and compared to their attack against the Bersaglieri, the men of Meadeforce were even more well-equipped. Of the ten Chevrolet trucks, four were carrying heavy weapons: the portee-mounted 37mm anti-tank gun they’d used in the ambush against the Autoblindas and the three-inch mortar they’d used to shell the enemy outpost during the night assault, as well as a captured 20mm Breda and the 28mm “squeeze-bore” anti-tank gun. In addition, each of the trucks not carrying a heavy weapon mounted two machine guns, and carried in its kit one of the massive Boys anti-tank rifles. Although the Boys was big and heavy and kicked like a mule, its .55 calibre armour-piercing bullets were better than nothing against armoured cars or light tanks.

      The men were likewise very well-armed. A great number of enemy weapons were captured after the battle at the outpost, and both Commandos and the LRDG men supplemented their personal arms with German or Italian weapons. Lieutenant Price had given one of the other Commandos his Thompson submachine gun, and instead was carrying an Italian-made Beretta Modelo 38 machine pistol. Several other men had acquired Berettas or German-made machine pistols, along with enemy sidearms, grenades, and even several light machine guns. The Commandos - especially those few of Lynch’s squad who’d made it out of Calais the previous summer - knew the importance of pilfering enemy arms whenever possible, and from the actions of the Desert Group men, they were no strangers to plundering, either. Resources were simply too tight out in the deep desert to not take advantage of every opportunity to increase one’s resources.

      In fact, that philosophy went so far as to include enemy armoured vehicles. While they’d captured one Autoblinda before taking the enemy outpost, two more of the Italian armoured cars were salvaged after the battle, and even the remaining dead vehicles were towed back to Siwa. Captain Moody now commanded a makeshift squadron of three Autoblindas and three Morris armoured cars. The British cars were a far cry from the more formidable Italian vehicles, the latter equipped with 20mm autocannons, but beggars such as they were, Moody and his men couldn’t complain.

      In contrast, Meade and his Sabre squadron were almost immaculate. While no vehicle can cross a significant expanse of North African desert without accumulating a coat of fine sand and dust, otherwise the men and machines looked to be in pristine condition. Their Crusader tanks bore no evidence of battle-damage, and experienced eyes noticed few of the “field modifications” soldiers always made to their vehicles and kit to better suit their role and the environment. It was quickly opined by most of the Commandos and Desert Group men that Meade’s Hussars had never, in fact, seen combat.

      This notion, more than anything else, tightened Lynch’s guts with anxiety. He’d faced long odds several times over the past year, always outnumbered and outgunned. But he’d been led by good men - officers and sergeants baptized in the cauldron of war who emerged to lead men with their wisdom and experience. If Meade and his men hadn’t faced off against the Germans before, how could Lynch trust their instincts, their courage? He’d seen men break and run like terrified children during the battle for France, seen officers standing about wide-eyed and gape-mouthed, lacking the slightest notion of what to do. Many of those men never made it to the shores of Dunkirk and back to ol’ Blighty. Those few who had, were often quietly and respectfully moved into commands that’d keep them out of trouble, and not put any more lives at risk.

      Determined to learn the truth, Lynch waited until the afternoon of the next day, when Meadeforce reached the Libyan border. While the LRDG men cut through the yards-deep barrier of barbed wire, Lynch sought out Lieutenant Price, who was sipping from his canteen, feet propped up against the side of his Chevrolet. Upon seeing Lynch approaching, Price raised his canteen and offered it to Lynch.

      “Cold sweet tea, Corporal?” Price asked.

      Lynch offered a quick salute that Price casually returned. “No, thank you, sir. Kind of you to offer, Lieutenant.”

      Price eyed Lynch with amused suspicion. “Why so formal, Tommy?”

      “Hoping I might have a word, sir. In private, like.” Lynch glanced at the Desert Group navigator in Price’s truck.

      Price raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Grabbing his Beretta machine pistol from its nook beside his seat, the Commando officer jumped out of the truck and motioned for Lynch to follow him. The pair wandered a few yards away, and after a brief look around, Price slung his weapon and folded his arms across his chest.

      “Well, what is it, Tommy?” he asked.

      “It’s Major Meade, sir,” Lynch began. “The lads and I, we’re a little uncertain of the major’s, ah, bona fides with regards to leading this mission. No offense intended, of course.”

      Price’s eyes narrowed as he looked Lynch in the eye, but the Irishman betrayed no inkling of his true unease. After a moment, Price’s expression softened.

      “Come now, Tommy!” Price exclaimed with a smile. “As you are quite aware, High Command would never assign an officer to lead a mission without that officer possessing all the experience, faculties, and qualities of character making them the perfect candidate for the job. So you see, Major Meade being assigned to lead this mission is all the reassurance you need as to whether he’s qualified or not, because if he wasn’t qualified, he’d never have been picked to lead us in the first place!”

      Price paused and looked at Lynch with a straight face for all of three seconds, before both men couldn’t help it any longer, and they broke into a fit of subdued laughter. Price gave Lynch a friendly pat on the arm.

      “My apologies, Corporal, for having a little fun at your expense.”

      “No worries at all now, Lieutenant,” Lynch replied. “That was a right jolly laugh, so it was!”

      After a moment the two men regained their composure. Price glanced around again, and seeing there wasn’t anyone within earshot, his face grew serious.

      “We learned of Major Meade’s arrival three days ago. Each of us - Eldred, Clarke, Moody, and myself - tried to reach officers we knew using the RT, to see if anyone could tell us about Meade.”

      Lynch nodded. He didn’t know much about Clarke or Moody’s career, but Eldred had been in the Army for many years, and Price’s family had connections surprisingly high up the chain of command.

      “It seems,” Price continued, “Major John Meade has never fired a shot in anger. He graduated from Sandhurst four years before me, and went on to teach armour manoeuvres at Bovington. He’s spent the last year petitioning to go into the field, and apparently knows someone with enough weight of metal upon their chest to have finally made it happen.”

      Lynch’s eyes went wide. “You mean...we’re going against Jerry and his panzers led by a bloody schoolmaster? This is a mug’s game, so it is!”

      Price’s expression hardened. “I don’t like it any more than you do, Corporal. But it’s too late to do anything about it, and spreading word of Meade’s less than inspiring pedigree will only hurt morale and reduce our chances of making our way out of this alive. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Lynch replied, all the while thinking of who he should tell first.

      Price could see the wheels turning behind Lynch’s eyes. With a sigh, he shook his head.

      “As I can already tell you’ve no intention of keeping this to yourself, at least be prudent. Keep this amongst the Calais men only,” Price said.

      Lynch nodded. “Aye, Lieutenant.”

      “I mean it, Corporal,” Price added, an edge to his voice.

      Lynch gave Price a salute. “Sir, I understand, so I do. Calais men only. We’ll not let you down now, so we won’t.”

      Price returned the salute, then turned and walked back to his truck. Lynch began the walk back to his own vehicle, his mind going over how he’d discuss this with the others.

      The “Calais men”, were the Commandos who’d made it out of Calais in July, when Price’s squad was sent back over the Channel to find and bring to England several members of a partisan band who’d caused significant trouble to the occupying Germans since the fall of France. The mission had gone sour when Price, Lynch, and a trooper named Pritchard were captured by an SS officer named Johann Faust, who led an elite unit of Einsatzkommandos, SS fanatics trained to hunt partisans and wipe them out. The rest of the squad had escaped capture, but Sergeant McTeague had led the men, guided by the partisans, back into the city on a rescue mission. Pritchard had been executed by Faust, but Lynch and Price had escaped, only to link up with the rest of the squad just as they’d reached Faust’s headquarters, deep inside the city.

      What followed had been a nightmare journey, the squad fighting a running night battle through the streets of Calais, pursued by Faust’s SS as well as the city’s regular infantry garrison. Eventually, the Commandos had sought shelter in a half-destroyed church, where they fought a desperate last stand, convinced they were all going to die, before one of the partisans - a young teenage boy - had found a way out of the church’s catacombs and into the sewers.

      Of the twelve Commandos, only eight survived the Calais mission - Price, Lynch, McTeague, Nelson, Bowen, Johnson, Hall, and White. Ever since, the survivors had begun referring to themselves as the “Calais men”, and there was a bond between them that transcended differences in role and rank. The Calais men trusted each other more than the other Commandos in Eldred’s command, including those replacements assigned to them, such as Higgins and Herring. Above all else, the Calais men knew that if they stuck together and trusted one another, they could see their way through the hardest fights and the most dangerous missions.

      But even the strongest bonds of trust and brotherhood, Lynch knew, were no match for the cold, cruel fortunes of war.
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      Ten Kilometres South Of Bardia

      November 15th, 1300 Hours

      

      “This mission is utter shit.”

      Steiner looked up at Major Kessler, 15th Panzer Division, as the senior officer spit a wad of brown phlegm over the side of his Panzerkampfwagen III.

      “I’m sure the DAK generals wouldn’t be sending us south if they didn’t think our mission was important,” Steiner said, picking his words carefully.

      Kessler gave the younger officer a contemptuous look. “Don’t be an ass. We are being sent on a fool’s errand. If that peacock Rommel and the others were serious about protecting our southern flank, they would be sending more than this rolling graveyard.”

      Looking around at their formation, Steiner couldn’t help but agree. Aside from a half-dozen Opel Blitzes providing fuel and resupply for the panzers, Kessler’s command was made up of vehicles and crews left behind for repairs or recuperation while their units were deployed around Bardia and Tobruk. The armour was a motley collection of seven Panzer IIIs, two Panzer IVs, a lone Panzer II, and even more unusual, a pair of British cruiser tanks, captured and repainted in Afrika Korps colours. One was a relatively new-looking Crusader, the other an older A13, probably captured by the Italians before their allies even arrived in North Africa. All of the vehicles showed signs of combat damage and the hasty repairs made to get them back into the fight. Kessler’s comment about a rolling graveyard was probably true - more than a few of these tanks were no doubt the death beds, so to speak, of some of their crews.

      The men aboard them now had been a little more fortunate. All the panzer men with Kessler were wounded who’d convalesced in Bardia, and would normally be returning to their units. But now they were thrown together, men crewing panzers who’d never met before a few days ago. Although Steiner was no expert on armour, he knew that, as with a veteran infantry squad, a panzer crew trained tirelessly for months so that they could function together with their vehicle as a single entity, trusting each other and acting instantly as directed by the vehicle’s commander. Even if these men were good, dependable soldiers, they wouldn’t have formed the bonds necessary to make them truly effective.

      If they encountered a veteran British armoured unit, this decision would see good men killed.

      Steiner looked back up at Kessler. The major was somewhere in his late 40s - old for his rank, which was troubling - with craggy features and hair turned mostly grey. Kessler’s face showed several shiny, bright pink scars that were still healing, and although Steiner didn’t ask, he assumed Kessler must’ve had his last panzer shot out from under him. It was common for veteran crewmen to go through several panzers over the course of a campaign. If they weren’t immediately killed by the shot that disabled their panzer, the crew - if they were lucky and well-practiced - could bail out before they burned to death in their vehicle.

      “Well, orders are orders,” Steiner said in a neutral tone of voice. “I spent months out in that deep desert, and while it wasn’t all bad, I can’t say I’m particularly eager to go back there.”

      Kessler looked at Steiner and grunted. “Nonsense. I can see the desire in you. Like a hunting hound, straining at the master’s lead, waiting to chase after its prey. You young men are all alike. You think this war will be different. You think our successes in Poland and France mean you are all immortals. But you’ll die just the same.”

      “That is...rather morbid,” Steiner replied. “So, you served in the last war?”

      Kessler nodded. “From ‘16 to ‘18. Gas in my lungs, shrapnel in my back, and a bullet through my thigh. But I lived. I was a crewman in one of the original Sturmpanzerwagens, those enormous A7Vs, near the end of the war. It took eighteen men to crew one. Utterly ridiculous. I could probably knock out every one of them with just one of these.” Kessler patted the top of his panzer’s turret for emphasis.

      “I can’t imagine what that must have been like,” Steiner said. “So many men crammed into a giant steel box. Like a little U-boat rolling across the battlefield.”

      Kessler laughed. “They weren’t anything like a U-boat, trust me. They had no grace to them at all. Got stuck nearly every time you took it off-road, and couldn’t cross a muddy trench without burying its nose in the far side. Can you imagine that? How could we have built such a contraption to win that awful war, and it wasn’t even able to cross a damn trench? At least the Tommies fared better with their designs in that regard, although not by much.”

      “Ever fight against British armour in the last war?” Steiner asked.

      “Yes, several times,” Kessler said. “But oddly, the only shots I ever fired in anger were aboard a captured Mark IV. The Tommies built so many more of those damn things than we did, most of our armoured units fielded Beutepanzerwagens, armour looted from battlefields where they’d been bogged down or disabled, then abandoned by their crews.”

      Steiner pointed over towards the two captured British cruisers. “Some things never change, I suppose?”

      Kessler nodded. “They’re not as good as our Panzer IIIs, but I’ll take them over nothing at all. No sense in letting a fighting machine go to waste.”

      “Speaking of waste,” Steiner glanced at his watch, “I am a little concerned about the hour.”

      The armoured force was currently parked right outside a supply depot, one positioned in such a way as to support units from Bardia moving to the outer rings of the city’s defence, as well as units falling back in need of resupply. Steiner had arrived three hours ago with his temporary command, a trio of armoured cars. He’d been assigned a heavy, eight-wheeled SdKfz 232 and a pair of the lighter, four-wheeled 222s. Steiner had spread his six men evenly among the three cars, rounding out the remaining crew with the vehicles’ original drivers. His men were currently sprawled in the shade next to their cars, trying with varying degrees of success to get what rest they could before climbing back into the furnace-hot crew compartments of their vehicles.

      When Steiner had arrived, he’d found Kessler’s panzer squadron waiting for him. After topping off fuel tanks and water rations before departing, Kessler had informed him they were waiting “for reinforcements”. But now, that wait had stretched out into the afternoon, and Steiner worried they’d lose the day sitting here doing nothing.

      “Don’t be too hasty to rush into a hail of British cannon fire,” Kessler replied to Steiner’s comment. “Besides, here they come now.”

      Steiner turned and saw a quartet of Krupp-Protze cargo trucks approaching. He was about to make a snide remark about what he thought of Kessler’s reinforcements, when he saw that each truck was towing a Pak 36 anti-tank gun. While they were one of the smaller anti-tank guns in the German arsenal, they were still deadly against the light British cruisers. In the hands of a well-trained crew, the Pak 36 could achieve a good rate of fire, and without all the jostling and lurching of a panzer on the move, the static anti-tank gun could achieve a high degree of accuracy, trading the safety of movement for a very small target profile.

      “Alright, Major,” Steiner said, “these are worth the wait. How did you manage this? I wasn’t informed of any anti-tank unit being assigned to travel with us.”

      Kessler gave him a triumphant smile. “I might be old for my rank, Hauptmann, but in all those years, I’ve acquired a few friends. These are good crews, crack shots, and the Krupp-Protzes are carrying full ammunition loads for their guns.”

      “What we’ll lack in armour, we’ll make up in firepower,” Steiner replied.

      “Indeed. Mount up, Hauptmann. We’ll be departing shortly.”

      Steiner saluted Kessler and walked to his armoured car. Opening the side hatch, he squeezed himself inside the body of the SdKfz 232 armoured car. Nodding to his men, Steiner made his way into the turret and poked his head and shoulders above the rim of the commander’s hatch. Over his head, the large “bedframe” radio antenna was draped with a light-coloured canvas sun shade, a field modification Steiner knew he’d appreciate over the next few days.

      Gefreiter Werner, one of Steiner’s remaining Brandenburgers, looked up at him from inside the belly of the car.

      “The other men...they are concerned,” Werner said in a low voice.

      Steiner made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I think Major Kessler is more cunning than he might seem at first glance. I had my concerns as well, but I do not think he is incompetent. I believe he is an old war hound who prefers the thrill of the hunt to the warmth and safety of the hearthfire.”

      “Das ist gut, but this mission…” Werner continued.

      “You did not join this regiment expecting an easy war, did you?” Steiner asked. “We will do as we are told, but rest assured, I intend to grow old and die in bed, with a Fraulein’s plump bosom for my pillow.”

      “Right now, I’d settle for a bottle of Korn and a good night’s sleep,” Werner replied.

      Steiner chuckled. “Now, now, such fantasies! Let’s be realistic!”

      A moment later, Kessler gave the order to move out, and Steiner ordered his three armoured cars to spread out far beyond the front of the formation, to serve as the eyes and ears of Kessler’s force.

      Damn him, Steiner thought, it does feel good to be hunting again.
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      Thirty Miles West of The Egypt-Libya Border

      November 16th, 0530 Hours

      

      Corporal Rhys Bowen shifted his Lee-Enfield sniper rifle three degrees to the left, and the Axis supply depot slid into view. The thread-thin webs of barbed wire were just barely visible in the predawn light, but there was no missing the large brown tents, the stockpiled fuel cans and ammunition crates, the sangars draped in camouflage netting as much to shield their occupants from the sun as to make the gun emplacements harder to target from the air. Several boxy Fiat cargo lorries were parked inside the depot’s perimeter, as well as a pair of Autoblinda armoured cars and a lone M13/40 tank. The three armoured fighting vehicles were parked nose-first into their own sangars, the piled rocks and sand providing them with passable hull-down positions. Given the size of the depot and the number of tents and fighting positions, Bowen estimated the enemy’s strength at somewhere near a reinforced platoon.

      Around the depot, there were signs of early morning activity. A thin wisp of smoke rose from a cooking fire, and Bowen made out men walking around, pulling on coats to fight off the early-morning desert chill. Although their movements seemed casual and unhurried, Bowen saw the Italians were carrying their rifles and machine pistols wherever they went, and more than once, he spotted a man Bowen took to be an officer or NCO stop near the wire and scan the eastern horizon with a pair of field glasses. So, they are wary, but don’t feel an attack is imminent, Bowen thought to himself.

      Contrary to the opinion of the average soldier, the role of a sniper in war was less about killing the enemy, and more about infiltration and intelligence gathering. Trained in stealth, stalking techniques, and how to observe and acquire information about the enemy, those skills were often more useful to a sniper’s commanding officer than the ability to shoot a man dead at extreme distances. To Bowen, the measure of a good officer was how intelligently they made use of Bowen’s talents, recognizing and employing the full range of his abilities, and not just the mating of trigger and finger.

      The previous evening, five miles from where Bowen now lay, Major Meade had pointed out the location of their first target - an Italian supply depot. Intended to support German and Italian reconnaissance units, it had been spotted by the RAF and marked for destruction with a bombing run. However, once their operation entered the planning stages, the supply depot was picked for another purpose. A recce flight had photographed the depot, and in the photos, a long-range radio transceiver antenna was visible. Knowing the Italians were able to make radio contact with someone further up the Axis chain of command, their choice as the first of Meade’s targets became assured.

      Three hours ago, with little more than a compass bearing and their training in night manoeuvres, Bowen, his spotter Johnson, and four other Commandos had set out into the desert, tasked with finding the supply depot and reporting back on its defences. They’d begun their trek an estimated three miles from the depot, and by Bowen’s current reckoning, that distance was accurate to within a quarter-mile.

      “Sunrise?” Bowen whispered, not taking his eye from the rifle’s scope.

      He felt Johnson shift slightly next to him. Both men were prone, with a ragged-looking desert bush between them and the depot. While it would provide no cover against enemy fire, it helped break up their outline if anyone was scanning the area with field glasses.

      “Fifteen,” Johnson whispered.

      Even this far away from the enemy, the two men made as little noise as possible. Both trained together constantly, and by now they were at a point where their communication was largely reduced to slight gestures or single words, all intended to reduce their chances of being spotted.

      “It’s time,” Bowen said. Johnson shifted, rolling onto his side and pulling an electric torch from his satchel. Johnson pointed the torch directly behind them.

      “Estimate five-zero Italians,” Bowen said, “no Germans visible. Two MGs, possible mortar, wire, two armoured cars, one light tank. No A-T visible. RT confirmed.”

      Johnson slowly repeated the words as he flashed the torch in the direction of the pale dawn horizon. Half a mile to the east, one of the four men they’d departed with lay alone in the sand, watching for Johnson’s coded signal and repeating it with another torch. The process was repeated until the message reached the main body of the Meadeforce, at which point the message was acknowledged with the single flash of a torch back to the west, repeated up the chain until Johnson spotted it with his field glasses.

      “Received,” he said to Bowen. “How long d’you think?”

      “With Major Meade in command, they’ll be along momentarily,” Bowen replied. “He’s straining at the lead like a terrier on the scent of a rat.”

      A moment later, there was a low rumble from the east, a sound not unlike the roll of distant thunder. The rumbling grew louder, and even miles away, the faint squeal of high-speed machinery was audible. Peering through the scope, Bowen saw the first gleam of morning sunshine reflecting off of the depot’s radio transmission tower. As the seconds passed, the sun’s rays slid lower, like a burning fuse, and within a minute the sunlight touched the turret of the Italian tank.

      At almost the same instant, the Italian garrison began to notice the sound of approaching motor vehicles. Men turned to the east, squinting into the morning sun as it began to climb up over the horizon. Bowen felt Johnson shift as the spotter looked behind them.

      “Bloody perfect,” Johnson said. “You can’t see a thing with the sun in your eyes.”

      Bowen continued to watch through the scope as the Italians began to mobilize. Cups of coffee were poured down throats, men tossed aside what remained of their breakfasts and ran towards their defensive positions. A tank crewman climbed up onto the track guard of the M13/40, heading for the turret.

      “Time to earn the King’s shilling,” he said to Johnson.

      Although his target was at the extreme end of the Lee-Enfield’s practical, effective range, Bowen was one of the best marksmen in 3 Commando, his rifle hand-picked from dozens of other specimens for the serendipitous mating of barrel, stock, trigger, and other components that gave it superior accuracy. Bowen’s finger slowly squeezed the trigger until it broke, the crack of the rifle’s report and the recoil against his shoulder something of a surprise, as it always was with a proper killing trigger pull. Though only a few inches above the sandy ground, the rifle’s muzzle blast raised little dust - a canvas drop-cloth had been laid out in front of Bowen’s shooting position, preventing the high-pressure gasses from kicking up a cloud of sand, which would not only obscure his view, but give away his position.

      Bowen’s aim was impeccable. Just as the tank crewman reached the top of his turret, the .303 calibre bullet arrived and caught him low in the back. The tanker threw his hands out and staggered for a moment, before toppling face-first over the turret and sliding out of sight.

      “Scratch one Eyetie,” Johnson murmured, as he watched through his field glasses. “New target, left twenty yards, leftmost armoured car, right side.”

      Bowen shifted and immediately saw a man beginning to climb into the side hatch of an Autoblinda.

      “On target,” Bowen replied.

      Resisting the urge to rush the shot, Bowen spent an extra half-second to steady his aim, and was rewarded when the Italian’s left leg buckled, the bullet smashing into the man’s thigh with more force than a sledgehammer’s blow. The Italian crumpled to the ground next to the armoured car, clutching his shattered leg.

      “Right, he’s out of it. New target, shift left ten yards, MG emplacement,” Johnson said.

      The sangar emerged from the left side of the scope’s field of view, but the shade of the camouflage netting made identification difficult.

      “No target,” he said to Johnson.

      “I saw the blighter duck in there, give it your best.”

      Bowen took an educated guess and fired a round over the dark shape of the machine gun. A moment later, the MG’s barrel jerked to the side, much as if a body had suddenly slumped against the weapon.

      “That’s a hit,” Johnson confirmed.

      By now, the Italians were fully aware of the unseen marksman picking them off one by one. The second machine gun began to fire, sweeping wide arcs of tracer-lit fire through the air. But the Italians couldn’t see where the shots were coming from, had no idea of direction or range, and the few rounds that strayed anywhere near the two Commandos sailed well overhead.

      “New target, second MG emplacement, shift forty yards right.”

      For the next few minutes, as the sounds of the approaching Meadeforce grew louder behind them, Bowen and Johnson worked together as sniper and spotter, engaging target after target as fast as Johnson could find them and Bowen could work the bolt of his Lee-Enfield. The volume of fire coming their way was increasing dramatically, perhaps because the Italians had figured out they were using the rising sun to conceal themselves, but the enemy’s shooting was random and unfocused, sprayed out into the dawn in the vain hope of spoiling his aim. Bowen, however, wasn’t overly concerned with machine gun fire, especially panic fire like he was seeing now, most of the shots impacting dozens or hundreds of yards short, or so far above them he’d still be safe standing straight up.

      It was as his father, a sniper in the last war, had said to Bowen while teaching the young boy how to shoot. A hair’s width or a mile, makes no difference at all if you miss ‘em. The first time Bowen had come under fire, during the battle for France last year, his father’s words had been in his thoughts, and Bowen had taken comfort in them. Instead of freezing up at the sound of bullets snapping past his head, the young man had treated it as a problem to solve, one of geometry and angles, distance and drop, the science of ballistics comforting him in its precision. As long as you made sure you were not somewhere along a bullet’s trajectory, the bullet could not harm you. Stay out of firing arcs, use cover, present as small a target as possible, and the odds would tip in your favor to the point where you were in control of your fate, not the man at the other end of the gun.

      On the other hand, mortars, artillery, and bombs - now, those scared Bowen. There was no science to their slaughter, no way to precisely measure how they killed. While you could determine where a bomb or shell would land to some degree of accuracy, the explosion and fragmentation killed seemingly at random. Bowen had seen men killed by a tiny fragment of shrapnel from a blast fifty feet away, while a mortar bomb landing ten feet away did no more than muss another man’s uniform. Luck was the only thing that saved a man from the crushing blast waves and the razored edges of shell fragments, and Bowen did not trust luck. It was a fickle thing, a will-o’-the-wisp, the forlorn hope of brave fools who charged into enemy fire with fixed bayonets. That was everything a sniper was not, and so Bowen trusted only in his training, his spotter, his rifle, and the best pair of eyes God ever gave to a Welshman.

      Bowen felt Johnson shift next to him as the spotter glanced behind them.

      “Here come the rest of the lads, and not a moment too soon. Air’s getting a bit thick.”

      The suppressive fire from the Italians was indeed getting heavier, and although neither man had been hit, a few branches from the bush they were hiding behind had been knocked away by near misses. Now, Bowen heard the growl of Chevrolet truck engines and the squealing clatter of armour louder than ever, racing across the desert and approaching from behind them.

      Pausing to feed another stripper clip of five rounds into his rifle, Bowen rolled onto his side and glanced back over his shoulder. Spread out over a distance of at least a quarter-mile, the ten LRDG trucks and the half-dozen armoured cars were coming towards them at top speed. A half mile behind this first wave, the sixteen Crusaders of Meade’s sabre squadron were cutting across the desert in a broad V formation. An alarming thought suddenly came to mind.

      “Let’s hope they’re awake at the wheel,” he said to Johnson. “I don’t fancy tyre treads up my backside!”

      “Should I flash my torch at them?” Johnson asked.

      Bowen shook his head. “They’re too trigger-happy. Probably take it for muzzle flash and riddle us full of bullets. I’ll keep an eye on the Italians, you give our lads a wave if they get too close.”

      Rolling back into position and getting back on the rifle, Bowen saw through his scope that the Italians, despite the casualties and confusion he’d caused, were preparing to meet the vehicles they now saw bearing down on them. The turrets of the armoured cars and the lone tank began to move, and Bowen saw a flash of smoke and flame from the tank’s muzzle a moment before he heard the boom of the gun. The sound of tearing cloth cut through the air over their heads, and Bowen heard several replies from the Crusaders’ two-pound guns. One of the shells missed entirely, impacting hundreds of yards past the depot, while another smashed to kindling a stack of crates near the Italian tank. The third shell impacted on the sangar in front of the tank, sending fragments of stone flying for yards in all directions. Through his scope, Bowen saw an Italian running past the tank cut down by a stone fragment, the missile striking the unfortunate man in the head and dropping him as if he was shot through the skull by Bowen’s rifle.

      The Italian tank fired its cannon again, and this time, Bowen heard the shot smash home behind him a moment later with a great metallic clang.

      “Bloody hell!” Johnson exclaimed. “That bunch of poor buggers are done for!”

      Bowen risked taking his eyes off the glass for a moment and glanced over his shoulder. To his horror, he saw an LRDG truck in the process of catastrophically coming apart - men, weapons, supplies, and vehicle parts tumbling across the desert at forty miles an hour.

      “The shot took them right in the bonnet. Blew out the back end like nothing was even in the way,” Johnson muttered, eyes wide and unblinking.

      Bowen shook his head and hoped none of the men from his squad were on board that truck. Pity for the others, of course, but it was always easier when you barely knew their names.

      The trucks began to race by their position, tracers spitting from their machine guns as they came within effective range of the Italians, who answered the challenge with machine gun and autocannon fire. Bowen saw a pair of 20mm cannon shells blow holes in the side of a Chevrolet truck big enough for him to stick his head in, but he didn’t see any of the truck’s occupants slump or tumble off, so he figured they weren’t wounded, at least not badly. The same couldn’t be said for a Commando manning a Vickers gun in the back of another truck; the man was caught in the path of an Italian machine gun’s tracers and flung off the back of his vehicle, tumbling across the sand like a rag doll. Bowen couldn’t tell at that distance who the man was, and hoped it wasn’t his friend Tommy Lynch, who held a similar position on one of the trucks.

      “So long, tossers!” shouted a man from the back of the truck passing closest to their position. Bowen saw it was Harry Nelson, hanging onto the 20mm Breda autocannon portee-mounted to the truck bed. Nelson waved and shot them a rude two-fingered gesture as the truck sped past, the cloud of dust kicked up by its passage causing Bowen and Johnson to choke and cough.

      “Nelson, you bloody maniac!” Johnson hollered back.

      Bowen sighed and began to stand up. “C’mon, on your feet. No one’s shooting at us anymore, and I don’t fancy getting squashed by those tanks when they get here in a moment.”

      Johnson got to his knees and began packing their kit. Ahead of them, machine guns and cannons hammered out lead as engines roared. The ginger-haired spotter grimaced and spat out a dust-coloured wad of phlegm.

      “Harry’s the bloody tosser,” Johnson muttered.

      Bowen shrugged and checked his rifle, making sure a live round was chambered. The two men began to walk towards the Italian depot as the first Crusader tanks thundered past them.

      “He can shag sheep for all I care,” Bowen replied. “As long as he keeps that damn cannon of his pointed in the right direction.”
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      Outside The Italian Supply Depot

      November 16th, 0600 Hours

      

      Harry Nelson was a man of simple pleasures. Chasing skirts, draining pints and drams, putting the boots to Jerry whenever he could - these were the things that brought a smile to his face. But more than a fine pair of big round Bristols, or a foaming pint of stout, or some poor German with a bullet in his belly, Nelson found pure, almost divine joy in blowing Eyeties all to bits and gobs with the great big bloody autocannon of theirs he’d pinched from the Bersaglieri fortress two weeks ago.

      Nelson spun the traversing wheel of the 20mm Breda 35 autocannon, swinging the weapon’s barrel around and pointing it at the two o’clock position as he prepared to blast the Italian depot. He slapped the clip of twelve high-explosive cannon shells one more time, making sure they were properly seated, and he yanked on the cannon’s charging handle, chambering a shell. The muzzle of the Breda bounced and jerked as the Chevrolet truck it was mounted onto raced across the desert at over thirty miles an hour.

      “Keep ‘er steady, you berk!” Nelson shouted at Trooper Herring, who immediately took one hand from the wheel to offer up a two-fingered retort without bothering to look behind him.

      “Bloody wanker!” Nelson groused under his breath. Within seconds, the truck was passing along the left-hand edge of the supply depot, and the closest machine gun emplacement entered Nelson’s sights.

      With a maniacal grin on his face, Nelson opened fire. The muzzle blast was terrific, the ball of fire leaping from the weapon almost a yard in diameter. Like an enormous steam-hammer, the cannon thumped back against its mounting over and over, its motion rocking the truck on its suspension. The first couple of shells were too early, either glancing off the angled stone front of the sangar or missing altogether, but with a few deft corrections using the aiming wheels, Nelson got the gun on target, and kept the weapon traversing as the truck passed by the emplacement.

      The results were spectacular. The rest of the cannon’s twelve-round clip sent pulverized stone flying through the air, along with shredded chunks of meat and bone, only identifiable as the remains of human beings because of the bits of uniform cloth and personal kit mingled with the once-living debris. Within seconds, the well-constructed defensive position, as well as the machine gun and its crew within, were utterly destroyed.

      Nelson looked upon the damage he’d done with satisfaction. He felt no particular enmity towards the Italians; they weren’t as bad as the Germans, especially the fiendish SS they’d dealt with in Calais. But on the other hand, Nelson didn’t have any sympathy for the men he’d just killed, either. They and the rest of their countrymen had bought into Mussolini's schemes, his desire to revive a new Italian empire as grand as their ancestors’. When Nelson had heard Mussolini boasted of his army’s “eight million bayonets”, Nelson had laughed out loud, picturing the poor Eyetie infantry marching into the teeth of emplaced machine gun fire, mortar bombs exploding, tank treads grinding men into ragged meat.

      Bayonets or no, Nelson had to admit the Italians could be brave soldiers. As he sped past the left flank of the supply depot, men knelt and fired at him, rifles and machine pistols filling the air with lead. He heard the snap-crack of bullets going past his head, and the body of the Chevrolet rang with the impact of high-velocity metal. Nelson unfastened the clip of expended cannon shells from the side of the Breda and fitted a fresh load, just as a piece of the truck body the size of a dinner platter disintegrated a few feet away. One of the Autoblinda armoured cars was tracking them with its own Breda autocannon, and Nelson felt the buffet of air as a cannon shell passed by him.

      “Kill that bastard, Harry!” their Kiwi navigator screamed at him from the front of the truck. Nelson frantically spun the traversing wheel, swinging the muzzle of his cannon about, trying to keep it lined up with the Autoblinda. The armoured car’s turret was rotating as well, each gunner in a race to see who could lay sights on the other first.

      Fortunately, Nelson was the winner. As soon as the Breda’s sights touched the rear of the armoured car, Nelson opened fire, relieved to see the high-explosive cannon shells flying true, slamming into the thin rear armour plating of the Autoblinda. The HE shells detonated across the car’s engine compartment, sending bits of steel spinning through the air, leaving fist-sized holes behind. The armoured car’s hatches slammed open and several crew members stumbled out, gouts of thick black smoke following behind them.

      By now, Nelson’s car was completely past the supply depot, and Herring executed a wide turn to the left, taking them out of harm’s way as the squadron of Crusader tanks bore down on the enemy position, their machine guns blazing away. Nelson watched the approach of British armour with fascination, wondering what it must be like to have control over one of the steel behemoths. Although spread out on a wide front, at least five or six hundred yards across, the tanks were able to lay fire on the Italian’s position; machine gun bullets chewed through piles of crates and riddled barrels filled with petrol. Fires brewed up everywhere as tracer rounds ignited flammable materials, and the Italian infantry found there was nowhere to hide where British machine gun fire couldn’t find them.

      And where mere bullets couldn’t penetrate, the armour-piercing shot of the Crusaders’ two-pounders smashed through with impunity. The lone Italian tank managed two more shots from its 47mm cannon, one of them scoring a direct hit against a Crusader’s track guard. Hunks of steel plate and wrecked track links spun through the air in a puff of dust and sand as the armour-piercing shell smashed home, and the racing tank slewed around, coming to a halt with its shattered track dragging behind. In retaliation, the wounded Crusader fired two shots in rapid succession, and its fire was joined by two other nearby tanks.

      The storm of high-velocity steel rounds tore the M13/40 to pieces. Nelson watched in fascination as the two-pounder AT shells punched through the Italian tank’s armour, smashing holes in the front glacis plate and turret. As the tank began to burn, the top hatch popped open and a lone Italian tanker bailed out, only to be shredded by MG fire from the crippled tank. Nelson felt an uncustomary moment of pity as he watched the man try and escape the smouldering iron coffin of his tank, only to be cut down a moment later. He reminded himself that if the roles were reversed, the Italian would likely do the same thing to the British tankers opposing him. A second later, the Italian tank shuddered repeatedly as its cannon shells began to cook off and explode, thick clouds of oily black smoke and white-hot flame erupting out of the open turret hatch.

      With the death of their only tank, the Italians decided they’d had enough. Men began to throw down their rifles, and a white rag on the end of a rifle barrel poked out of the hatch of the surviving armoured car, waving furiously. Over the next minute, the Crusaders, the armoured cars of the 11th Hussars, and the LRDG trucks slowly closed in around the depot, occasional bursts of submachine gun or MG fire delivered into the ground, herding the Italians as a sheep dog might guide its flock.

      Nelson reloaded his Breda cannon, then climbed down from the bed of the truck, Thompson in hand and ready. The other Commandos were dismounting from their vehicles, weapons trained on the dozen or so Italians still on their feet and huddling in the middle of their camp, arms raised, heads tucked meekly into their shoulders. Only one of the Italians seemed the slightest bit indignant, and to Nelson, the man had the bearing and uniform decorations indicating some kind of officer’s rank. Captain Eldred moved towards the Italian officer, limping slightly from an old wound, a trooper whose name Nelson didn’t know accompanying him. Nelson recalled the trooper spoke Italian to the Bersaglieri they’d captured two weeks ago, and Eldred began talking to the enemy officer, using his man as an interpreter.

      Suddenly there was a great shout of consternation from one of the Crusader tanks, and Nelson turned to see Major Meade jumping down from the tank’s turret, face crimson.

      “Hold it right there, Captain!” Meade shouted at Eldred. “This is my command, and if anyone is going to accept this man’s surrender, it’s bloody well going to be me!”

      Eldred halted in mid-sentence, and turned to Meade, face unreadable. “My utmost apologies, Major,” Eldred replied. “I thought you might be preoccupied by other duties.”

      Meade strode up to Eldred, looking down his nose at the shorter Commando officer. “Other duties, you say? What the hell duties are more important for the commander of this expedition than accepting the formal surrender of a defeated enemy?”

      Eldred blinked twice. “Pardon, Major. I presumed you’d want to take reports from all the elements under your command, coordinate the tending to of our dead and wounded, make sure our perimeter is secure…”

      “I’ll leave that for junior officers such as yourself, Captain.” Meade waved his hand as if to shoo away a bothersome insect. “In the meantime, leave your man with me so I can carry on a civilized conversation with this gentleman.”

      Nelson, watching from a dozen paces away, admired Eldred’s composure. If it’d been him suffering under Meade’s imperious glare, Nelson would have been hard-pressed to hold back from knocking the major’s teeth down his throat. Still, Eldred’s expression and body language was positively murderous as the Commando officer saluted Meade, pivoted smartly, and strode away. As he walked past Nelson, Eldred gave him a glance, and although it only lasted a moment, Nelson knew if he’d been Major bloody Meade, he’d have caught fire from the heat of Eldred’s wrath.

      As Eldred walked away, heading towards where Lieutenant Price and Captain Moody were talking near the armoured cars, Nelson turned and caught the eye of Sergeant McTeague, standing next to his Chevrolet car nearby.

      “Oi, Sergeant,” Nelson said softly, “we got ourselves a whole kettle o’ trouble brewing up.”

      “Aye laddie,” McTeague replied, eyeing Meade as the major waved his arms in the air, cursing in frustration at his translator, “and it’s going to be a bitter brew, that’s for sure.”

      “Just hope we don’t bleedin’ choke to death on it,” Nelson muttered, and strode off, hoping to find a choice bit of loot before any of the other lads got to it.
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      One Hundred Fifty Kilometeres South-West of Bardia

      November 16th, 0615 Hours

      

      Major Kessler re-read the message scrawled across the paper in his hand and looked down from his panzer’s turret at Steiner.

      “Your man, he speaks Italian well? He didn’t misinterpret the message?” Kessler asked.

      Steiner shook his head. “Werner is fluent in Italian, and I speak it almost as well. When I heard the Italian radio operator resend the message, even though it was very faint, I made out the details clearly enough to know Werner wrote them down correctly.”

      “Scheisse,” Kessler muttered. The grizzled officer let out a lengthy sigh and scratched the stubble on his chin. “Hand me your map.”

      Steiner unbuckled his leather map case and pulled out the relevant map, handing it up to Kessler, who unfolded it while gesturing for Steiner to climb up next to him. The two men looked over the features and coordinates on the map for a couple of minutes before Steiner jabbed a finger against a point on the map south of their current position.

      “There. I know the place,” Steiner said. “While we were operating in the deep desert, this was one of the depots near our position, and when we’d receive new shipments of consumables, they’d come from there.”

      “How large was the garrison?” Kessler asked.

      “A full platoon of Italians, plus a few extra men from their supply company. There were always a few armoured cars or tanks passing through and resupplying. Maybe forty to fifty men, depending on the day.”

      Kessler’s finger tapped the message paper next to the map. “A platoon and maybe a few armoured cars, against ‘a large enemy attack force of armed trucks, armoured cars, and fast-moving tanks’. I don’t give the Italians much of a chance.”

      Steiner shook his head. “Nor do I. These were garrison troops, not Folgore, Alpini, or Bersaglieri. They’d put up a brave fight to appease the officers, and then fold at the first sign of being hopelessly outgunned. If they weren’t exaggerating in their message, and there was more than a troop of armoured cars or tanks, they’d have no chance.”

      “Are we the nearest friendly unit?” Kessler looked over the map, his finger wandering across the paper, as if in search of reinforcements.

      “There is an aerial reconnaissance station, an airfield located seventy kilometres south of us,” Steiner said, pointing to its location on the map. The point was almost exactly halfway between their position and the Italian depot.

      “Do you think they’d have heard the distress call?” Kessler asked.

      “The station is manned by Germans,” Steiner replied. “If we heard it this far away, there’s no chance they missed it.”

      Kessler nodded. “They’ll have a Storch in the air by now, heading towards the depot. Try and raise the airfield, inform them of our approach. We’re going to push hard and get there as fast as we can.”

      Ten minutes later, the panzers and their support vehicles were on the move again. Steiner’s radio operator had raised the airfield, and as Kessler had predicted, a Storch was already airborne, heading in the direction of the depot. The airfield’s radio operator assured them a report would be radioed back as soon as the reconnaissance flight returned.

      An hour later, Steiner received word of the Storch’s report. A great deal of smoke was seen coming from the depot, and the reconnaissance flight identified at least two plumes from wrecked vehicles, as well as a number of fires from destroyed fuel stocks and other supplies. Of the British, the Storch crew spotted at least a squadron of tanks - sixteen or more - as well as a number of armoured cars, both British and Italian, although the nature of the war in North Africa meant the nationality of a vehicle had little to do with who built it and fielded it in the first place. At the time of observation, all the British vehicles were surrounding the Italian depot, and there were no signs of an ongoing battle. Steiner knew that, given the numbers involved, the fight would have lasted only a few minutes.

      The Storch’s crew also mentioned seeing a number of armed light trucks, of the kind most often associated with the British desert scouts, the Long Range Desert Group. This gave Steiner pause; men driving such vehicles were at least part of the assault force that had engaged his armoured car patrol, knocking out three of his Autoblindas. The British Commandos he’d met under a flag of truce also drove a similar vehicle, and while it had been too dark to know for sure the night the Commandos attacked his outpost, he knew some of the attackers were using armoured cars and light trucks.

      Could the men who’d just taken the Italian depot be part of the same unit his men and the Bersaglieri had faced two weeks ago? It seemed at least plausible. Steiner knew the British Desert Group focused on gathering intelligence, not carrying out raids, and this was the same region of the desert. If they were fighting in support of British “cruiser” tanks, armour fast enough to keep up with the recce vehicles, this could be a British reconnaissance in force along the southern corridor, maybe even the lead elements of a larger, slower, combined-arms force. It could be the exact situation the DAK commanders sent them here to discover. What had seemed like a waste of men and armour now appeared to be a much more dangerous venture.

      Several hours later, after pushing their vehicles as fast as they dared, the armour column reached the airfield. A dozen camouflaged tents of various shapes and sizes surrounded a tall radio tower, all of it guarded by a handful of sangars also covered in camouflaged netting. A short airstrip of clear, flat desert had been bulldozed next to the tents, a tan-coloured Storch reconnaissance plane sitting at one end with a refueling truck doing its job alongside. As Steiner’s car slowed to a stop near the outermost tents, several men in various uniforms approached warily, all of them armed. At their head was a young man in the uniform of a Luftwaffe Oberleutnant carrying an MP-40 at the ready.

      Steiner stood up fully in the cupola of his 232 so the officer could see his uniform. “Are you in command here?” he asked the young officer.

      The Oberleutnant gave a salute, which Steiner returned. “Oberleutnant Hasek. I am in command of this airfield.”

      “Not any more, Oberleutnant. I am Hauptmann Steiner, and Major Kessler will be here momentarily.” Steiner gestured behind him, towards the rapidly approaching panzers. “We have reason to believe your installation may be the next target for the British force to the south.”

      “I wasn’t told about this by my superior officers,” Hasek said, a dubious look on his face. “And this is a Luftwaffe command. You have no authority over us.”

      Steiner shook his head. “This war moves too fast to sit around waiting for orders from someone on the coast. We were sent south to catch any British forces hoping to sneak in behind our lines from the deep desert, and it appears we’ve found them. Your airfield is the only target within striking distance of that supply depot. We’re going to make this our base of operations, find the British through aerial reconnaissance, and either attack or observe, depending on their strength and numbers.”

      Hasek looked past Steiner’s armoured car and saw the motley group of approaching panzers. “I flew the reconnaissance mission this morning. The British have a full squadron of their Crusader tanks, as well as armoured cars and a good number of desert scout vehicles, some of them portee-armed. Do you think you can handle them?”

      “I am a Regiment Brandenburg officer,” Steiner said lightly. “I can handle anything.”

      Once the panzer formation set up their leaguer at one end of the airfield, Hasek took Steiner and Kessler on a brief inspection of the installation. The garrison included a squad of ten infantry seconded to Hasek’s command, led by a Feldwebel, stationed there as a security detail. In addition, there were ten other men, all Luftwaffe, whose job it was to handle the airfield’s day-to-day operations. Hasek was the only pilot, for there was only one plane.

      “When it became clear that all the excitement was taking place near the coast,” Hasek explained, “the rest of the aircraft and most of the men were taken north. But it was decided that someone needed to stay down here, in case a flight over the deep desert was necessary.”

      “Not a very exciting posting, is it?” Steiner asked.

      “No,” Hasek replied. “But on the other hand, I’m not being shot at by Spitfires every day.”

      When Steiner inquired about the defences, Hasek showed him the three sangars positioned around the airfield. Two of the positions contained MG-34 machine guns, each mounted on a tall tripod and fitted with an anti-aircraft sight. The third sangar was larger, and contained a 20mm Flak 30 anti-aircraft cannon.

      “Two MGs and a single-barrel autocannon,” Kessler observed. “That’s not a lot of protection against an air attack.”

      Hasek shrugged. “Like I said, we were left here as an afterthought. At least the Flak 30 can chase away those pitiful Tommy armoured cars.”

      “I wouldn’t feel very comfortable with only those weapons and a score of men,” Steiner said, joining in the discussion. “You aren’t so far from the front lines as to be safeguarded from attack.”

      Hasek’s face took on a mischievous countenance. “Ah, but you haven’t seen every card in my hand, gentlemen. Follow me.”

      Hasek walked them over to a particularly large, rectangular tent in one corner of the airfield, near the makeshift “hangar” of camouflage netting the Storch lived within when not in use. The tent was dusty and draped with a large camouflage net, and Steiner’s keen eyes noted there wasn’t the usual path of tracks in the sandy ground coming in and out of the tent’s entrance.

      Hasek stepped up and unfastened the ties holding the tent closed. Pulling one of the flaps aside, he looked over his shoulder with a grin.

      “Gentlemen, after you.”

      Steiner stepped forward and entered the gloom of the tent. Ahead and slightly above him, there was a large, shadowy object, and he reached up a hand and touched the round, smooth surface of what could only be a large calibre gun barrel. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Steiner began to make out the details of muzzle, recoil mechanism, and the massive expanse of flat armour plate making up the weapon’s gun shield. He knew it could only be one thing.

      “Mein Gott,” he murmured. “You’ve got an eighty-eight.”

      “What?” Kessler said from outside the tent, incredulous. “Let me see.”

      The senior officer threw the tent flaps wide, letting in more light. The weapon was unmistakable: a Flak 36 anti-aircraft gun, capable of hurling an explosive shell high into the air, or a high-velocity anti-tank round downrange with sufficient power to kill any tank in their enemy’s arsenal from thousands of metres away.

      The two men turned and looked at Hasek.

      “How...where did this come from?” Kessler asked.

      Hasek grinned. “I told you, this airfield used to be more heavily manned. We had a battery of four eighty-eights stationed here for air defence. But when the other planes and the rest of the men were shifted north, the big guns were moved as well - all except this one. The half-track used to move it had taken damage a month prior in a strafing run, and chose a poor time for the engine to give up its ghost. There was no spare part to repair it, and no spare vehicles to tow the gun, so they left it here and told me it would eventually be retrieved.”

      “Apparently,” Steiner said, “that never happened.”

      Hasek shook his head. “Weeks went by, and I reminded them several times when I radioed in my usual reports, but nothing ever came of my requests. I don’t think Command wanted to bother wasting the resources to travel all this way and retrieve one gun. I even asked the resupply crews if they’d take it back with them, but no one wanted to bother since they’d not been ordered to do so in the first place, and they were worried towing the gun would slow them down.”

      “So eventually, you decided to keep it?” Kessler asked.

      “I decided to hide it away from prying eyes,” Hasek replied. “If the Tommies spotted it from the air, they might think we were more important than we are, and send someone to bomb us. This way, it is out of sight.”

      Steiner’s eyes were adjusted to the darkness now, and he walked around the giant cannon, his eyes roaming over the pistons and gears of its mechanisms. Everything appeared in good working order.

      “It is fully functional?” he asked.

      Hasek nodded. “When we decided to keep it, we drilled for a few days, fired a crate of shells so we could gauge the fall of shot, get a feel for its mechanisms. The men might not be as good as a trained crew, but they can service the gun well enough.”

      “Do you have any anti-tank shells?” Kessler asked.

      Hasek walk further back into the tent. The SdKfz half-track that’d originally been tasked with moving the Flak 36 was right behind the gun, still loaded with crates of ammunition. Steiner wondered if they’d set the tent up around the gun and tractor exactly where they’d sat when the tractor’s engine had died.

      Hasek climbed on the back of the SdKfz 7 and unclipped an electric torch from his belt, flicking the switch and shining the beam on the various crates of 88mm shells. The beam settled on several crates in the middle of the vehicle’s cargo bed.

      “Three crates of Panzergranaten anti-tank shells,” he said. “We’ve fired a handful, but that’s it. We have high-explosive for both ground attack and air defence as well.”

      Steiner looked at Kessler. “What do you think?”

      The older officer stared up at the massive weapon for a long moment. Finally, he thumped the 88’s gun shield with a clenched fist.

      “If we are smart, and we are careful, this changes everything,” Kessler said. “She can kill the Tommy cruisers at more than double the range of a Panzer III’s cannon. But we only have one, and limited ammunition. It would be easy to get over-confident.”

      “Then we need a plan,” Steiner replied. “And to form a plan, we need better intelligence.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Kessler asked.

      Steiner turned to Hasek. “How soon can you get back into the air?”

      “The Storch is fueled and ready,” Hasek replied. “I can be in the air sixty seconds after I climb into the cockpit.”

      Steiner turned to Kessler and made a supplicating gesture with his hands. “I want to see the British with my own eyes. With your permission, Major?”

      Kessler smiled and shook his head. “I’m certainly not getting into one of those kites. Be my guest, Hauptmann.”

      Ten minutes later, Steiner was in the rear seat of Hasek’s Storch, as the aircraft lifted off from the desert and climbed into the air. Steiner had never flown in such a small plane before, and found the experience both exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. Every gust of wind buffeted the light plane, and Hasek constantly worked at the controls to keep them steady.

      “The desert, it heats the air below us, which rises up and plays havoc with the plane’s controls,” Hasek explained.

      Steiner nodded. He looked out the cockpit windows all around them, craning his neck to look in as many directions as possible.

      “What do you do if we’re spotted by enemy fighter planes?” he asked.

      Hasek laughed. “Hope their machine guns kill us before we burn up or hit the ground. If I die, I want to be in the air.”

      “Not very reassuring!” Steiner replied. He glanced behind his seat, where he’d crammed a pack containing food, water bottles, a flare pistol and a box of cartridges, as well as a rifle. He’d originally thought it prudent to be prepared if they had to make an emergency landing, but Hasek’s cavalier attitude made Steiner wonder if he was being too optimistic in gauging his chances of surviving any kind of calamity. He looked up at the small circular window above and behind his seat.

      “Why did you remove the machine gun?” he asked.

      “No point to it, really,” Hasek answered without bothering to turn around. “Just extra weight, and we’d probably just shoot off our own tail. Besides, there’s always the slim hope that if the Tommies see we’re unarmed, they’ll just force us down. If we shoot at them, they’ll blow us out of the sky.”

      Steiner sighed and tried to relax, giving in to the logic - however dubious - of Hasek’s argument. Instead, he took his field glasses from where they hung around his neck, and spent some time peering out from the Storch’s cockpit. From several kilometres up, the desert was, if anything, even more like the ocean; a vast, nearly featureless plain stretching away as far as the eye could see, to where the earth curved away along the horizon.

      But as the flight went on, and Steiner studied the terrain more carefully, he began to notice the small differences, the creases and folds in the desert landscape, the low ridges and hills. Like any good field officer, he had an excellent eye for terrain, and soon Steiner began to imagine moving panzers and armoured cars across the ground below him, where he might set up anti-tank guns, or manoeuvre unseen by the enemy.

      Before an idea formed completely in his mind, the thin column of smoke from the still-burning supply depot became obvious on the horizon, and Hasek steered the plane to take them in a wide circle around the depot. Several streams of tracers arched up from the ground and reached for them, but the Storch was too far away to be threatened, and the machine guns soon stopped firing.

      Through his field glasses, Steiner saw the squadron of British tanks surrounding the depot. A lone tank sat several hundred metres away, probably knocked out in the attack, a cluster of antlike figures surrounding it. A wisp of smoke rose from a destroyed tank in the middle of the depot, likely an Italian M13/40, and there was a wrecked and smoking light truck about a hundred metres from the damaged British tank. While the squadron of tanks was clustered too closely together, the light trucks, as well as a half-dozen armoured cars - British and Italian - were spread out in a wide perimeter, well dispersed to protect from air attack.

      “Their tank commander must be a fool,” Steiner said. “Look how close together he’s parked his squadron. If we had a flight of Heinkels, they’d be nothing but scrap metal.”

      In the seat in front of him, Hasek nodded. “They haven’t moved since I made my first flight earlier this morning. I don’t know why, because they fired at me once before. At least the light trucks - those are probably their desert patrol men - have enough sense to disperse themselves.”

      Steiner looked at his watch. “Alright, I’ve seen enough. Let’s get back and get on the wireless. If the man commanding those tanks is this stupid, it is an opportunity we can’t afford to pass up.”

      “You’ll never get a flight of Heinkels sent out here, despite what we were just saying,” Hasek said. “Not for a target that small. Command won’t risk them.”

      Steiner reached down and pulled a map from his case, scanning it for friendly airfields. After a moment, his eyes narrowed, and he chuckled to himself.

      “Oberleutnant,” Steiner said, looking at the cluster of tanks far below them, “what is the maximum combat radius of a Stuka dive bomber?”
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      The Italian Supply Depot

      November 16th, 1030 Hours

      

      “There’s that bloody Storch again!” Tommy Lynch shouted to the other two members of his truck crew, both of whom were lounging in the shade of the Chevrolet while he stood watch.

      “If Meade doesn’t move his arse soon,” Higgins replied from below, “we’re going to get bombed into little bits of buzzard bait. Just you see.”

      Lynch shielded his eyes with his hand and looked up into the air at the German reconnaissance plane as it began to circle them at a safe distance. A couple of the nearest LRDG trucks began firing machine guns up at the plane, but the tracers fell well short, and after a few bursts, the men ceased fire.

      “Lads, I’m going to see what’s keeping us here, so I will,” Lynch said. He caught up his Thompson and slung the weapon, the climbed down off the bed of the truck. “Higgins, you’re on watch, boyo.”

      The other Commando let out a sigh and climbed up into the truck with a curse. Lynch began to walk back towards the depot, two hundred yards away. Although Meade apparently didn’t think air attack was likely, Eldred, Clarke, and Moody weren’t taking any chances, and they’d dispersed their vehicles in a wide pattern around the depot, keeping them from making a single close target.

      Meade, however, didn’t see a need to spread out his squadron. The fifteen undamaged Crusader tanks formed a tight circle, with perhaps only thirty yards between tanks. Like a ring around a bloody bull’s-eye, Lynch thought. A flight of Heinkel bombers could swoop in, aiming for the depot, and their munitions would disperse enough to smash a good number of the lightly-armoured tanks in the process.

      Lynch glanced across the desert to the one tank damaged in the attack. The Italian’s shot had shattered the lead sprocket wheel and severed the tread. Worse, the impact had bent the fitting between wheel and chassis, so replacing the destroyed wheel wasn’t even an option. The tank would require a carrier and repairs at a base, with the nearest being a couple hundred miles to the northeast. Meade was furious, of course; the loss of a tank so early in his mission was unacceptable to the Major. Lynch had seen him berating the tank’s crew for the loss of their vehicle, completely ignoring both the fact that none of the men had been injured, and that the crew had possessed the wherewithal to fire back against their assailant moments after being immobilized.

      Further on in the desert, a curl of smoke still rose from the wrecked Chevrolet truck. Lynch had helped collect the bodies of two Commandos killed in the wreck, while the third crew member, a Desert Group man, had died from his injuries an hour later. One other Commando had died in the attack, while another had been badly wounded. As Lynch approached the area of the depot where the British officers were convening, he heard Eldred arguing with Meade.

      “The weather is good, and we’re far from any enemy airbase known to possess fighters or attack aircraft,” Eldred was saying as Lynch approached.

      “I’m afraid it is simply out of the question,” Meade replied. “Command isn’t going to risk a flight all the way out here for one man. Not with the operation so near at hand. He’s simply going to have to tough it out.”

      Trooper Hall, the Commandos’ medic, was standing next to Eldred and clearly frustrated with Meade’s decision.

      “Beg your pardon, sir,” Hall said, “but he can’t tough out internal bleeding. He’ll be dead in a day if we don’t get him medical attention immediately, because there’s nothing I can do for him here.”

      Meade looked exasperated. “Well, that is terribly unfortunate. But we’ve got a mission to accomplish, and casualties were, and always are, the price we pay in war. You’ll just have to try and make him as comfortable as possible until he passes. We’ve got to hit that airfield tomorrow, and then move on to the next target the day after. That timetable is non-negotiable!”

      Lynch had known Hall long enough to spot when the man was ready to cook off, and at that moment the medic was fit to be tied. But before Hall said something to get himself in trouble, Eldred interjected.

      “Trooper, please, allow me to have a private word with the Major,” Eldred said.

      After a long moment, Hall nodded and walked away. Lynch busied himself with pretending to lace up his boots as he continued to listen in on the conversation.

      “Sir, I understand your position,” Eldred said, “but I ask that you reconsider. You’re new to the field, and especially, new to these men. Both the Kiwis and my lads are top-notch troops, and that’s in part because they’re possessed of a keen fighting spirit, and a very strong morale. But if these lads get to grumbling amongst themselves, why, they’ll lose the edge that makes them so bloody good at what they do, and we can’t afford to have that happen. Not all the way out here, Major.”

      “Get to the point, William,” Meade shot back.

      “Sir, try to raise Command on the RT. Put in a request for a plane. If you do it, you’re showing the lads you’re thinking of their welfare, that you’re looking out for them. Part of our job as officers is to reassure these lads that someone cares, someone’s taking care of their needs.”

      Meade bristled at Eldred’s comment. “Captain, I’ll not have you lecturing me on what conduct befits an officer! I’ve served for many years-”

      “Sir, with respect, Bovington isn’t a field command in wartime. I’ve been under fire nearly every year I’ve been in uniform. If you fight for these lads, they will fight for you. If you do not, morale will crumble, and this mission will fail. It is that simple.”

      For a few seconds, Lynch believed Meade would continue to refuse Eldred’s suggestion, but finally the Major’s posture softened just a little, his shoulders drooping slightly as he looked around conspiratorially.

      “Alright Captain, I’ll make the request. I am not completely ignorant of the fact that an officer must make a show of things now and then, for the benefit of the other ranks,” Meade said in a low voice Lynch almost missed.

      The major walked away towards the Italian’s wireless tent and Lynch saw Eldred let out a visible sigh of relief. The Commando captain caught Lynch’s eye as the Irishman finished pretending to tie his laces and stood up. Eldred walked over to him, and Lynch offered a salute that was quickly returned.

      “Trouble with your laces, Corporal?” Eldred asked with a smirk.

      “All sorted out now, Captain, so they are,” Lynch replied.

      Eldred glanced skyward, towards the circling Storch. “Like a buzzard, that one. Second time he’s come back. The lads are ready and alert for an air attack?”

      Lynch nodded. “Aye, sir. That they are.”

      “Good, that’s good,” Eldred said. He stood for a moment, clearly mulling something over. “Lieutenant Price tells me you’re a good lad to have in a tough scrap.”

      “I try to do my part, so I do now, sir,” Lynch replied.

      “We are a very long way from any other friendlies, Corporal,” Eldred continued. “And, we’re walking a very thin line between success and failure. I need men who can keep their heads about them and get stuck in, when a lesser soldier might think it’s time to leg it. Do you understand?”

      “I think so,” Lynch replied. “You don’t have to worry about me, Captain. Me and the other lads, Price’s lads I mean, we’ve been in some bloody tough spots. We won’t let you down.”

      Eldred nodded. “Excellent. Now then, since you’re done eavesdropping on officers’ private conversations, get on back to your truck and prepare to move out within an hour.”

      “We’re finally ready now?” Lynch asked. “Beg pardon, Captain, but the lads and I have been wondering, that we have. Seems we were burning a bit o’ daylight.”

      “Major Meade was most distressed with the state of his damaged tank,” Eldred replied. “He also wanted to interrogate the Italian commander and glean any...intelligence the man might have to offer. The process took considerable time, with very little to show for it, I’m afraid.”

      “What are we to do about the Eyeties, Captain?” Lynch asked.

      “Well, we can’t very well just shoot them, can we?” Eldred said lightly. “And we can’t bring them along with us. However, Meade is adamant that we make sure his precious tank is salvaged, so he’s going to leave the crew with it. We’ll give them all Thompsons and make sure the Italians are unarmed, leave enough food and water for them all to rest comfortably until the recovery vehicle arrives. We’ll leave one of the Italians’ lorries as well, take the other with some petrol and ammunition, along with the armoured car that survived the attack. Not a bad bit of plunder, although I wish we hadn’t lost so many lads. Next time I’ll let Meade have his way and lead the bloody charge with his Crusaders. We’re to hit a reconnaissance airfield some ways north of here at first light tomorrow morning. That shouldn’t be quite so tough a nut to crack.”

      “I won’t mind stepping aside and letting a bloody great big tank get shot at instead of me, to be sure,” Lynch said.

      “Wise lad,” Eldred said with a smile. “Now, off you go, and spread the word that there’s just enough time for a brew up. We’re going to move out as soon as we hear from Command about that medical flight.”

      “Do you think they’ll send a plane, sir?” Lynch asked hopefully.

      Eldred shook his head. “No, they won’t. But Meade had to make the request anyway.”

      “Oh, I see, sir. That poor bugger never had a chance, did he?” Lynch asked.

      “I’m sorry, Corporal, but if we wanted to die of old age, we wouldn’t have volunteered to join a Commando unit.” And with that, Eldred turned and walked towards the wireless tent.

      “Speak for your own bloody self,” Lynch muttered, as he watched Eldred depart, while overhead, the Storch slowly buzzed away, heading north.

      “Aye, off with you now,” Lynch muttered. “Maybe you’ll run out of petrol and drop out of the sky, do us all a favor. If not, we’ll see you in the morning. Have a brew ready.”
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      Twenty Miles North Of The Depot

      November 16th, 1230 Hours

      

      Unfortunately for Lynch and the rest of Meadeforce, his hopes of the German plane crashing in the desert were for nought. Little more than an hour after their departure from the Italian supply depot, Lynch saw half a dozen specks appear in the air over the horizon to the north of them.

      “Aircraft, dead ahead!” he shouted to Lawless and Higgins.

      All around them, the other LRDG trucks were responding to the sight of the oncoming aircraft. The formation immediately began to spread out, pushing the distance between each vehicle to several hundred yards. Behind them, the Crusaders also began to shift, breaking up their more orderly formation and increasing their speed. Lynch cursed the lack of a radio on their truck, since this far apart there was no way for the trucks to communicate with one another.

      “What do we do now?” Higgins shouted over the roar of the engine.

      “Don’t bloody well ask me!” Lawless replied. “I’ve never been strafed!”

      Lynch racked back the bolt of the Vickers. “It’s not bloody pleasant, I’ll tell you that now! Get ready with that Lewis gun, and be patient! You have to wait until they pull out of their dive, that’s when they’re the slowest and easier to hit.”

      By now, the flight of six Stuka dive bombers was spreading out, each pilot looking for a choice target. The planes passed overhead, too high and too fast to be hit by machine gun fire. Lynch looked behind them as he heard the telltale change in engine noise as one of the dive bombers began its attack run. Through the haze of dust and sand thrown up by the formation’s movement, Lynch saw first one, and then a second Stuka come around from behind the formation, rolling and diving near vertically at a target far to their rear. A sudden thought struck him.

      “The lorries!” he exclaimed. “They’re going for the petrol lorries!”

      As Lynch voiced his warning, an enormous mushroom cloud of flame and black smoke boiled up into the air, the sound of the explosion reaching them a moment later. He’d seen explosions just like it a year and a half ago, as the British Expeditionary Force retreated across the length of France, harried the entire way by German forces. The dive-bombers would target fuel dumps and lorries, the pilots knowing a modern, mechanized army lived and died by its supply of petrol.

      “We’ve got to turn around!” Lynch shouted at Higgins. “There’s no one defending the lorries!”

      “Are you out of your bloody mind, mate?” Lawless replied. “They’ll knock us to pieces!”

      “If someone doesn’t fight them off, we’ll all be stuck out here when the petrol in our tanks runs out!” Lynch shot back. “We’ll be as good as dead!”

      Lawless and Higgins exchanged resigned looks, and without another word, Higgins turned the wheel and swung the Chevrolet around, heading back the way they’d came. To the east, another explosion blew a geyser of sand and smoke up into the air, but there wasn’t the signature fireball of a destroyed supply of petrol.

      Looking to either side, Lynch saw he wasn’t the only one to take action. Several other trucks were racing back through the dispersed formation, the machine gunners in each vehicle readying their weapons. They passed within a few feet of a Crusader tank, and the commander standing in the tank’s open hatch shouted something at Lynch’s truck while waving his hands in a warding gesture, but his words were lost in the roar of the Chevrolet’s engine and the squealing of the Crusader’s treads.

      Ahead of them, two more Stukas rolled in on an attack run, and this time Lynch saw the streams of tracer fire pouring from their wing guns, flaying the sand with bullets. The tracers raced across the ground and hammered a speeding lorry, the driver desperately trying to zig-zag and avoid being hit. First one Stuka, then another strafed the defenceless vehicle, and as the second plane finished its run, the lorry detonated in a fireball, bits of burned metal and meat spinning through the air as black smoke churned upwards.

      “Those bloody murderers!” Higgins cried, beating a fist against the truck’s steering wheel. “Poor buggers couldn’t even fight back!”

      “We can’t help them now,” Lynch replied, “but we might make a difference for that lot to the north. Bring us about!”

      Higgins swung the truck to the left and Lynch clung onto the Vickers’ mount as the truck rocked on its suspension, a thick plume of dust flying behind the vehicle. Other trucks were now arriving at the rear of the formation, and Lynch saw tracers reaching up into the sky after a prowling Stuka. The German pilot deftly avoided the ground fire with a flick of his wing, rolling out of the way and straightening in time for a gun run against another LRDG truck dead ahead. Plumes of sand stitched across the ground, and only a desperate wrench of the steering wheel saved the truck from being ventilated by 7.92mm bullets.

      The strafing run brought the Stuka’s flight path very near Lynch’s truck, and although the pilot fired at them, the tracers went well overhead, overshooting by dozens of yards. In response, Lynch swung up the Vickers and let loose a long burst. The Stuka was too close to jink out of the way, and Lynch saw the dive bomber pass right through his tracers, but the plane appeared undamaged when it flew overhead a second later. He muscled the heavy machine gun around and fired at the retreating tail of the Stuka, but the range was already too great.

      “We need more firepower!” Lawless shouted, after seeing the dive-bomber depart unharmed.

      The whine of another bombing attack reached Lynch’s ears, and he searched the skies until he saw another Stuka plunging towards a petrol-carrying lorry several hundred yards to his left. Higgins spotted the attack run at the same time, and shifted gears, trying in vain to win a race against the diving airplane. Lynch and Lawless opened fire with their machine guns in a desperate attempt to hit the Stuka before it released its payload, but instead they watched, helpless, as a hundred-pound bomb detached itself from the wing hard-point and slammed into the lorry’s bonnet. The bomb’s detonation was immediately followed by the lorry’s cargo of petrol vanishing in a ball of smoke and flame. Higgins drove the Chevrolet past the flaming wreckage in the hopes of spotting a survivor who’d bailed out at the last moment, but there was nothing left; the lorry was barely recognizable as any kind of vehicle at all, and nothing of the crew was identifiable.

      The last couple of petrol lorries were driving in haphazard patterns, as fast as their overtaxed engines were able to move them. Overhead, the Stukas began circling for the kill, like hawks preparing to pounce upon fear-stricken hares. The LRDG trucks raced towards the lorries, machine guns hammering tracers into the sky in the vain hopes of warding off the dive bombers. But the distances involved were too great, the planes too fast; any trucks providing cover fire for one vehicle were too far away to defend any other, with the end result that coverage over any one lorry was too light to be effective.

      One after the other, the Stukas rolled in, machine guns blazing, air horns trumpeting their deadly call. Lynch flailed the air with bullets, doing his best to try and make contact with one of the dive-bombers, now plunging down upon the plundered Italian cargo lorry taken from the depot that morning. A second Chevrolet truck joined in the air defence, a total of four machine guns hurling dozens of rounds a second into the air above the lorry. The Stuka passed through the wall of lead just as a pair of bombs detached from its wings, and as the plane pulled out of its dive, black smoke began trickling from the plane’s engine cowling. Lynch heard the misfiring of the Stuka’s engine as something mechanical went terribly awry. Suddenly, the plane’s manoeuvre faltered, and just as the bombs struck on either side of the lorry and reduced it to flaming wreckage, the dive-bomber’s engine burst into flames and the plane arrowed into the desert, turning itself into a ball of fire and greasy black smoke.

      Lynch would have cheered their kill, if it hadn’t come at such a cost. Above them, the five remaining Stukas circled the formation for a minute. Four of them appeared completely unharmed, while the fifth trailed a thread of dark smoke. The planes were too high above the ground to be threatened by machine guns, and even the boomboomboom of Harry Nelson’s Breda autocannon had no effect. After a couple of circles, the wounded Stuka and a wingman peeled off and headed north, while the other three turned to the southeast.

      “Bloody hell,” Lawless cursed. “They’re going after the depot!”

      “They’re going to make sure we can’t return there and refuel,” Lynch replied. “Methodical bastards, so they are.”

      In the wake of the air attack, Meadeforce ground to a halt. The major’s precious armour remained spread out, but the faster Chevrolet trucks and the armoured cars converged, without any coordination, on the burning wreckage of the Italian lorry. Only one tank, Meade’s own Crusader, joined the gathering of vehicles. Lynch reloaded the Vickers, then asked Lawless to man the weapon while he jumped down and approached where the officers were congregating. Lynch saw Price standing near his own truck, shoulders stooped, staring at the burning lorry nearby. As he approached his commanding officer, Lynch tried not to notice the blackening stick figures ablaze in the lorry’s cab.

      “Did we lose them all, Lieutenant?” Lynch asked.

      Price slowly nodded. “I don’t think they even tried for one of the tanks, Corporal. Those Jerry pilots were following specific orders.”

      “Knock out our supply of petrol and leave us stranded in the desert,” Lynch said.

      “That’s right. And I fear that might be just what’s happened.” Price looked past Lynch, towards the corporal’s truck.

      “How many full cans of petrol do you have aboard your truck?” he asked Lynch.

      “We’ve only taken fuel from the lorries thus far, saving our own stores for emergencies,” Lynch replied. “Bloody fortunate of us, so it is.”

      “Perhaps, and perhaps not,” Price said, and rubbed his chin as he glanced over to where Meade and Eldred were arguing again. Meade kept pointing at his tank, while Eldred repeatedly gestured towards the nearest Chevrolet.

      “What’s all that about now?” Lynch asked.

      “I would imagine the major is insisting we sacrifice the stores of petrol on the trucks and armoured cars in order to keep his tanks mobile,” Price replied.

      Lynch stared open-mouthed at Price for a moment. “But, that’d mean we’d be stuck out here in the desert! It’s not our bloody problem that his great big tanks drink petrol like a red-nosed bishop drinks ale!”

      Price’s eyebrows shot up, and he made an unobtrusive silencing motion with his hands. “Remember who you’re talking about, Corporal. Major Meade is still in command of this operation.”

      “Some bloody operation,” Lynch growled under his breath. “More like a Fred Karno’s Army, if you ask me.”

      “Fred Karno’s or not, we’re going to continue on and hit that airfield in the morning. We have no choice but to continue forward, because we can’t go back - we don’t have enough petrol to reach a friendly base.”

      “And what if there’s no petrol at the airfield?” Lynch asked. “Maybe they only have aviation-grade spirit.”

      Price shook his head. “They’ll have something, I’m sure. Every installation out here in the deep desert is an oasis of sorts. They’ll have petrol, although maybe not as much as we need.”

      “What about getting on their RT and requesting a relief column?”

      Price gave Lynch a rueful smile. “On the eve of the largest offensive of the desert war? No, I think not. We’re a handful of expendable men and vehicles, sent to poke Rommel in the backside so he doesn’t notice the fist coming for his nose until it’s too late. If we’re lost to the desert, as long as we’ve played our part, we’d be a small price to pay for the strategic advantage.”

      “Well bugger me for a game of soldiers,” Lynch cursed, and with a departing salute to Price, he returned to his vehicle.

      The butcher’s bill eventually made the rounds - a dozen men killed in the air attack, with all the lorries a complete loss. Thankfully, all the vehicles had been topped off before departing from the supply depot, so most were relatively well-provisioned. But everyone knew the Crusaders drank more heavily than the other vehicles, and while they had sufficient fuel to cover the thirty miles between them and the airfield, the endurance of Meadeforce beyond that target was dubious.

      Before leaving the scene of the air attack, Lynch, Higgins, and Lawless brewed up a pot of char, adding plenty of sugar and milk to the strong tea. The comfort brought on by the ritual was sorely needed, and looking to the other vehicles of Meadeforce spread around the desert, Lynch saw the thin lines of smoke climbing up from other brews, as everyone used the time to have tea and even make a hot meal.

      Higgins handed Lynch a tin plate with two slices of plundered Italian bread piled high with warmed bully beef. Lynch thanked his squadmate and ate slowly, washing down each bite with a sip of tea. His eyes moved between the sky above and the horizon ahead, and he felt taut and unsettled.

      Lynch had volunteered for assignment to 3 Commando on the promise that he’d be making a strong contribution to the war effort. He had pictured himself crossing the channel in daring raids, creating havoc and causing the Nazis as much trouble as possible. All those months ago, when Lord Pembroke had spoken with him, the elderly gentleman had promised that Lynch and the men of his unit were a scalpel, a razor-sharp but delicate blade, to be used with skill and precision against carefully selected targets.

      But out here, now, in the middle of the Libyan Desert, Lynch felt betrayed. Like Price had said, they were an expendable resource, men whose value lay only in pretending to pose a threat in order to hide a real one. The assignment could have been given to any of the countless infantry platoons in the 8th Army. It was only luck - bad luck to be sure - which had selected them for the mission out of geographical convenience, since they were already stationed at the Siwa oasis and without orders at the time.

      Finishing his bread and bully beef, Lynch chased the meal with the last of his tea and scooped up a handful of sand, scouring clean his plate and cup. It was going to be a long war, and until it was over, he had little choice in the matter of assignments. The only thing left for him to do was perform his duties to the best of his ability, guard the backs of his mates, and kill as many Eyeties and Jerries as possible, so the war ended all the quicker.

      Lynch heard the distant rumble of tank engines, and saw the rest of Meadeforce preparing to move out. By now, burial details had already attended to those men killed in the air attack, but thick black smoke still rose from the shattered wrecks of the lorries. The sight reminded Lynch all too well of the fall of France the year before.

      Let’s hope this caper turns out differently, he thought. For all our bloody sakes.
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      The Luftwaffe Reconnaissance Airfield

      November 16th, 1700 Hours

      

      Karl Steiner was in high spirits. Although initially disappointed that only a half-dozen Stuka dive-bombers were sent in answer to his request, their mission to destroy the British forces’ supply vehicles was reported to be a complete success. With so few planes, Steiner had known there was no hope in destroying the armour itself; a direct hit with a bomb was necessary, and although a few tanks would have been destroyed, the action would have taken longer and with greater risk. But going after the soft-skinned transports was a much easier task. A bomb blast that merely sprayed shrapnel against the hull of a tank would rip apart a transport and its cargo with little difficulty, and while the Stuka’s machine guns were useless against a Crusader tank or armoured car, they’d wreak havoc against a lighter vehicle.

      In the desert, the last two years had emphasized to both sides the value of logistics, with the vast distances traveled and the demand the rough terrain placed on both men and machines. Steiner knew each of the transports destroyed was, in its own way, more costly a loss to the approaching British than the destruction of a tank or armoured car. Kill one fighting vehicle, you only remove that one piece from the board. Kill a supply vehicle, and you have the potential to change the entire game.

      And changing the game was Steiner’s goal. Standing in the airfield’s command tent with Kessler and Hasek, the three men pored over a hand-drawn map of the terrain around the airfield, sketched out by the Luftwaffe officer based on his observations while flying countless missions.

      “I’ve taken my Kübelwagen out to this fold in the ground here,” Hasek pointed to a line on the map a kilometre from the airfield. “It isn’t much, but it is big enough to hide panzers.”

      “Even my Panzer IVs?” Kessler asked.

      Hasek nodded. “Yes, although just barely. You’ll have to be careful how you place them, but you will be able to stage them turret-down if you find the right spot. The rest won’t be a problem.”

      “How will their howitzers compare against the British tank guns?” Steiner asked.

      Kessler made a sour face. “Not as well as I’d like, but against the Tommy cruisers, even the HE shells will make quite a mess. Besides, the Panzer IIIs will be our primary tank-killers. If we’re lucky enough to get flank shots within a thousand metres, we’ll punch right through their armour.”

      “What about the towed guns?” Hasek asked them. “No offense to you gentlemen, but they don’t look particularly impressive.”

      “It isn’t the size of the shot that counts,” Kessler replied, “It’s the velocity and accuracy. Trust me, those Pak 36s are killers against light armour, especially if they have the advantage of surprise. Once they’re dug in along here,” Kessler pointed to a spot on the map, “they’ll be almost impossible for the Tommies to see, at least until it’s too late. A light anti-tank gun is far more difficult to spot than a panzer, even more so if it’s not silhouetted against the horizon.”

      “And that leaves the eighty-eight,” Steiner’s finger tapped the airfield on the map. “Are you sure your men are capable of firing it effectively in combat?”

      Hasek nodded. “As with the rest of the plan, surprise will be our greatest asset. If your ambush works, there will be enough confusion to give them quite an advantage early on, especially at great range. We’ll be able to kill Tommies at more than three kilometres.”

      “We need to draw them in closer first,” Steiner said. He placed his finger on the map. “Here should do it.”

      “They can cover that distance very quickly,” Hasek warned, “especially their armoured cars and those desert trucks.”

      “What do you think?” Steiner asked Kessler.

      The older officer studied the map for a long moment. “It will all depend on the man leading the armour. Those cruisers, the Tommies treat them like cavalry horses. They love to rush about the desert, making great sweeping flank attacks and other fancy manoeuvres, like they’re out on a parade ground. The terrain here, to the west, will be more favorable.”

      “But do you think they’ll press home the attack?” Hasek asked. “One hit from the eighty-eight, they’ll know what they’re facing.”

      Steiner smiled. “They have to attack, they have no choice.”

      Reaching over, Steiner picked up a large-scale map of the deep desert and unfolded it onto the table. His finger circled the area to the south-east of the airfield.

      “There is almost nothing permanent in this area, especially after my own outpost was destroyed two weeks ago. Running into the supply depot yesterday was no accident. The British knew it was there and deliberately attacked and secured it. I think the same holds true for this airfield. Taking this installation and denying DAK Command your reconnaissance flights is just what they’d want to do before moving a large armoured force through the southern corridor.”

      Steiner drew his finger along a sweeping arc from the Egyptian desert near Siwa, into Libya and up towards Tobruk. He looked up at the two other officers. “I hate to admit it, but I think the generals were right to send us here.”

      Kessler let out an indeterminate grunt. “I am still not convinced. You only saw a squadron of tanks and some light vehicles. That’s nothing. This could just be a reconnaissance in force, a probing manoeuvre to see what sorts of resources we have this far south.”

      Hasek waved his hands in a dismissive gesture. “Gentlemen, whatever it might be, we have to deal with the reality of an enemy force, larger than our own, most likely attacking us tomorrow morning. Now, you said they have no choice. What do you mean?”

      “It is simple,” Kessler replied before Steiner could speak up. “This airfield is the only installation close enough to reach with the fuel in their tanks. If it is a choice between pressing the attack and taking our fuel stores, or retreating back into the desert, only to run out of fuel and be left stranded, they’ll attack.”

      “You’re sure of this?” Hasek asked.

      Kessler shrugged. “It is what I would do. And you, Hauptmann?”

      “I would make the same decision,” Steiner said. “Now, Major, with your permission, I’d like the Oberleutnant to take me up on one more reconnaissance flight. If the British are to strike at dawn, they’ll have to leaguer close, most likely within a dozen kilometres or less.”

      Kessler nodded and looked to Hasek. “Is there enough daylight for a flight?”

      Hasek checked his watch. “Yes, but we’ll have to hurry. If we’re not in the air soon, we’ll have a devil of a time spotting them if they’re staying dispersed until nightfall.”

      “Then it is settled,” Kessler said. “I will make a last check of the preparations while you two are in the air. Then, when you return, a last briefing with the men, and a sleepless night before a dawn engagement none of us may live through. Another glorious battle for the heroes of the Third Reich!”

      “Heil Hitler!” Hasek said, snapping out his arm in a salute.

      Kessler smirked. “Oh yes, by all means.”

      It took a supreme effort of will to keep Steiner from laughing out loud as he followed the somewhat bemused Oberleutnant from the tent to the waiting Storch.
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      Ten Miles South Of The Airfield

      November 16th, 1800 Hours

      

      “You’ve got to be bloody joking!”

      Lynch looked up from his bully beef and biscuits and looked in the direction Nelson was pointing. High above them, Lynch saw the now-familiar shape of the Storch, and his ears picked up the faint droning of its engine. The little plane was making a wide circle around their leaguer at an altitude too great for any of their weapons.

      “Like a bleedin’ vulture, so he is,” Lynch muttered.

      The two men were sitting with Lieutenant Price and the rest of their squad, having a hot meal cooked over a small sand-and-petrol fire before darkness came and no open flames would be permitted. Each man had a mug of hot, sweet tea fortified by a tot of rum or whiskey, as well as bully beef and biscuits, along with the last of the Italian cheese, sausage, and bread. Trooper Herring, proven to be one of the squad’s best plunderers, had acquired a bottle of Italian red wine, and several of the lads were passing it back and forth, diminishing its contents rapidly.

      “There’s nothing to be done,” Price said resignedly. “The Germans will now know we’ve not turned around, and they can only assume we’ll be attacking in the morning.”

      “D’you think they’ve got anything we should worry about?” asked Higgins.

      “Major Meade tells me early recce flights over this airfield showed an anti-air battery of eighty-eights, but the most recent observations indicated that the guns have been taken away, and the size of the installation much reduced. They may have some light weapons, but I can’t imagine it’s anything a squadron of tanks can’t handle.”

      “So we’re letting them armoured boys get shot at first?” Nelson asked.

      Price nodded. “The Sabre squadron will lead the attack. We’ll be splitting the trucks and armoured cars into two flanking elements, and while the armour takes the airfield, we’ll swing around on both sides and button them up so no one scuttles away.”

      “Can’t imagine any of the Jerries trying to scarper off,” Lynch said. “Nothing around us for miles in any direction, we’d just follow along and wait for the buggers to break down.”

      “Regardless, Major Meade is highly concerned about the Germans flapping away with much-needed supplies. So, we’ll do our jobs and make sure that doesn’t happen,” Price replied.

      Overhead, the Storch’s engine changed pitch, and the plane turned and flew off to the north, returning to its airfield. Everyone watched it go in silence for several minutes, until the plane disappeared from view.

      Bowen, sitting to Lynch’s right, watched the Storch depart through his field glasses. “Why do you suppose we’ve only been attacked by one flight of Stukas?” he wondered aloud.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t bloody care,” Lynch said to him. “I hate those bastards, so I do. Made the retreat to Dunkirk all the more bleedin’ miserable.”

      “The RAF didn’t have much problem with them,” Herring said. “Can’t imagine they were all that scary falling out of the sky in flames.”

      “Don’t bloody talk about what you don’t know,” Nelson growled at Herring from across the circle of men. “You weren’t there, so shut your gob.”

      “Or what?” Herring said flatly, staring at Nelson over the neck of the wine bottle raised to his lips.

      “Or I’ll get up and shove that bottle so far up yer arse, you’ll be doing hand-stands to drink from it.”

      There was a moment of complete silence until first Herring, then Nelson, started to rise to their feet. Before either could make a hostile move, however, Price cleared his throat.

      “Gentlemen, rather than someone being rudely violated with that bottle of red,” Price said in a neutral tone, “I would like a sip if there’s any left.”

      Herring and Nelson eyed each other like a pair of dogs challenging each other across a city street. Finally, without a word, Herring handed the wine bottle to Price.

      “Thank you, Trooper. Most kind of you,” Price said, before indelicately taking a slug of vino right from the bottle. He swished it about in his mouth before swallowing.

      “Not bad,” Price declared. “A bit sharp, but as this is the middle of the desert, I’m willing to be forgiving. Besides, my palate is a little rusty.”

      There was an uneasy chuckle from several of the men, and at last, with the tension somewhat alleviated, Herring and Nelson slowly sank back to their seats, all the while staring daggers at each other.

      “Lieutenant,” Lance Corporal White spoke up, “what d’you suppose is the next target, after the airfield?”

      Price thought for a moment. “According to Meade’s intelligence, there’s another depot, much larger than the last, north of the airfield. The problem is, we don’t have enough petrol for the tanks to reach it as it is right now. The Italian armoured cars and the Chevrolets might make the journey, though.”

      “So we’d what, leave the armour here?” White asked.

      Price gave a small shrug. “That would be up to Major Meade to decide. But considering the timetable of the offensive, it might be more important to attack the depot with tanks and hope the defenders relay that information up the chain of command, to add confusion to the events of the eighteenth, when all the other tanks pour over the border far to the north. That is, after all, why we’re here in the first place.”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” Johnson, Bowen’s spotter, replied, “but if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather be in Scotland right now.”

      The comment caused more than a few laughs from the circle of men, and what tension remained in the air quickly evaporated.

      “I must say, I agree with your sentiment completely,” Price answered. “It’ll be good to get back to our homeland once more.”

      “Aye, and back to the training grounds,” muttered Sergeant McTeague. He took his pipe from between his lips and pointed its stem at the men. “All ye sluggards are gettin’ soft feet, swanning about the desert in these trucks. A few good day marches up and down some hills with a full load on your backs will make you proper soldiers again.”

      McTeague’s comment was met with a chorus of groans that put a smile on the Scottish sergeant’s lips. He stuck the stem of his pipe in his mouth and puffed triumphantly.

      “Lieutenant, do you have any idea now, when we might return home?” Lynch asked.

      Price shook his head. “I imagine if the powers-that-be behind the lines at Headquarters have no further use for us, we might be sent back by the end of the month. There was discussion of a possible mission to take place before the end of the year, and we may be home in time to take part, if it hasn’t been scrapped for some reason.”

      “One battlefield after another,” Trooper Hall said gloomily. “It’s only going to get worse, before it gets better, isn’t it?”

      “The last we heard,” Price said, “Jerry was giving the Soviets a good drubbing, pushing them back hard. I imagine things have slowed down with the winter, but if Stalin is forced to capitulate, the Germans will be able to turn their full attention on us.”

      “Not happy with Ivan’s chances, to be sure,” Lynch said. “The Finns gave ‘em quite the bloody nose last winter, so they did.”

      “Aye, that may be true,” McTeague replied. “But this time, the Ivans are the ones defending hearth an’ home. If they’re smart - and Stalin’s a bloody clever bastard - they’ll trade ground for time, draw the Jerries in deep, then the bear brings its jaws together, and chews up the Nazis.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Higgins said, staring into the bottom of his mug, “or we’ll be fighting Jerries in the streets of London by this time next year.”

      “On that cheery note,” Price said with finality, “I’ve got to meet with Major Meade and the other officers before catching a few hours of sleep. I suggest you lads get all the rest you can, because it’s going to be an early morning.”

      “It’s always an early morning,” grumbled Johnson.

      “As I said, sluggards all of ye,” McTeague stood and stretched before picking up his Thompson. “Now, off with the lot of ye. Back to your trucks.”

      After a few moments of grousing, the Commandos got to their feet and gathered their weapons and kit. Lynch turned to Bowen. “Driving your truck tomorrow, Rhys?”

      The Welshman nodded. “Not much use for my sniper rifle in a moving truck, and Johnson likes the Vickers.”

      “Well then, good luck now, and good hunting.”

      Bowen smiled. “You too, Tommy.”

      The two men shook hands, and Bowen walked off, his spotter by his side. Lynch watched his friend leave for a moment, then turned to Higgins, standing nearby.

      “Alright now,” Lynch said, stifling a yawn, “who gets first watch?”
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      Ten Miles South Of The Airfield

      November 17th, 0600 Hours

      

      Lieutenant Alan Chalmers stood in the open hatch of his Crusader tank and scanned the northern horizon for the twentieth time in as many minutes. His troop of three tanks was second from the right, Wilson’s troop forming that flank, while to his left, Major Meade’s headquarters troop of four tanks formed the centre of the formation.

      The sabre squadron was moving north along a broad front, almost a mile wide, with a hundred yards between each tank in order to give them the best chances of spotting the target. Although their navigation so far left little to be concerned about, the vast, featureless desert meant they were taking no chances in locating the airfield. The morning air was cool, with only a slight breeze, and with the sun to his right, well out of his eyes, Chalmers felt the morning provided optimum conditions for their manoeuvres.

      And it was a manoeuvre, not an attack, or a battle, he reasoned. There was little the Germans could field to defend a mere recce airfield that would give much grief to a squadron of fifteen cruiser tanks. Chalmers didn’t discount the possibility of the defenders possessing a light AT-gun or two, but their tanks’ Besa machine guns and the 3-inch howitzers of the two close-support tanks within the HQ troop would see to those in short order. In reality, Chalmers anticipated that the whole action would be over in a few minutes, with the expenditure of only a few dozen machine gun bullets to show the Jerries they meant business.

      It would be the second combat action of his short career, the first being the attack on the supply depot the day before. Chalmers was fortunate enough to have fired a shot with his two-pounder and seen it hit, but the poor Eyetie tank had been riddled with shots and burning within moments, and there was still debate over which tank would claim the squadron’s first kill of the war. Chalmers certainly hoped it wasn’t the last, for he and the other troop leaders of the squadron had been incredibly disappointed when Meade was assigned this mission. Swanning about in the deep desert shooting up depots and airbases wasn’t where the real glory was found. More than anything else, Chalmers wanted to pit his tank against the Germans, to go head to head against a Panzer III and knock a hole in it. A storied battle record would serve him well, making a promotion to squadron leader and eventually regimental commander much more likely. But none of that would be possible if he was stuck out here in the middle of nowhere.

      Chalmers’ headphones crackled as the RT came alive.

      “Hello all stations GAMO,” Meade’s voice came through clearly, “this is GAMO calling. We are approaching the target point very shortly. Report immediately if you see anything. GAMO off.”

      Chalmers brought his field glasses up once more and peered ahead, bracing himself against the armoured hatch cover next to him. For perhaps a minute he saw nothing, before suddenly blinking at the faint hint of a hair-thin structure rising up into the air, far ahead of them. Chalmers took away his glasses for a moment and rubbed his eyes, then brought the glasses back up and looked again, making tiny adjustments to the focusing wheel. He convinced himself he was looking at the airfield’s wireless tower.

      “Calling GAMO, this is GAMO Three calling,” Chalmers radioed in. “I see the tower, directly in front of me, approximate figures two zero zero zero yards distant.”

      “GAMO calling GAMO Three, good show. All stations GAMO, pull into close formation, and report in when you’ve made visual contact yourselves. GAMO to all stations BAGO, target sighted, begin your manoeuvre. GAMO off.”

      Soon, each of the three other troop commanders called in, reporting that they’d made visual contact with the airfield. By now, the tops of the larger tents were visible, and a small number of large vehicles, what appeared to be lorries, were seen nearby.

      “Calling GAMO, this is BAGO One calling.” Chalmers heard the voice of the armoured car squadron’s commander, a captain named Moody. “There is a shallow ravine here to the east, running in a north-south direction. It looks like it might give us cover while we move up, over.”

      “BAGO One, go ahead and move into the ravine, just be sure you won’t get boxed in at the end. Off to you.”

      Chalmers looked to the east and tried to spot the armoured cars and LRDG trucks, but the sun was barely over the horizon, and he didn’t want to blind himself by squinting into it just before going into action. He turned back to look at the airfield again, just as a flash and a puff of smoke appeared from one of the larger tents, almost as if-

      There was a crack and a buffet of air from his left, and Chalmers whipped his head around. He saw a plume of sand erupt two hundred yards behind them, and a few seconds later, the boom of a heavy gun reached his ears. Chalmers’ mind raced, for the sound wasn’t like that of an artillery piece or a light AT gun. Although he’d never heard one before, he could almost imagine it might have sounded like…

      There was another flash and puff of smoke, and a second later, a horrific sound of high-velocity steel meeting an insufficient mass of armour plate. Chalmers saw chunks of metal flying into the air from the front of the second HQ Crusader, Lieutenant Sommersby’s tank. Almost immediately, the tank burst into flames, smoke billowing out of every hatch, and the tank ground quickly to a halt, dropping out of formation. Chalmers could not help but look back in horrid fascination as an internal explosion rocked the dying tank, ripping away the turret and sending it toppling onto the sand.

      “All stations GAMO, that was an eight-eight! I say again, that was an eight-eight!” Meade’s voice cut through the headphones and shocked Chalmers back to the reality of the situation. “Turn west figures forty-five degrees immediately and move at best speed while we fire smoke. GAMO off.”

      “Driver,” Chalmers spoke over the intercom, “turn forty-five degrees left, and increase to best speed.”

      “But sir,” It was Miller, Chalmers’ gunner. “We’ll be exposing our flank to that great beast of a gun!”

      “It’s a bloody eighty-eight, you fool,” Chalmers shot back. “It won’t matter where it hits us.”

      The tank shuddered for a moment as the driver worked the track clutches, and their course shifted to put the airfield off to their forward right flank. There was another flash, and a moment later, sand geysered up into the air between his trailing tank and the lead tank of Wilson’s troop. Another round followed soon after, passing between Wilson’s tank and the lead tank of his troop.

      There were two thumps from ahead of his tank, and Chalmers turned to see puffs of smoke curling away from the two close support Crusaders. Each of the tanks was fitted with a three-inch light howitzer, and most of their shells were smoke rounds, used to cover the advances and retreats of the squadron. Two gouts of white smoke popped into the air a hundred yards short of the 88, followed soon by two more. The gunners were being clever, trying to get the smoke as close to the enemy as possible, so it would afford the squadron the most protection.

      But even as a third pair of smoke shells landed, the eighty-eight fired again, the lethal shot so low Chalmers thought he saw a trail of dust raised from the ground in the wake of its passing. Again, the shell missed Wilson’s lead tank by mere feet, and Chalmers found himself urging the tank’s driver to push his mount to the limit. He could only imagine the dread of the tank’s crew, knowing the eighty-eight’s gunner was singling them out for destruction.

      A moment later, that destruction came to pass. The armour-piercing round struck the Crusader broadside, and Chalmers looked on in astonishment as he saw the shot pass right through the tank, blowing out the other side in a spray of hull fragments. The tank’s commander, standing in the open hatch, let out a brief shriek before disappearing in a gout of flame and smoke. A heartbeat later, the tank simply exploded into a ball of fire and spinning chunks of armour.

      Enough was bloody well enough, Chalmers thought. It was time to fight back. He gauged the range between his tank and the airfield to be about fifteen hundred yards. Beyond what he’d consider maximum effective range of his tank’s machine gun, but Chalmers knew the weapon was lethal far beyond that distance.

      “Gunner, MG, anti-tank gun, western end of the airfield, fifteen hundred yards,” Chalmers ordered over the intercom.

      The turret whined as Miller rotated it to the right, bringing the tank’s co-axial Besa machine gun onto the target.

      “I have it, sir. Extreme range, though,” Miller answered.

      “I know! Gunner, fire!” Chalmers replied.

      A stream of tracers arced up into the air, descending with deceptive slowness towards the airfield. Chalmers watched them vanish into the sand, a few of them bouncing off rocks and ricocheting back up into the air.

      “Gunner, you’re short. Increase range two hundred yards and fire,” Chalmers ordered.

      Miller fired another long burst from the Besa MG, and this time Chalmers saw the tracers float down into the middle of the tents around the western end of the airfield.

      Having found the range, Chalmers keyed the radio mic. “GAMO Three to GAMO Three A and B, engage enemy eighty-eight with your machine guns, range is figures one seven zero zero yards. GAMO Three off.”

      The turrets of the two tanks on either side of him rotated, and soon, all three of his troops’ machine guns were firing bursts in long arcs towards the tent concealing the eighty-eight. For a few seconds, the deadly gun went silent, and Chalmers congratulated himself on his quick thinking.

      “GAMO to GAMO Three, I did not give the order to fire! We need to take any petrol stores intact! If those tracers ignite that fuel, we’re done for! Cease fire!”

      Bloody Meade! Chalmers gritted his teeth. Both of his troop tanks stopped firing the moment their commanders heard Meade’s order, not waiting for him to relay it on.

      “Sir?” Miller asked from inside the turret.

      “Gunner, cease fire, but make sure that Besa is loaded and ready,” he replied.

      The eighty-eight, sensing its reprieve, fired again. The shot passed behind the last tank in Wilson’s troop, kicking up a gout of sand a hundred yards to the south-west. Looking ahead, Chalmers saw the CS tanks had laid down more smoke, and within a few moments, if they were lucky, they’d be in a position where the smoke cloud obscured them from the eighty-eight.

      Suddenly Chalmers heard what sounded like the flat cracks of high-velocity tank guns, coming from the north-west. He raised his field glasses, trying to see who the leading tanks might be shooting at, when he saw the lead tank of the first troop grind to a halt and begin to burn. Immediately, streams of tracer fire began to arc out from the other two tanks in the troop, scything across what at first appeared to Chalmers to be open ground.

      “All stations GAMO, this is GAMO One calling. Anti-tank gun screen to our front, figures six zero zero yards. My sergeant’s tank is dead, we are attempting to suppress with our MGs, over.”

      “GAMO calling GAMO One, do you have figures on number of guns, over?” Meade replied.

      “GAMO One here, we count at least, repeat, at least figures four guns, well dug in, over.”

      “GAMO calling BAGO Two, move with all haste to engage the anti-tank gun screen ahead of us. Off to you. All stations GAMO, continue current course. We need to get behind that smoke screen before doing anything else. Off to you. BAGO One, how close are you to the airfield, over?”

      “BAGO One calling GAMO,” Moody replied. “We are still in cover, now figures one two zero zero yards from the airfield. Will emerge as close as possible and engage the-”

      Chalmers heard the muffled clang of steel plate breaking under impact and a cry of pain directed straight into the live microphone.

      “Panzers! Bloody panzers! All stations, it’s a trap! The ravine is filled with-”

      The air was filled with static for a moment before the transmission went dead.

      Chalmers turned to the east and squinted into the sun, raising up his field glasses and scanning the terrain. A thin column of black smoke began to climb up into the air some two thousand yards away.

      “GAMO calling any stations BAGO One, report!” Meade’s voice cut through the net, a note of rising panic in his voice.

      “The captain’s ‘ad it!” a voice cried over the radio. “There’s panzers hiding in here, it’s a bloody ambush!”

      The sound of an autocannon firing came over the radio, and pulling one earpiece away from his head, Chalmers heard the weapon firing off in the distance, the boomboomboom of an Autoblinda’s cannon. There were a pair of louder, flatter-sounding shots a moment later, and a ball of fire rose up out of the ravine. The open channel squealed in sharp static for a second before going dead again.

      “GAMO calling any stations BAGO One, pull back and get clear. Off to you. All stations GAMO, move to a position behind the smoke screen. GAMO One and Two, suppress the AT gun screen with your MGs. Off to you. GAMO Three and Four, turn and engage any enemy armour appearing from the east. Off to you. BAGO Two, deal with that AT gun screen, then move at best speed to try and neutralize the eighty-eight. We need to deal with it before we can fight the panzers. Off to you.”

      Chalmers saw the two CS tanks firing as fast as their gunners and loaders could work their howitzers, the shells creating a thin but possibly life-saving cloud of concealing smoke. He hoped it would make the difference, but a pair of three-inch guns was woefully inadequate for the task at hand. When cruisers went into battle behind a screen of smoke, they were usually supported by a battery or two of twenty-five pound guns hurling massive smoke shells.

      With the eighty-eight to their right, an enemy gun screen ahead, and now panzers to the rear, Chalmers suddenly felt very, very alone.

      “Driver, wheel right, bring us about facing to the east. Loader, two-pounder, load and make ready additional rounds. Gunner, two-pounder, prepare to engage enemy armour, current estimated range two thousand yards.”

      Well, you wanted some real action, Chalmers scolded himself. Let’s hope we live through it.
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      West Of The Airfield

      November 17th, 0615 Hours

      

      Lynch didn’t know exactly what was going on, but he knew it couldn’t be good. The sounds of large-bore cannons firing, as well as the chatter of machine guns and the higher-pitched sounds of light, high-velocity tank guns were coming from the east, and smoke columns were climbing up into the air. The pair of Autoblindas and the single Morris car ahead of them had suddenly changed direction, their course now almost due east, towards the airfield. Because the trucks lacked the radios carried aboard the armoured cars, their orders were to simply follow behind their bigger kin in a form of “follow the leader” and engage where indicated.

      As they approached the airfield, the situation became clear. Directly to the east, the airfield sat behind a slowly-drifting smoke screen, the two CS Crusader tanks firing shell after shell as fast as their guns could be loaded. The rest of the sabre squadron, or what was left of it, was split into two groups: those engaging a line of anti-tank guns to the north-west, and those turning to face a dozen or so dots to the south-east. The dots moved in a way that was chillingly familiar to Lynch, and brought to mind the battle of Arras, where he watched German panzers advancing past the shattered wrecks of Matilda tanks torn apart by eighty-eights. Watching those dots approach now, Lynch knew they could only be enemy armour.

      As they approached the anti-tank gun line, the Autoblindas opened fire with their 20mm autocannons and machine guns. The turret-mounted Bren of the Morris car added its meagre firepower to the assault, and soon the gunners aboard the Chevrolet trucks opened fire as well. A storm of lead and explosive cannon shells sent a cloud of sand and pulverized rock into the air around the nearest Pak 36 guns, but the Germans had placed them extremely carefully. The gun carriages were situated in shallow depressions dug into the rocky ground, and the crews worked the guns from foxholes, providing them increased cover. In addition, the guns were spaced a hundred yards apart, deployed on a wide front and forcing the British to engage them not as a target en masse, but one tiny, well-protected emplacement at a time.

      And the Germans weren’t defenceless, either. An MG-34 team dug in behind and between the middle two Pak guns opened fire on the approaching British vehicles, forcing the Autoblindas to button up and the LRDG trucks to take evasive manoeuvres. The pressure off them for a moment, the nearest Pak gun crew moved to re-sight their gun towards the new threat. With a loud clang, an armour-piercing shell grazed the side armour of the lead Autoblinda and plowed a furrow into the desert sand. In response, the car’s 20mm autocannon chattered, sending a half-dozen shells hammering into the gun emplacement. Lynch watched from a distance as the Pak 36’s gun shield came apart in a spectacular display of flying metal and dust.

      “Those Jerry blighters are done for!” Higgins shouted above the roar of the column’s weapons.

      As if in response, the MG crew chose that moment to rake their car with bullets. The sun compass next to the driver’s seat was smashed into fragments, and a pack hanging from the side of the truck exploded into tatters and bits of shredded gear as it caught several slugs. Lawless let out a long string of curses.

      “Are you hit?” Lynch shouted at the New Zealander.

      “No, that was my bloody kit they just shot up!” Lawless replied. “Higgins, keep your bloody gob shut, mate!”

      No sooner had the MG team attacked Lynch’s truck than both Autoblindas, virtually immune to the weapon’s fire, turned their autocannons on the German’s slit trench. Each car fired off a twelve-round clip of 20mm high-explosive shells, and when the smoke cleared, all that was left of the gunners was the twisted wreck of a machine gun and a few scattered, bloody remnants of cloth and flesh.

      Moments later, the armoured cars and LRDG trucks drove past the remains of the first Pak gun team and closed in on the second. The Pak crew tried to bring their gun around, but it was too little, too late. Lynch swung the Vickers MG towards their position, and with deliberate care, sprayed the gun and its crew with several tight bursts. One of the Germans attempted to return fire with an MP-40, but by exposing himself enough to fire the weapon, he caught a pair of .303 calibre bullets in the face, dropping him limp and lifeless back into his foxhole. As the truck sped past, Lawless threw a Mills Bomb at the emplacement for good measure. The blast ripped into a box of 37mm shells, and soon, the emplacement was engulfed in smoke and flame as the anti-tank rounds detonated one after another in a rapid-fire chain reaction.

      With half their number wiped out, a column of fast-moving vehicles spitting machine gun fire coming from one direction, and several Crusader tanks firing their own MGs from another, the remaining Pak gunners clearly felt that seeking cover and surviving was preferable to manning their guns until the bitter end. Both crews disappeared into their foxholes, and Lynch saw a rifle tossed onto the ground from inside a foxhole next to the nearest gun. The vehicle column began to turn, coming to bear on the airfield hundreds of yards away.

      In the distance, Lynch’s eyes caught movement near the German lorries parked along one end of the airfield. A troop of four armoured vehicles of various types pulled out from behind the lorries, and before Lynch could say anything to Lawless or Higgins, the enemy column opened fire. 20mm cannon shells and machine gun bullets hammered across the leading armoured cars, and in spectacular fashion, the lead Autoblinda blew apart, its steel plate penetrated a dozen times by high-explosive and armour-piercing cannon fire.

      “Bloody hell!” Lawless shouted. “We’ve been sandbagged!”

      No sooner had the New Zealander spoken up, than the Morris car was ripped apart by the enemy’s combined weight of fire. Even more lightly armoured than the Italian cars, the Morris was literally torn to pieces, plates of steel armour and mechanical innards flung yards in every direction. Lynch caught a glimpse of a severed arm cartwheeling in the air before it was hit by a stray cannon round and blown to gibbets.

      The remaining Autoblinda gunned its engine in reverse, and returned fire with its own 20mm cannon. Its target, which Lynch realized was actually a Panzer II, soon ground to a halt as its thin armour succumbing to the same punishment it had dealt out only moments before. Soon smoke curled out of the panzer’s hatch, and the vehicle shuddered to a halt, left behind as the three other vehicles - two light, four-wheeled cars and a heavy eight-wheeled model - rushed into battle, their cannons blazing.

      The outcome was inevitable. The side hatches of the last Autoblinda popped open and a pair of figures tumbled out, followed by a gout of vile-looking black smoke. Even from a distance, Lynch identified one of the men as Captain Eldred.

      “Higgins, bring us in behind the last car!” Lynch shouted. “We’ve got to fetch the captain before he’s thrown in the bag!”

      Indeed, the armoured cars continued to close in, but without their previous vigor, and their guns were silent. Lynch imagined the Germans, having knocked out the armoured cars, were expecting to scoop up the much more poorly armed LRDG vehicles.

      However, not everyone was in agreement as to the state of the trucks’ helplessness. From his right, Lynch heard the boomboomboom of a Breda autocannon, and he turned to see Harry Nelson’s truck racing away at an angle, the muzzle of the portee-mounted cannon poking out over the left fender. Nelson’s face was contorted in rage, and although he couldn’t hear him, Lynch saw his squadmate was screaming at the top of his lungs, no doubt letting loose with a stream of profanity strong enough to curdle milk.

      “What’s that blinkered idiot doing?” Higgins cried. “He’s going to get himself killed!”

      “Nothing to be done about that madness now,” Lynch replied. “Let’s get in there and rescue the captain!”

      Just then, Lieutenant Price’s truck pulled alongside, and the lieutenant leaned out towards Lynch’s car. “We’ve got to leg it!” Price shouted. “This whole operation’s bungled! Meade’s lot are brewing up like pots in a tea shop, and the rest of our men are dead or captured! Follow me!”

      “I’m going in to pick up Captain Eldred!” Lynch shouted back.

      Price looked towards Eldred, huddled behind the smoking wreck of his armoured car, a pistol in hand. He nodded.

      “Alright, but be quick about it! We’ve got to salvage something from this disaster!”

      With that, Price pulled away and headed west, followed by McTeague, whose truck carried the only remaining heavy weapon, the portee-mounted “squeeze bore” anti-tank gun. Lynch caught the sergeant’s eye, and the Scotsman nodded to him once, then turned to say something to Trooper Hall in the driver’s seat.

      Lynch looked to the right and saw Nelson’s truck still intact, racing across the desert at top speed. The 20mm Breda continued to fire, and Lynch saw enemy tracers from autocannons and machine guns whipping all around the vehicle. He knew without a doubt his friend’s life was now measured in seconds, and he’d not waste the sacrifice.

      “Go on now!” Lynch shouted to Higgins. “Move up to the bloody car!”

      Higgins shook his head in disbelief, but moved forward nonetheless, keeping the smoking wreck of the Autoblinda between them and the advancing Germans. As they pulled up next to Eldred, Lynch leaned out and offered the Captain his hand.

      “Up with ye now, sir!” Lynch shouted.

      Eldred gave a last look at the man who bailed out with him, now crumpled in a heap against the rear wheel of the car. Lynch saw the man wasn’t a Commando, but one of the armoured car crewmen from the 11th Hussars.

      “Poor fellow just expired,” Eldred murmured. “Didn’t even get a chance to know his Christian name.”

      “Sir!” Lynch repeated. “Nelson’s drawing their fire, but when they’re done with him, we’re sure to be next!”

      Eldred’s lips drew together in a tight line, and he gave the dead man next to him one last look before he tucked his .45 automatic back in its holster. Pulling a Mills Bomb from his belt, Eldred armed the grenade and tossed it into the open hatch of the Autoblinda, then took Lynch’s arm and climbed aboard.

      “Higgins!” Lynch shouted.

      Without a second’s pause, Higgins gunned the engine and the truck sped away, the Autoblinda blowing up moments later as the grenade detonated and set off the stored cannon shells and machine gun ammunition. A thick cloud of black smoke billowed from the wreckage, helping to conceal their departure.

      Lynch looked back behind them, and through the smoke and flames, saw the three German armoured cars drawing close to what remained of Nelson’s truck, now a tangled, smoking wreck sitting alone in the desert. Beyond it, off to the south-east, Meade’s Crusaders traded shots with their main guns against the German panzers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Near The Airfield

      November 17th, 0625 Hours

      

      “Gunner, two-pounder, target is a Panzer III, dead ahead, range nine hundred yards. Fire!”

      A second later, Chalmers was buffeted by the muzzle blast from his Crusader’s main gun. The high-velocity shot arced through the air, and he used his field glasses to watch the round’s trajectory, squinting against the morning sun to keep the tracer at the base of the armour-piercing projectile in sight. The round struck the turret of the panzer and ricocheted away.

      “Hit, but failed to penetrate! Fire again!”

      Through the body of the tank, Chalmers felt the breech snap closed as the loader rammed home another shell. The cannon bucked again, and this time Chalmers saw the round hit without bouncing off.

      “Hit! Gunner, same target, keep firing as fast as you’re able!”

      The panzer, undaunted, continued to close the distance between them, and a moment later, its own cannon fired. Chalmers didn’t see the shot, but he felt the air swirl as the 50mm round passed him.

      Chalmers fought the urge to flinch. No sense in fearing those, he thought to himself. If you’re hit, you’ll never even feel it, so why worry?

      Looking across the battlefield at the remnants of the Sabre squadron, Chalmers realized there were far worse ways to die. Ahead of him, Wilson’s tank was burning fiercely, and he knew he’d heard the man screaming from the tank’s open turret hatch as the tank caught fire and began to burn. None of the crew had escaped, the four men incinerated, trapped inside a superheated steel box. Just one hit from a Panzer III’s gun at a thousand yards had sealed their fate.

      The last tank in Wilson’s troop had turned to face the panzers. It was backing up slowly, firing as it retreated towards Chalmers’ troop, engaging what appeared, unbelievably, to be another Crusader tank, painted in the same colours as the rest of the panzers. Chalmers could only imagine it was a captured tank, pressed into service. Behind and to the left of the captured Crusader, an even older captured A13 cruiser burned, Wilson’s only kill before his own tank brewed up.

      “GAMO calling all stations GAMO. Fall back in an orderly fashion, keeping your frontal armour towards the panzers. We shall make a fighting withdrawal to the south-west until we are out of range of the eighty-eight, off.”

      “Driver, reverse gear, as fast as you are able,” Chalmers ordered. “Gunner, keep on that Panzer III until he brews up.”

      Their target panzer fired again, and the Crusader vibrated with the impact of the hit somewhere on the tank’s right flank. Fearing they’d lost a track, Chalmers glanced over the side of the turret and saw half of the track guard had been ripped away. As the track moved, it made a terrible grinding noise against the twisted metal of the ruined guard, but it appeared intact.

      That panzer’s damage to their Crusader would be its last. Chalmers’ gunner scored another hit, and with the target some two hundred yards closer, the shorter range paid off. The Panzer III came to a halt, the crew bailing out as smoke began to leak from the open turret.

      “Gunner, good show!” Chalmers exclaimed. “Now, two-pounder, new target, Panzer IV to the left one hundred yards, range eight hundred yards. Fire when loaded.”

      Looking over the approaching enemy, Chalmers counted five Panzer IIIs and two of the larger IVs. Only one other III had been killed, hammered to death by the survivors of the two troops at the other end of their column. Meade’s tank traded shots with another III, while the two IVs lobbed high-explosive shells at them from their low-velocity 75mm cannons.

      Chalmers’ gunner missed with his first shot, but the second struck home, the round spinning away through the air.

      “Gunner, hit, keep at him!” Chalmers called into his intercom.

      Lifting his field glasses, Chalmers scanned the horizon to the north-east, seeing a number of smoke columns in the direction of the Pak gun line. He saw what looked like several armoured cars burning, as well as others - German by their silhouettes - in motion. Although a two-pounder would make short work of the lightly-armoured cars, none of the remaining Crusaders could spare the time to engage, and it looked like the Germans were merely examining their handiwork after wiping out BAGO Two, the recce element sent out along that flank.

      Chalmers felt his stomach clench with fear, and he fought the urge to be violently sick. Meade had led them into what was clearly a well-constructed trap, with a hidden eighty-eight, a line of Pak guns along one flank, and a squadron of hidden panzers along the other. If they’d swung right first, towards the ravine, they’d have run smack into the panzer ambush.

      We never had a bloody chance, did we? Chalmers wondered.

      A clang of metal against the side of the turret brought Chalmers back to the situation at hand. One of the Panzer IIIs had taken a shot at them, defending the Panzer IV they’d been targeting. The larger tank was now immobilized, a track shot away, and Chalmers’ gunner was doing his damndest to kill it.

      “Gunner, leave the Panzer IV be. Engage Panzer III two hundred yards to the right, range six hundred yards.”

      With a hellacious explosion, one of the two close-support Crusaders blew apart, the tank’s turret pirouetting through the air. Chalmers saw the tank’s commander spin away from the turret missing both his legs. In response, the other CS tank fired a three-inch HE round at its brother’s killer, the high-explosive shell detonating right in front of the Panzer III. Unfazed, the panzer fired back, and was soon joined by another III. In seconds, the CS tank was hit multiple times, and Chalmers saw three of the crew bail out before the tank began to brew up. The three men huddled a few feet behind their dying tank, afraid of running away for fear of being cut down by the Germans, but knowing their tank was moments from blowing itself to pieces.

      Chalmers made his decision. “Driver, pivot right. We’re going to try and pick up Sergeant Dobson’s crew.”

      The tank lurched under his feet and began to pivot. “Driver, cease pivot, continue reverse.”

      The move must have attracted the attention of the Germans, for the fire coming their way increased dramatically. A 50mm round tore away the right-hand turret hatch a foot from him, leaving Chalmers miraculously unharmed. Another round skipped across the side of the hull, leaving a foot-long groove of gleaming metal.

      Chalmers made a quick inventory of the Sabre squadron. Both of the tanks in his troop were knocked out, and only his tank and Wilson’s corporal were still in the fight on the right flank, Meade’s tank was the only remaining tank of the HQ troop. Off along the left flank, he saw two Crusaders still firing. Out of the fifteen tanks operational twenty minutes ago, only five were left. The Germans still had - Chalmers scanned their lines with his field glasses - four Panzer IIIs, one IV immobilized, one still in the fight. The captured Crusader and another Panzer III were sending columns of black smoke billowing into the sky.

      A second later, a shot from Wilson’s corporal’s tank struck the Panzer III firing on Chalmers in the turret, and the panzer went silent. Seconds passed and there was no fire, although the tank ground to a halt. A lone figure belly-crawled out of the panzer’s turret hatch, and over the back of the turret. Chalmers wondered if it was the driver, and if that one shot had killed the rest of the crew.

      “GAMO calling all stations GAMO.” Meade’s voice came over the radio. “We’ve evened the numbers, lads. Aim true, and we may just see our way clear of-”

      The eighty-eight’s armour-piercing shell ripped the turret clean away from Major Meade’s tank. As Chalmers watched, mouth agape, another shell struck the crippled tank, this one smashing home right at the point of the tank’s bow. The driver’s compartment was pulverized, the front of the tank looking as if struck by a titan’s warhammer. The third shell was high-explosive, and reduced the tank to little more than a circle of twisted wreckage a dozen yards in diameter.

      Chalmers blinked a few times, unsure of what to do. He saw now that, with the approach of the panzers, the close support tank commanders had become distracted, and the smoke cloud - their only defence against that monstrous gun - had dissipated to the point where it was no longer effective. The eighty-eight’s crew had no doubt been waiting for just such an opportunity, and ripped the centre tank from the squadron the moment they had a clear line of sight at a range of less than two thousand yards.

      There was only one hope remaining. “All stations GAMO, this is GAMO Three calling. Engage the eighty-eight and reverse at all speed. Use your two-pounders. It’s our only hope. Off.”

      “Gunner, two-pounder, new target. Eighty-eight, end of the airfield, range two thousand yards. You’ll have to pitch them in high, but with luck we’ll score a telling hit.”

      The tank’s turret traversed slightly, and the tank rocked back as the main gun fired. Chalmers watched the fall of shot through his field glasses.

      “Gunner, miss. Increase range one hundred yards and fire.”

      The two-pounder fired a moment later, and Chalmers saw the tracer disappear into the large tent covering the German gun. Immediately after, he saw tracers arcing in from the other three surviving tanks. Through it all, the eighty-eight remained silent.

      Chalmers thumped his fist against the tank turret in triumph. He ducked his head down into the inside of the turret.

      “Brilliant shooting, Miller! I think we got them!”

      The Crusader rang like an immense bell as it was struck on the forward glacis, and Chalmers fell back into the turret, feeling sand and grit and bits of metal raining down on him through the open hatch above. He was momentarily deafened from the explosion, but he sensed the screaming of a man in terrible agony, and saw light streaming in through a gaping wound in the forward hull, where the driver’s compartment would have been, if a shell hadn’t opened the forward hull like a tin of beans.

      Chalmers’ vision swam, and he tried and failed to gain his footing, blinking away grit from his eyes. Miller’s face appeared before him, streaked with blood, although Miller seemed alert and unharmed.

      “Sir, are you okay?” Miller asked. “Bob’s had it, blown to bits, and Alfie’s a right bloody mess, near to cut in half, sir.”

      Chalmers swallowed, his throat achingly dry. He wondered for a moment what must have happened, and came to the realization they had been hit by an HE shell from one of the Panzer IVs.

      “Bail out,” he croaked. “Grab the Bren and the ammunition.”

      Miller hesitated for a moment. “Alfie, sir?”

      Chalmers raised a shaking hand towards the turret hatch. “Go on, grab the Bren and out with you. I’ll see to Alfie.”

      Miller nodded. The gunner reached for the Bren machine gun clipped to the inside of the turret and pulled it free, then took a moment to stuff several magazines into his jacket pockets before climbing out of the turret.

      On hands and knees, Chalmers moved to where Alfie lay. The loader had been struck by a large piece of steel plate, and the jagged metal had torn clean through the man right above the belt. Alfie had blood running down his chin, and he twitched and spasmed as his hands reflexively sought to pull the steel plate free despite lacking any strength to do so. Alfie’s eyes rolled towards Chalmers.

      “M-made a g-g-good run of it, eh L-lieutenant?” Alfie whispered.

      Chalmers nodded. “Cracking good crew, you lads. The best in the regiment.”

      “G-go on now, sir,” Alfie said. “She could b-brew up any second.”

      “I can’t very well leave you here, wouldn’t be proper,” Chalmers said.

      Alfie shook his head, and his hand fumbled at his pistol holster. “I’ll be a-alright, sir. Off with you now.”

      Unsure of what to say, Chalmers patted Alfie on the shoulder, then stood up, unclipping the Thompson from its place on the turret and grabbing a few spare magazines before climbing out of the tank. Outside, Miller crouched behind the Crusader’s engine, Bren at the ready.

      “Alfie?” Miller asked.

      Before Chalmers could answer, there was a single pistol shot from inside the tank. Miller closed his eyes and whispered a curse.

      Looking around, Chalmers saw the squadron was no more. In the time since they’d been hit, Wilson’s corporal’s tank had been knocked out and was now burning. A single crew member huddled in the sand, trying to keep a safe distance from the flaming vehicle. Off to the left flank, Chalmers saw the second CS tank had finally brewed up, the crew now crawling away from it as fast as they could, while keeping their dead tank between themselves and the Germans. Further on, Chalmers saw the last two Crusaders were also burning, one of them in such a terrible state that he knew they hadn’t knocked the eighty-eight out of action, for no panzer cannon could make such a wreck.

      “Sir,” Miller called out. “The panzers are approaching.”

      Chalmers peered around the side of the Crusader’s hull. The four panzers still mobile continued to move forward, their guns silent at last. Chalmers saw scars of bright metal and blackened steel plate here and there across the panzers’ hulls, where numerous hits had failed to penetrate, most of them no doubt at long range.

      The one mobile Panzer IV turned and began to come their way. Looking over at the lone crewman off to his right, Chalmers saw the man watch the panzer approach, then look in Chalmers’ direction. Even at a distance, the look of resignation on the crewman’s face was evident. Gathering himself up, the man stood, then raised his hands up high before stepping out from behind the burning tank.

      The turret of the Panzer IV swung around in the man’s direction, and Chalmers tensed, fearing the worst, but instead, the turret’s hatch popped open, and the panzer commander appeared, an MP-40 in his hands. The German motioned with the barrel of his machine pistol, and the other man nodded, tentatively stepping further out.

      Miller turned and looked at Chalmers. “Looks like the Jerries are willing to take prisoners, but I’ll follow you, sir, whatever you decide.”

      Looking at their weapons, completely useless against the armoured behemoth in front of them, Chalmers knew there wasn’t any point in throwing their lives away. By all accounts, both sides in this desert war had come to an unspoken agreement about treating prisoners fairly and decently. Thinking of Bob and Alfie, dead inside the tank he leaned against, or poor Wilson burned to ash and bone inside his own tank, Chalmers decided a German POW camp behind enemy lines was a far better fate than those recently suffered by his late comrades.

      Chalmers muttered a curse, and set his Thompson on the ground. Miller saw this and nodded, doing the same with the Bren gun. The two men smiled at each other.

      “Sorry old boy,” Chalmers said. “Looks like we’re in the bag.”

      The two men raised their hands and stepped out from behind the Crusader. The panzer commander turned and covered them with his machine pistol, a triumphant grin across his face.

      “Ja, Hände hoch, Tommies! Das ist gut!”
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      The Airfield

      November 17th, 0900 Hours

      

      Everything hurt. His skull pounded, and dried blood covered one side of his head. His face felt as if it had been kicked in, and his lower lip was split and swollen. Every limb ached, with patches of skin scraped away along his shoulders, elbows, and knees. Both hands were sore and bloody, the side of his left hand bearing a large, nasty-looking cut along the edge of his palm. His back and ribs felt battered and bruised, and it hurt just to breathe. All in all, he was a broken, bloody mess.

      But he was alive.

      Harry Nelson opened his eyes and slowly raised himself up onto one elbow, wincing as raw skin grated against the desert sand. The sun was halfway overhead, and he raised his other arm to block out the light as he squinted and looked around him, assessing his situation.

      Nelson lay among a dozen other men wearing British uniforms, most of them tankers. All of them looked to be in rough shape, displaying various states of injury, fatigue, and in more than a few cases, signs of near-escape from a fiery death. A few lay on the ground on top of a thin blanket, while others sat, staring around forlornly at each other. One man passed a metal bucket to another, who took a sip of water from a ladle, while another man nibbled with little enthusiasm on a hard biscuit. No one met his eye.

      Three Germans stood guard around the prisoners, all of them with weapons at the ready. Two of the Germans carried MP-40s, while a third held a captured Thompson. Their guards all wore smug expressions on their faces - expressions Nelson wanted to violently erase with his knuckles. A thought occurred to him, and he ran his hands over himself, searching for his kit. His belt and webbing had been taken, along with all his other gear, but when he ran a hand across his chest, Nelson discovered the Germans hadn’t found everything, and he forced himself to maintain a straight face.

      Not so bloody clever, are you, Fritz?

      “So, you didn’t hit your head as hard as I thought.”

      Nelson turned around. Herring was sitting cross-legged behind him, a remnant of biscuit in his hand. The wiry little Commando had a bruised cheek and a cut over one eye, but other than that, he appeared in decent shape, although there was a considerable amount of dried blood all over the left side of his battledress.

      “Don’t know about that, I’ve got a bloody hard head,” Nelson replied.

      “No doubt,” Herring said.

      Nelson looked around again at the survivors. “Did that Kiwi of ours…?”

      Herring shook his head and pointed at the blood all over his side. “Must have been hit by a shell from one of those armoured cars. He just about blew apart.”

      “Poor blighter,” Nelson muttered. “Never knew what killed him, I wager.”

      Herring shrugged. “Better him than me. If he hadn’t taken the hit, I would have.”

      “Right cold bastard, aren’t you?” Nelson said, narrowing his eyes.

      “Coming from you,” Herring shot back, “that’s a bloody compliment.”

      Nelson’s hands balled into fists, and he moved to get up, but after a moment, common sense prevailed, and he relaxed with some effort. The situation was bad enough without fighting among themselves.

      “I don’t see any more of our lads,” Nelson said after a moment, “from our squad or the other. Looks to be mostly the major’s boys.”

      Herring nodded. “There’s a fellow from the other recce element, one of the armoured car crewmen, but someone said they don’t think he’ll live through the day, even though the Germans patched him up. No other Commandos though. Not sure if that means the rest escaped, or they’re dead.”

      “The last thing I remember is seeing our boys legging it away from the fight,” Nelson said. “I hope they managed to get clear, but how the hell did we not get blown to bits?”

      “They raked us with those cannons, and both left side wheels blew out. We started to fishtail and I heard you go over the side right before the engine took a couple of hits and died. I bailed out before I was perforated, and they chopped the truck up but good. The old girl caught fire and I had to give up the fight before she blew up next to me.”

      “Well, sod me for a game of soldiers, but this didn’t turn out well,” Nelson grumbled. He experimented with moving his arms, rolling his shoulders and wrists, and flexing at the elbow. Although everything hurt, he seemed to be without any serious injury.

      Herring glanced around at the three guards, then leaned in close. “Did they find everything of yours?”

      Nelson frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “When they searched you, did they find everything? Do you have a bit of kit tucked away?”

      Nelson looked towards the guards, but they seemed more intent on scanning the horizon than paying attention to their prisoners. Harry surreptitiously tapped his chest.

      “Got me brass knuckles on a leather thong around me neck,” he whispered.

      Herring nodded and tapped a finger against his ankle. “They missed my switch-knife.”

      “Better than nothing, eh wot?” Nelson said with a sly grin.

      “Nothing or no, we’re still in the bag. And beyond our jailors, there’s those monsters to contend with.” Herring pointed to the other end of the airfield.

      Nelson shielded his eyes and looked. There were four tanks leaguered at the southern end of the airfield. Three were Panzer IIIs, the last a larger IV. Another Panzer IV was slowly rumbling across the desert towards the others, escorted by one of the two light armoured cars. The remaining two armoured cars were off to the south-east, near the ravine where the other half of the recce element had gone - and probably been slaughtered. To the south and west, columns of smoke rose up from all along the horizon, showing where both friend and foe had met a fiery end.

      Nelson turned back to Herring. “How many panzers do you suppose there were? I can’t imagine just these few drubbed so many of our lads.”

      “I asked one of the tankers,” Herring replied. “He said there were about a dozen, but that big gun firing from the airfield was an eighty-eight, and it knocked out a number of our tanks. Then there were the two Pak guns we didn’t deal with.”

      “A right cock-up, it seems,” Nelson said, gingerly running fingers along the wound in his scalp.

      “So, what do we do?” Herring asked.

      Nelson shook his head gingerly. “Nothing we bloody well can do right now. The other lads got away, and that great big show tomorrow might cause Jerry quite the fit. Who knows? Maybe by the end of the year, we’ll be out of the bag, and it’ll be us guarding a pack of Fritzes.”

      Herring scooted closer and leaned in. “Bollocks. I know you, Nelson. You’re a braggart and a right tosser, but you’re also a throat-cutter, a scoundrel, just like me. You’re not going to sit on your great big arse and pick at fleas in some Jerry lock-up while the war goes on.”

      The two men locked eyes for a long moment, until finally, a smile curled Nelson’s lips. “I knew there was something bloody wrong with you. Alright, you little wanker. We sit tight until tonight, feel out a few of these other lads, and then we make our move if the dice feel like they’ll roll our way.”

      Herring nodded, then glanced past Nelson. “Jerries coming.”

      Nelson turned as a pair of German officers approached. One of them, a Hauptmann by his insignia, was dressed in the standard DAK uniform with a soft cap, while the other man, an Oberleutnant, wore a hard peaked cap with Luftwaffe insignia. The two men conversed in German for a few moments, before the senior officer addressed the British prisoners.

      “Burial detail,” the German said in unaccented English. “You will recover the bodies of your comrades, and then bury them. Our men will do the same with our dead. In a gesture of goodwill, we shall dig the graves together. You men fought hard this morning, and we respect that. The desert is no place to fight a war, if such a place does exist, and although you lost today, we have all suffered through these long months.”

      The German looked around the group sitting or lying before him, then pointed at one of the British. “You. You’re an officer.”

      One of the tankers got to his feet with painful slowness. “Lieutenant Chalmers, E Squadron, 2nd Gloucestershire Hussars. Major Meade was killed in action this morning. I suppose that makes me the senior British officer present.”

      “Lieutenant Chalmers, do you guarantee the good behavior of these men?” the German asked.

      Chalmers turned and eyed the men around him. “As long as we are treated well and fairly, there’ll be no trouble. Now, sir, to whom have we surrendered ourselves?”

      “I am Hauptmann Steiner, of the Regiment Brandenburg.” the German replied. “This is Oberleutnant Hasek, of the Luftwaffe. I am now the senior officer here.”

      “Beg pardon, sir,” Chalmers said. “What do you mean by ‘now’?”

      Steiner gave Chalmers a thin smile. “My commanding officer, Major Kessler, died during the battle as well. Now, come Lieutenant, let us bury him, along with whatever’s left of your Major Meade.”

      Nelson, Herring, and the other British prisoners got to their feet, and covered by the gun muzzles of their German captors, walked out into the desert to go and bury their collective dead.
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      Twenty Miles South-West Of The Airfield

      November 17th, 1030 Hours

      

      The four Chevrolet trucks - all that was left of Meadeforce - rolled to a stop a half-mile into the ravine. They’d spotted the broken ground after hours of driving through the desert, first due west, then turning to the south after consulting a map. A LRDG patrol some months ago had made a deep reconnaissance into Libya and noted some broken ground in the area, so Eldred and Price had decided to go there in order to hole up for the rest of the day and regroup.

      Eldred dismounted from Lynch’s truck, and the Irishman watched as the captain looked over his meagre command. They were only thirteen men - nine Commandos and four of the Desert Group. Barely a single squad’s worth, and ill-equipped to fight any Germans they might encounter. Their sole heavy weapon was the 28mm “squeeze bore”, the lightest of the German army’s anti-tank guns. Aside from that, there were three Boys anti-tank rifles, seven machine guns, and their individual small arms.

      “Alright lads, listen up,” Eldred spoke, his voice carrying to every man. “We’ve suffered a terrible defeat at the hands of the enemy this morning, and there’s nothing we can do to change that. But we are alive, we are well-trained, and most of all, we want to go on to win the war. We will leaguer here for the rest of the day, so get some rest, tend to your kit, and make any necessary repairs. We will assess our supplies, ration accordingly, and in the morning we will make for friendly lines. Are there any questions?”

      No one spoke up. Eldred looked each man in the eye. “Excellent. Corporal Bowen, I want you and your spotter on the top of this ravine. Make your way back to where we entered and set up an OP to make sure we haven’t been followed. You men of the Desert Group, I want you to make a thorough examination of your trucks and the supplies of petrol, water, and food. The rest of you, inventory our weapons, ammunition, and any other ordnance. Sergeant McTeague?”

      The Scottish sergeant nodded. “Aye, Captain?”

      “That Boche anti-tank gun is your responsibility. Get it checked out, then make sure it is ready to be served and put to use.”

      “Yessir, right away. Higgins, you’re with me.”

      “Corporal Lynch?” Eldred asked.

      “Captain?” Lynch replied.

      “I’m putting you in charge of the anti-tank rifles. Examine each in turn, make sure they are operational, and prepare them in case we are attacked.”

      “Good as done, sir,” Lynch answered.

      Moving aside a few parcels that had come loose during their flap across the desert, Lynch uncovered the Boys anti-tank rifle nestled along one side of the truck. He lifted the weapon by its carrying handle, grunting with the effort of moving the weapon’s thirty-five pounds one-handed. Five feet long, and incredibly unwieldy, the bolt-action rifle fired a .55 calibre armour-piercing bullet. The blast and recoil of the weapon were astonishing, and despite being called an “anti-tank” rifle, it was all but useless against an actual tank. However, during their mission last month, a number of Boys rifle teams working together were able to cripple a couple of Autoblinda armoured cars at close range. Lynch thought the weapon’s “success” during that encounter might be a case of damning with faint praise, but right now, it was the best they had next to their lone anti-tank gun.

      Lynch opened a canvas satchel next to the rifle and pulled free one of the Boys’ five-round magazines. He opened the rifle’s bolt, checked its action to make sure the weapon was operating normally, and then seated the magazine. Satisfied that the rifle was battle-ready, Lynch slung his own personal weapon - his Thompson submachine gun - and moved to the next truck.

      Lynch and the other men went about their tasks with a purpose, hoping to put from their minds thoughts of friends and comrades lost, the likelihood of their own capture or death at the hands of the Germans, and the difficult conditions all around them, which lessened their already slim chances of making it back to friendly lines. Lynch had to remind himself that, as bad as it was, he’d escaped from bad situations before. The battle for France in the summer of 1940 had been a nightmare; days upon days of retreating under constant attack from the Germans. Artillery barrages, Stuka dive-bomber attacks, and the ever-encroaching enemy infantry and panzer formations had driven them back without pause for weeks, and Lynch still vividly recalled standing in chest-deep water off the coast of Dunkirk, rifle laid across his shoulders to keep it out of the surf, waiting for the next boat to take him back to Blighty while geysers of water leapt into the air all around him from explosions and strafing runs.

      So many men never made it off those bloody beaches, men like his squadmate Edwards, who’d reluctantly gone back with Lynch during the retreat from the battle at Arras to rescue their company commander, Captain Rourke, who’d been wounded by machine gun fire. Edwards and Lynch had retrieved Rourke and saved him from capture by the encroaching Germans, and for his actions, Lynch had been awarded the Military Medal upon returning to England. Rourke had lost his leg, but survived the evacuation, one of the last wounded men taken aboard ship before the decision was made to leave behind anyone who couldn’t move unassisted. Poor Edwards, mentioned in dispatches for his part in the rescue, died on the Dunkirk beach, killed by a dive-bomber an hour before boarding a transport home.

      It was during those last awful hours, cold and wet and under fire, helpless to do anything more than wait for rescue or death, that Lynch promised himself he’d get back into the fight as soon as possible. He’d felt such helpless rage, a dark, bloody rage as only an Irishman can conjure up within himself, and he knew it needed an outlet or it’d eat him up from the inside. When the opportunity presented itself to join Durnford-Slater’s 3 Commando, Lynch unhesitatingly volunteered, and when Lord Pembroke made his offer to send Lynch over the Channel to assist the French partisans, Lynch had instantly accepted.

      Lynch had believed at the time the Germans had a lot to answer for: Rourke’s leg, Edwards’ life, and all the other men in the Royal Irish Fusiliers he’d known and lost. Now, a year and a half later, that list was much longer, and much more personal.

      An hour after the men had set about their tasks, everything seemed as ready as it would be, given their overall poor state. The Desert Group men reported that all four trucks were in good working condition, although two of the spare tyres had been shredded by enemy fire. Some of the petrol and drinking water had been lost for similar reasons, and one of the three Vickers guns had been disabled, its receiver dented beyond repair by a bullet. That left three Lewis light machine guns and two Vickers, along with the various rifles, SMGs, and sidearms of the men. In addition, they had a collective three dozen Mills Bombs and a handful of German stick-grenades.

      The loss of petrol and water was troubling, especially given their distance from friendly resupply. The New Zealanders estimated they had just enough fuel to get back to Siwa, if the shortest route possible was taken. As for the water, every man was to be rationed four pints a day for all uses, down from the usual six. This was met with no small amount of grousing from the Commandos, who were still not as used to tight water rations as the LRDG men, but there was little choice in the matter. If they were careful, they’d have enough water to get them back to Siwa, with one full day’s rations to spare, just in case.

      By this time it was midday, and before lunch was prepared, the men took time to camouflage the trucks with the rolls of netting carried on each vehicle. Captain Eldred’s greatest worry at the moment was being spotted by that Storch, so he sent Lance Corporal White and Corporal Lawless up onto the ridge with field glasses to stand watch for aircraft.

      While dining on yet another meal of bully beef and biscuits - the latest in what now seemed an endless series of such meals - Lynch sought out Lieutenant Price.

      “Savoring another one of our sumptuous feasts, Tommy?” Price asked.

      “Oh, to be sure, just like Christmas dinner at the orphanage,” Lynch replied.

      Price gave a faint smile. “What’s on your mind, Corporal?”

      “I was wondering,” Lynch began, “why we’re spending an entire day tucked away in this ravine. Ought we to be escaping back into Egypt as soon as possible?”

      Price took a moment to deliberately masticate an especially stubborn biscuit before answering. “The captain and I have discussed this at some length. He feels, and I am in agreement, that we’re in significant danger of being found again by that recce plane if we try to arrow back across The Wire today. Come tomorrow, the offensive will begin, and all eyes will turn north, to where the fighting is taking place. Once that happens, the last thing on Jerry’s mind will be four trucks scarpering to the border.”

      Lynch thought for a moment about his officers’ logic. At first blush, the decision didn’t make sense; the longer they loitered behind enemy lines, the greater the risk of being rumbled. But the more he thought about it, the tactic reminded him of a crook who commits a robbery and runs a short distance, then finds a clever spot to hide and lay low while the bobbies run past, assuming the criminal is still on the run. Once the coast is clear, and the authorities have given up the chase, the crook emerges from hiding and escapes unnoticed. Lynch explained his line of thinking to Price, who chuckled good-naturedly.

      “We didn’t think of things in that light, but yes, that’s just about spot-on,” Price said. “Good to know there’s a career for myself and the captain as scofflaws if we survive.”

      ‘If we survive the war’, he says, Lynch thought to himself. We’ll be lucky to survive the next few days.

      As if to add insult to injury, he heard the droning of the Storch’s engine, once again flying overhead.
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      Outside The Airfield

      November 17th, 1500 Hours

      

      Steiner watched as one of the panzer crewmen shoveled spadefuls of sandy dirt onto the corpse of Major Kessler. The grizzled panzer commander had been struck in the side of the head by a bit of armour spalling and killed instantly. Steiner had examined the wound out of somewhat morbid curiosity; the thumb-sized hunk of metal had struck Kessler right behind the ear and buried itself deep inside the skull cavity. Steiner surmised that the terminal effect of the wound was probably little different than if Kessler had been shot in the side of the head with a pistol. More than likely, the Major never knew what killed him.

      “Alive and fighting one instant, gone the next,” Steiner said as he watched dirt cover Kessler’s face. “When I go, that’s how I want it to happen.”

      “Do you think the Tommies will be so accommodating, Hauptmann?” Gefreiter Werner asked, standing at Steiner’s side.

      “They are a painfully polite society,” Steiner replied. “I imagine they would do their best to oblige, and probably ask the same in return.”

      Werner shook his head. “When I die, I want to know it is coming.”

      Steiner turned and looked at his companion. “That’s morbid of you. Why would you say that?”

      “Sir, when it is my time,” Werner answered, “I want to know I am dying, but not without a fight. I want to look my killer in the eye and say ‘This may be my death, but I am taking you with me’.”

      Steiner pondered this for a moment with a smirk on his face. “That’s a rather Teutonic way to end it. Positively Wagnerian. I think der Führer would approve.”

      Werner looked his superior in the eye for a moment, then curled his lip in disgust. He then turned and spat into the dust at his feet.

      Steiner chuckled at Werner’s reaction. He himself had no love for Adolf Hitler, and he wasn’t a supporter of the Nazi party either, at least privately. Steiner knew Werner felt much the same way, as did a couple of the other surviving Brandenburgers. It was downright treasonous for a member of the Heer, never mind a soldier in an elite unit such as theirs, to publicly admit they did not subscribe to their ruler’s ideologies. However, Steiner was a man with a talent for discerning other people’s inclinations, and over the last two years, he’d come across a number of soldiers whose duty was directed towards the Fatherland, not der Führer.

      The faint droning of an airplane’s engine caught Steiner’s attention, and he shielded his eyes with his hand and looked up. Coming from the south, he saw the flyspeck of a plane approaching.

      “Does that sound like Hasek’s Storch to you?” Steiner asked.

      “Yes, sir. Should we prepare an anti-aircraft detail just in case?” Werner asked.

      Steiner shook his head. “It’s just one plane. If it’s the British, they’ll fly above our effective range anyway, so there’s no point.”

      Taking his eyes from the sky, Steiner surveyed the grim task they’d been undertaking since that morning. The Germans, with fewer dead, were finishing their burial detail first. Looking back at Kessler, completely hidden under the dirt now, his panzer had been the only destroyed tank on the German side to not catch fire. A single armour-piercing round had penetrated the turret, spraying Kessler and his gunner, loader, and radio operator with lethal spalling. The driver had survived the hit and climbed past the carnage and out of the turret. The man had spent the rest of the battle slumped against the rear of the panzer, weeping in anger and frustration. It was Kessler’s driver who worked the shovel to bury his commander now, fresh tears running down the man’s face. Although Kessler’s crew had only served together a few days, Steiner saw how deeply the older officer’s death affected his driver.

      Unfortunately for the rest of the burial detail, the other deaths hadn’t been anywhere near as neat as Kessler’s. Most of the dead panzer men had been badly burned, some beyond all recognition. It’d taken hours for most of the panzers to completely burn out, and in the worst cases, smoke and flames still flickered inside the scorched hulls. Steiner accepted that the crews of those wrecks would be little more than ash by the time their panzers were finished burning out.

      The same was true for the British and their tank crews, of course. Steiner had checked on their progress several times during the day, and each time he’d witnessed some fresh horror. The Crusader tank, it seemed, caught fire rather easily, and the fires within them were especially fierce. He’d also been shocked at the devastating hits caused by the eighty-eight on such lightly-armoured tanks. In several cases, the armour-piercing shot had penetrated both sides of the hull, and there were no survivors from any of the tanks killed by that fearsome weapon. If the German high command were smart, they’d find a way to mount such a lethal instrument in a panzer chassis. The resulting vehicle would be immense, but the firepower it’d carry would be insurmountable.

      The sound of an approaching automobile caused Steiner to turn around, and he saw Hasek approaching in his staff car. The plane had touched down mere moments ago, so Steiner presumed that whatever Hasek had seen, it was important.

      “I’ve found them,” Hasek said, as he pulled up next to Steiner and snapped the briefest of salutes.

      “Found who?” Steiner asked.

      “The remnant of the western flanking element, those desert trucks. I know where they went,” Hasek explained.

      Steiner nodded. He turned to Werner. “Keep an eye on things here, and when our men are finished, have them assist the British. Our boys won’t like it, but I want these bodies in the ground before sundown.”

      “Jawohl,” Werner said, and offered a salute.

      Steiner returned the gesture, then hopped into Hasek’s Kübelwagen. They were soon inside the airfield’s command tent, and Hasek rolled out a large-scale map of the surrounding desert. Most of the terrain features had been hand-drawn by the aviator himself. After a few moments’ work with a ruler and compass, Hasek tapped a finger against a penciled-in cut in the desert that appeared to be a ravine, several miles long.

      “They disappeared into this,” Hasek stated.

      “You are sure?” Steiner asked. “It cannot be easy to spot four small vehicles from such a height.”

      Hasek gave him a triumphal smile. “It is them all right. I could not see their trucks inside the ravine, not with how the shadows were angled this afternoon, but I was able to follow their tracks.”

      “You were able to spot four sets of tyre tracks from a mile above the ground?” Steiner asked dubiously.

      Hasek nodded. “One thread is hard to see at a distance, but many threads brought together make a rope. They weren’t obeying proper spacing discipline, and kept too close together. The pattern was easy to see whenever they hit sandy ground, and in the afternoon light, tyre tracks are easier to see, as the shadows make them stand out. Once I knew what to look for, tracking them was child’s play.”

      “And you’re sure they’re still in that ravine?” Steiner asked.

      “I circled the area, and found no evidence of their departure. I think they’ve holed up there for the day. Perhaps they have wounded who need tending, or repairs need to be made to one of their trucks. It is a nice place to hide, and if they’d been more careful getting there, I wouldn’t have seen them.”

      Steiner pondered the map for a moment. “What about the other element, the two who escaped from the ravine to the east?”

      When the panzers had been found hiding in the low ravine by the British eastern recce element, their armoured cars and two of the lead trucks had been destroyed. However, the smoke and wreckage had prevented the panzers from engaging the last two vehicles. Steiner’s men had made a sweep of a few kilometres around the airfield and had seen the tyre tracks leading out of the ravine and off into the east.

      Hasek’s lips drew into a thin line. “Unfortunately, I didn’t find them. It may be the crew kept their heads better, and paid more attention to where they drove, staying to harder ground where tracks would be harder to spot from the air.”

      Steiner shook his head. “It is a small matter. We’ve got the armoured cars and the panzers, as well as the base defences. Half a dozen trucks scattered around the desert are no threat to us.”

      “So, what is our next move?” Hasek asked.

      Steiner looked at his watch. “Two hours ago, I radioed in a report of the engagement to my superiors. They aren’t particularly concerned with the activities of such a small enemy force, but they want us to remain vigilant.”

      “Makes sense,” Hasek said. “As long as it isn’t a large armoured assault, I can imagine they aren’t too worried.”

      Steiner nodded. “However, I want to find out what the British were doing here. Once the burial detail is finished, I’m going to interrogate this Lieutenant Chalmers and learn what he knows.”

      Hasek raised an eyebrow. “Interrogate, you say?”

      “Don’t fret,” Steiner chuckled. “Whatever the reason for this attack, I am certain they were not the lead element of some larger force, or we’d have seen them already, and you would have found some sign of their approach. No, I’m beginning to suspect this was something else, either a reconnaissance in force or some kind of diversion, and if that’s the case, I want to know what purpose it served.”

      “And if he doesn’t want to divulge the grand strategies of the British Eighth Army? Will one of your men beat it out of him?” Hasek asked.

      Steiner tutted at the other officer. “Come now, Oberleutnant. Do you think me so cruel? Such barbarities are the tools of the simple-minded. I prefer a more nuanced approach.”

      Hasek shrugged. “I care not what you do to the Tommies. My brother died in a Bf-109 over the Channel last year. I have no pity for them.”

      “Well, you are welcome to sit in on the interrogation, but I doubt there will be any bloodshed,” Steiner offered.

      “I’ve got to oversee maintenance to my plane, but please let me know what you learn,” Hasek replied. “I’ll be with my mechanic if you need me.”

      The two men saluted each other and Hasek departed. Steiner stood for a minute, looking down at the map in front of him. A half-dozen recce trucks scattered about the desert were no threat to them - or were they? The truck they’d destroyed off to the west had a 20mm cannon mounted on it, dangerous to the armoured cars, but certainly not the much better-armoured Panzer IIIs and IVs. One of the trucks wrecked to the east had a 37mm anti-tank gun, and while that would be more dangerous, it wasn’t a concern anymore. Steiner felt most of the heavy weapons carried by these Desert Group men were now out of the fight.

      A shudder ran through Steiner as he recalled the ambush set for his armoured cars three weeks ago by men driving similar Chevrolet trucks. He remembered the gunner in his Autoblinda, killed in a gruesome manner by an anti-tank round punching through the turret next to him. Steiner bore a fresh scar on his leg from where a fragment of armour slashed him after another round crippled the car, forcing him and the two remaining crew members to bail out.

      Steiner remembered glimpsing the portee-mounted anti-tank gun that fired on them, the truck it was mounted on exposing itself just enough to fire past the side of a low hill. The weapon was identical to that mounted on the truck they’d destroyed this morning. And as he thought about it, he realized the destroyed 20mm autocannon he’d seen was the same model of Italian weapon his Bersaglieri had fielded.

      In his mind’s eye, Steiner recalled the group of British prisoners he’d addressed that morning, and while most of the tank crewmen had sat there, slumped and dejected, with only Chalmers standing up and speaking for them, two men off to one side had stared at him, silent and unbowed. Steiner remembered one of the men, the larger of the two, had sat with his left arm towards Steiner, and the patch on his arm differed from that worn by the tankers.

      Steiner spun around and exited the tent. Outside, one of his Brandenburgers stood watch, a machine pistol across his chest.

      The sentry saluted Steiner. “Hauptmann?”

      “Go to the British burial detail,” Steiner ordered. “There are two prisoners I need brought to me. Each wears this badge on his uniform.”

      Kneeling, Steiner unsheathed his combat knife and drew a crude sketch of the Commando patch in the sand.
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      The Airfield

      November 17th, 1530 Hours

      

      Nelson knew nothing good could come from being escorted back to the airfield for “questioning” by the German commanding officer. He and Herring walked several paces in front of their guard, and although the two Commandos had shared a sidelong glance at each other, they both knew now was not the time to try and make a move.

      Inside the command tent, the two Commandos were directed to sit in folding wooden camp chairs. Along with the soldier who’d escorted them, another soldier stood next to the German officer, cradling an MP-40. All three Germans bore completely neutral expressions. Once seated, Nelson and Herring were offered tin cups of water, and allowed to gather their thoughts for a moment.

      Finally, the German officer spoke.

      “I do not recall seeing either of you two gentlemen during the attack on the Bersaglieri outpost to the south of us, almost three weeks ago. However, there is no doubt now in my mind that you participated in that action. The autocannon mounted to your truck, it is a Breda, a Model 35, and we had two just like it for anti-aircraft defence. The night of the attack, a squad of Commandos infiltrated the base, and they captured one of our Bredas, and turned it on the Bersaglieri. I saw what it did from the top of the fortress wall, and I do not lie when I say it turned my guts to water. I had never seen men reduced to such horrid things in that manner before.”

      The German paused, as if waiting for Nelson or Herring to say something, but both men remained silent. After a moment, he began to speak again.

      “Although it wounds my professional pride to say this, I admire you men for defeating me and the men under my command that night. It was a very brave thing, sneaking through the dark such a distance, scaling the ridge, silencing the Italian sentries. That takes boldness, and discipline. Were you men Germans, I would be proud to serve with you.”

      Again the German paused, and both Nelson and Herring remained silent. Nelson wasn’t sure where the German was going with his monologue, but he was worried it was going to end with a machine pistol being put to use.

      “Unfortunately,” the German continued, “You are the enemy. You bested me once, but now the fortunes of war have turned against you. Your strike force is destroyed, its men killed, captured, or scattered. Whatever your intended mission was, you have failed to accomplish it.”

      Unable to bear the German’s ramblings any longer, Nelson cleared his throat.

      “Sorry mate,” he said, “but is there a bloody point to this speech?”

      The German’s face froze for a moment, before he let out a laugh and slapped his knee. “Excellent! You have great spirit. I admire that. Here you are, captured and many kilometres from nowhere, guns pointed at you, and the first words out of your mouth are insults.”

      Nelson shrugged. “Not much of an insult, really. If that’s what you’re looking for, I could have a few choice words about your mum’s fanny.”

      The German officer gave Nelson a smirk, but the guard next to him snarled and stepped forward, slapping Nelson across the face with a vicious backhand. Nelson’s head snapped back, and a thin line of blood trickled from his split lip.

      Recovering from the blow, Nelson grinned. “Speaking of mums, mine hit me harder’n that when I stole nips from her gin bottle.”

      Nelson’s assailant drew back his hand as if to strike again, but the officer waved him back. After a moment of glaring at his subordinate, the officer turned to Nelson.

      “I apologize for that. I do not condone beating an unarmed man, a prisoner in my care, and certainly not for anything other than a harmless comment.”

      Nelson shrugged. “Well, Fritz, ain’t you a gentleman. Blast us all to bits this morning, and now you beg pardon for a lady’s tickle on me chin.”

      The officer shook his head. “Killing is the unfortunate business of war, but that doesn’t mean its savagery is unlimited. I have won this day, but many of our comrades are dead. Although it pleases me to have defeated you, I wish there hadn’t been such loss of life on both sides of the battlefield.”

      “Well bless me heart,” Nelson muttered. “A bloody Nazi with a conscience.”

      The officer’s lips drew together in a thin line, and for a moment, Nelson wondered if he’d said one word too many. But after a moment, the officer glanced at the guard who’d brought them in, and then composed himself.

      “Six of your reconnaissance trucks escaped this morning,” he said. “Four fled to the west, and two escaped to the east. While we haven’t yet found the two trucks to the east, we do know where the others are hiding. I believe those are the men you tried to save with your actions this morning?”

      Nelson said nothing, although he felt the blood drain from his features. The officer smiled.

      “A squadron of fast tanks, plus armoured cars and mechanized scouts, destroys an Italian supply depot in the southern desert. The next day, they try to destroy this airfield, despite losing all their supply vehicles. What I want to know is, why?”

      Nelson didn’t say anything, although he noticed Herring shift slightly next to him.

      “Sorry, guv. Can’t help you there,” Nelson answered. “Us, we’s just a couple of dumb riflemen, eh? We leave the decisions up to the quality, the officers. Off to fight and die for King and Country, that’s us!”

      The German gestured to the stripes on Nelson’s sleeve. “You’re a corporal. That’s not very far up the chain of command, but I know how non-commissioned officers are - you’ve got your own ways of finding out what’s going on, even when you’re supposed to be kept in the dark. I cannot imagine you don’t have at least a theory as to the nature of your mission.”

      “It’s like the corporal says,” Herring spoke up. “We go where we’re told, like a couple of good soldiers, eh? The less we know, the less we can tell the likes of you if we wind up in the bag. Looks like that was a smart decision.”

      The officer scratched his chin for a moment. “I am not sure I buy these pleas of ignorance. So, I will offer you a little incentive.” He clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace in front of Nelson and Herring. “We know where to find the men who escaped to the west. There can only be a handful, perhaps a dozen, certainly no threat to us now. However, until I know the nature of your assignment, I cannot be sure. If you can convince me those men pose no threat, that you are not the advance element of some larger force, I will be content to leave those men to their fate, out in the desert. Doubtless they are resourceful enough to make their way back to Egypt.

      “On the other hand, if you refuse to cooperate, I will have no choice but to hunt them down, and either capture or kill them, in order to maintain the security of this installation. I have three armoured cars and five panzers at my disposal. I don’t believe it will end well for your Commando brethren, no matter how brave or skillful they are. Now, what is your decision? Are you still going to maintain this fiction of ignorance?”

      Nelson and Herring turned and looked at each other for a long moment. Nelson knew his own opinion on the matter, but the wiry rifleman was always difficult to read, and the rumor amongst the men was that Herring was some kind of knife-man before the war, an underworld murderer for hire. Nelson had always taken such rumors with a grain of salt, but you never knew another man’s mettle until it was bent to the breaking point.

      “Well?” Nelson asked Herring. “What’ll it be, mate?”

      Herring turned to the German. “How’s about you get stuffed, you poncy git?”

      For the second time that evening, the officer stood goggle-eyed, shocked by Herring’s answer, before he threw his head back and laughed out loud.

      “You English never disappoint me!” he said. “If you were Italians or Frenchmen, I think you might have told me what you knew, or at least, made up some fiction to dangle before me as bait. But no, you throw insults instead.”

      “See?” Nelson said with a smile. “We’ve got our reputation to uphold. Matter of honor and all that.”

      The German just shook his head. “I hope your little jest is worth the lives of your countrymen.” He walked to the tent flap and pulled it aside, gesturing towards the leaguered panzers and armoured cars. “I’m going to take my three scout cars and one of those great big Panzer IVs with me this afternoon. We’re going to go and find your friends, and I’m going to shell them to bits with that seventy-five millimetre howitzer. I’ll regret killing them, for I am sure they are all good men. But I cannot leave them free to travel about the desert when I don’t know the purpose behind your mission.”

      The officer turned to the two guards and said something in their native tongue. The two men saluted, and one moved to exit the tent, while the other watched Nelson and Herring, clearly tasked with keeping an eye on the two prisoners. The officer stepped halfway out of the tent, then turned back to look at his captives one last time.

      “The blood of those men will be on your hands, gentlemen. Not mine. Auf wiedersehen.”

      With that, the officer and one of his men departed the tent. The lone guard left behind shifted his feet and covered Nelson and Herring with the muzzle of his machine pistol. A moment later, the second soldier returned with two lengths of rope, and he bound Nelson and Herring to their chairs while the other man covered them.

      Having secured their prisoners, the two soldiers gave their captives one last look before stepping outside the tent. A moment later, the smell of cigarette smoke wafted through the tent flap.

      “I could bloody well use a fag right now,” Nelson grumbled.

      Herring leaned as close to Nelson as he could without falling over. “Watch what you say,” he whispered. “The taller Jerry speaks English.”

      Nelson thought for a moment. “Right, that’s good to remember. Now, can you get to your sticker?”

      “No. We’ll have to figure that out when the time is right,” Herring whispered.

      Nelson looked around the tent. There wasn’t anything except for them and their chairs. “We bloody well better. Can’t let that smug Jerry wanker get to Tommy and Rhys and the other lads.”

      Herring looked Nelson in the eye. “When night comes, we’ll make our move.”

      “You’re a right scary bastard, you know that?” Nelson asked.

      “That’s what your mum says when I pay her a visit,” Herring whispered with a grin.

      Nelson scowled. “Tosser.”

      After a moment’s silence, the two men shifted in their wooden camp chairs, trying to find a comfortable position, and began their wait until dark, while outside, the sound of engines starting carried to them from the panzer leaguer.
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      Thirty Kilometres South-West Of The Airfield

      November 17th, 1800 Hours

      

      Steiner peered through his field glasses at the terrain before him. A kilometre away, the desert floor gently rose about twenty metres before levelling out again. From this distance, a thin crack in the rise was visible, probably only a handful of metres wide, but Steiner knew it was his quarry’s hiding place. The tyre tracks - visible all around them - pointed right at the split, and it was the perfect place to hide from aerial observation.

      It was also a dangerous place to try and take by force. A small contingent of stout-hearted defenders could choke such a narrow passage with their attackers’ bodies, all the while falling back whenever pressed too hard. Although he had the clear advantage in firepower, Steiner didn’t want to underestimate his enemy again. Furthermore, while he had all three armoured cars and the Panzer IV with him, he’d only been able to justify “borrowing” Hasek’s ten-man security force. Even though he had seniority over Hasek, Steiner was still the outsider, and there was no quicker way to earn the enmity of those under your command than usurping their authority with no greater justification than that authority alone.

      Steiner lowered his field glasses and looked around him. To his left, the Panzer IV’s commander, a Feldwebel named Mueller, looked at him. Mueller’s tank had been immobilized with a shredded track near the end of the battle that morning, and although Steiner had been reluctant to trust the repair job and take Mueller’s panzer with him, its commander had insisted. Mueller’s pride had suffered more than his panzer, and Steiner knew the man wanted to take it out on any British left ready to offer up a fight.

      “Well, Hauptmann? What are your orders?” Mueller asked.

      Steiner climbed out of the SdKfz 232’s turret hatch and made his way down over the car’s hull. He gestured for Mueller to wait, then walked back to the six-wheeled Krupp-Protze cargo truck at the back of their column. The infantry squad’s leader, an old veteran named Huber, stood up and saluted.

      “Hauptmann, your orders?” Huber asked.

      “I want you to take your squad and advance to the cleft in the rise. Confirm that the tracks lead directly into the cleft, and look for signs of defence. Then, split your squad into two elements and move up the rise, then patrol along the top of the ravine.”

      Huber nodded. “What kind of resistance do you expect we’re facing?”

      “There should only be about a dozen men,” Steiner answered. “But those desert reconnaissance trucks were well-armed with machine guns. Be careful and look for strong points that might conceal dismounted MGs. I’ll send one of the cars with you, and the rest of us will follow a few hundred metres back.”

      Huber saluted and spoke to the driver. A few seconds later, the Krupp-Protze began to move towards the rise. Steiner gestured towards the commander of the first SdKfz 222, indicating that he should move forward with the infantry. The commander, one of his Brandenburgers, nodded and shouted an order down into the crew compartment before charging his 20mm autocannon.

      Steiner climbed back into his own armoured car and watched the two vehicles depart. “Driver, follow two hundred metres back,” he ordered.

      The five vehicles moved across the desert at a cautious pace. Steiner wasn’t especially worried, but they were terribly exposed out here, and until he’d dealt with these Commandos, he was going to be on edge. Glancing to the west, Steiner realized the cover of night was fast approaching. He didn’t fancy navigating a narrow ravine in the dark and under fire.

      The two lead vehicles were a half-kilometre from the cleft when Steiner heard the distant crack of a high-powered rifle. Raising his field glasses, he scanned the terrain ahead of him and saw nothing, but there was another shot, this one from a heavier-calibre weapon. He turned and focused on the truck carrying the infantry squad, and saw the ten men bailing out the back of the Krupp-Protze, the truck unmoving. A second later, the deep, slow thumpthumpthump of the lead armoured car’s autocannon reached his ears, and Steiner saw the cloud of dust rising into the air in front of the car as the weapon’s immense blast stirred the sand around it.

      There was a pang of metal striking metal to his left, and Steiner looked down to see a bright streak of smeared copper and lead on the top of the turret by his elbow.

      Sniper!

      Dropping into the turret, Steiner closed the hatch just as a second round ricocheted away inches from his hand. Werner, serving as his gunner, looked up at Steiner in surprise.

      “Someone is shooting at us!” Werner exclaimed.

      “Obviously, you Dummkopf. Now lay down some covering fire!”

      “Where? I have no target!” Werner asked.

      “He’s got to be somewhere along the ridge,” Steiner snarled. “Get on the MG and lay a belt’s worth down along the right-hand side!”

      Steiner keyed his radio mic. “All units. Lay down covering fire. Car Three, suppress the left-hand ridgeline. Mueller, bracket the cleft with high-explosive.”

      For the next few seconds, the air was filled with the sounds of cannons and machine guns. Steiner peered through the vision blocks and observed the detonations of autocannon and howitzer shells.

      He picked up his microphone again. “Mueller, move up and provide shelter to Huber’s squad. The truck must be immobilized, so we’ll have to pull them back out of range.”

      A much heavier impact rang through the hull, and Steiner looked over to see a noticeable dent about the size of his thumb in the armour plate. He placed his hand gently on the bulge, feeling the heat of the distressed metal.

      “Anti-tank gun?” Werner asked.

      Steiner shook his head. “At this range, even a light gun would penetrate us. That was one of their heavy rifles, the ones they used on our Italian cars. We’re out of their effective range, but they can still tear up the transport, and rip a man in half.”

      Peering through the vision blocks, Steiner watched the Panzer IV roll up alongside the Krupp-Protze. As soon as the panzer stopped, the ten infantrymen scuttled from behind their transport and clustered behind the larger armoured vehicle. Using his field glasses, Steiner watched as the panzer began to reverse slowly, the infantry staying a pace or two ahead of its progress, heads down and shoulders hunched, hoping to avoid drawing attention from the British sniper. All the while, the three armoured cars fired short bursts of machine gun and cannon fire, trying to suppress the hidden shooters.

      “We’ll pull back to fifteen hundred metres away from the rise,” Steiner ordered over the wireless. “Cease fire, we’re just wasting ammunition.”

      Minutes later, Steiner crawled out of his car’s side hatch. He’d arranged the panzer and his much larger armoured car so they presented their flank to the rise, offering maximum protection to anyone disembarked. The infantry were kneeling next to the panzer, the men having a smoke and looking disgruntled.

      “What happened?” Steiner asked Huber.

      The infantry sergeant made a sour face. “The sniper took out the driver, killed him instantly. Then the engine block took several hits from something much heavier.”

      “One of their anti-tank rifles,” Steiner said.

      “The transport is dead, whatever they hit it with,” Huber replied. “I saw oil puddling underneath the engine while we were in cover.”

      “Scheisse,” Steiner muttered, then looked to the horizon. The sun would be down within the hour, not enough time to deal with the situation.

      “Since the day is almost over, we’ll bivouac here for the night,” Steiner told the men around him. “Well before dawn, Huber’s squad will move ahead and close the distance, swinging wide in a flanking manoeuvre before slipping up that rise. When the sun comes up, we’ll use the panzer’s howitzer and the car’s MGs to keep their heads down. They’ll be so busy avoiding that incoming fire, Huber and his men will be able to get close and eliminate the snipers before they can recover. Once the top of the rise is cleared, we’ll move the panzer into the ravine and shell anything that moves, while the infantry provide cover from up above, and the cars circle around and press on to cut off any chance of escape.”

      The men around him nodded, and with that, Steiner dismissed the men to go about setting up camp for the night. He caught Huber’s attention.

      “I know these bastards,” Steiner said in a low voice. “Make sure the sentries work in teams, keep them close, and above all, remain vigilant. These men, they aren’t afraid of the dark.”
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      The Airfield

      November 18th, 0100 Hours

      

      After being fed an evening meal and taken to the latrine, Nelson and Herring were placed back inside their tent by two guards. This time, instead of sitting on chairs, they were tied back-to-back, bound to the wooden support pole in the center of the tent. It was certainly more comfortable than trying to sleep in a hard wooden camp chair all night, but it also meant Herring’s switch-knife, their only hope of escape, was further out of Nelson’s reach.

      The two men agreed to sleep in shifts, and after the guards changed late into the night, Nelson waited a full hour before gently nudging Herring awake with his shoulder.

      “It’s time, mate,” Nelson whispered.

      “I need to get higher in order to bend my leg around, so I can move my foot close enough for you to reach,” Herring replied.

      “Brace yourself against the tent pole, and I’ll do the same. Then we’ll push with our legs and raise ourselves up,” Nelson explained.

      “You’re twice my size, you’ll topple the bloody tent!”

      “Guess you’ll just have to put your sodding back into it, eh wot? C’mon now, on the count of three.”

      Seconds later, the two men strained, and slowly - painfully slowly - they began to inch their way up the tent pole. Their wrists soon began to bleed from the rough fibres of their bindings digging in, and their hands grew slippery with blood as they tried to maintain a grip on the wooden pole. Despite the cold of the desert night, sweat poured down their faces and their arms, chilling the men as it dried, while making their grip that much more precarious. Their heels dug furrows in the sandy floor, as each man fought against gravity and their awkward position. Several times, the tent pole swayed dangerously, and the men froze as the tent fabric pulled taut and tugged against the other poles and stays. If the Germans outside the tent saw it move, they’d come in and investigate, and the jig would be up.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the two men reached a crouching position, and with a grunt of pain, Herring managed to bend and twist his leg behind him. Slowly, the two men lowered themselves back down, until Herring was kneeling and Nelson was seated behind him. Herring pushed his foot back and towards Nelson’s hands.

      “Up to you now,” Herring whispered. “Try not to bloody hamstring me with my own blade.”

      Nelson’s fingers crawled up Herring’s calf, until they reached the top of his high woolen sock. He pulled the material down with frustrating slowness, his hand cramping from the awkward angle, fingers sticky with drying blood. Cursing at his bindings, Nelson grimaced against the pain as he rotated his wrist back and forth hard against the rope, causing more blood to flow and providing just enough lubrication to add the necessary freedom to his movements.

      At last, Nelson’s fingers made contact with the smooth metal of the switch-knife. Carefully, he pulled the knife free from the soft chamois leather of Herring’s ankle sheath. Turning the knife in his hands, Nelson pointed the weapon in what he hoped was the right direction and engaged the spring release. The knife snapped open with a faint click, and Herring jerked against his bindings.

      “You clumsy berk, you got my leg!” Herring whispered.

      “Shut your gob and let me work here,” Nelson shot back.

      It took another ten minutes for Nelson to angle the knife just right, and slowly, clumsily, saw through the bindings around Herring’s wrists. More than once he slipped and jabbed or nicked Herring’s forearms, but the two men remained silent. Finally, the last of the rope fibres parted, and Herring’s hands were free. After a few more minutes of work, he escaped from the other bindings holding him to the tent pole, and with a soft grunt of pain, Herring eased himself out of the awkward position and stood up straight at last, massaging circulation back into his limbs and examining the cuts and abrasions along his arms.

      “Last time I count on you to do any clever work with a knife. Carved me up like a Christmas ham,” Herring muttered.

      “Don’t just bloody stand there whining about a few scratches,” Nelson growled. “Cut me loose!”

      Herring bent down and took his knife from Nelson’s bloody hand, and after scrubbing the weapon clean with a handful of sand, he sliced through his squadmate’s bindings with a few deft moves. Nelson rolled onto his side and stood, cursing softly and rubbing his backside.

      “Me bum’s asleep,” he whispered.

      “Now who’s whining?” Herring replied.

      The two men spent a couple of minutes just stretching and limbering up their bodies, with eyes always glued to the tent flaps leading outside. Once they were sufficiently ready, Nelson reached inside his undershirt and pulled out a leather thong. At the end, a pair of vicious-looking brass knuckles dangled. Nelson snapped the leather with a sharp tug, then slipped the weapons over his fingers, his hands forming fists as he tested the fit. When he was satisfied, Nelson nodded.

      Working silently, Herring dropped down to the ground and crawled to the edge of the tent. He lifted the bottom edge of the tent fabric and peered out for a few seconds, then shifted to another position, eventually making his way all around the perimeter of the tent. Finally, he stood up and approached Nelson, bringing his mouth close to Nelson’s ear as he whispered.

      “There’s two guards right outside the tent. I don’t see any lights or movement, but there’s just enough moonlight to tell we’re at one end of the installation, furthest from the Jerry armour. We’re maybe a hundred yards from the other prisoners, but I can’t be sure from here.”

      Nelson nodded. “We deal with these two bastards, then make our way along the backside of the tents, near the outer perimeter. Kill any sentries we think we can take quiet-like, hiding otherwise. Once we get close to where the other lads are kept, we hit their guards like a bloody hammer and get guns in the hands of as many men as we can. Then, we fight hard and make for those bloody panzers. If we get a few of our tankers inside one, Jerry will piss his britches.”

      At that, the two Commandos slipped close to the tent flaps, and using his knife, Herring cut the ties securing them together. With infinite care, he parted the flaps, revealing the two guards standing only a pace from the opening on either side. Both Germans were wearing their soft caps, but were otherwise fully armed and equipped.

      Before the guards took notice of the disturbance behind them, the two Commandos struck. Nelson came up behind his target and wrapped his forearm around the guard’s throat. Before the man could react, Nelson hammered his fist into the guard’s kidney, the brass knuckles magnifying the force of the blow. The guard’s back arched and he gurgled, unable to scream with Nelson’s arm clamped around his throat like a vice. Nelson punched again and again, until his victim’s legs went out from underneath him. With a savage jerk, Nelson twisted the guard’s neck until there was a hideous crunching noise, and the guard’s body spasmed and flopped for a moment before shuddering and going still. Nelson dragged the corpse back inside the tent, and as he did so, he saw Herring tear his knife free of the other guard’s neck, an arc of spurting blood gleaming in the moonlight. As the second guard sagged to the ground, Herring dragged him inside the tent by his webbing.

      The two men said nothing as they stripped the guards’ bodies of anything useful. Nelson’s victim carried an MP-40 and a pair of three-magazine ammunition pouches, as well as a fighting knife, an electric torch, and a stick grenade. Herring’s victim had a Kar98K rifle, pouches for stripper clip-fed ammunition, and a bayonet. Herring eyed Nelson’s machine pistol enviously, but Nelson shook his head.

      “Not a bloody chance, mate. Now, let’s get moving.”

      The two men finished buckling on the German webbing, and they both pulled on the service caps each man had worn in order to better disguise their silhouettes in the dark. Then, they slipped out of the tent and snuck around behind it, careful to avoid the ropes and stakes holding the tent up. Scanning the area around them, Nelson gave the signal to advance, and they began to move behind the various tents and other structures that made up the airfield installation. As they passed the Storch observation plane and its refueling lorry Nelson sighed, wishing he had an explosive more sophisticated than a single hand grenade.

      Once beyond the Storch, they approached the wireless tent and its wooden antenna tower. Ahead of them, both Commandos saw the glow of a cigarette indicating the presence of a sentry standing in the lee of the tent, enjoying a late-night smoke. Herring looked to Nelson, who nodded and reached for Herring’s rifle. Unburdened of his long gun, Herring dropped to the ground, and over the next couple of minutes, slithered like a snake towards his quarry.

      The only sign of Herring’s attack was the cigarette’s glowing tip as it flew from the sentry’s mouth and arced through the air, bouncing on the ground in a brief shower of sparks. Nelson counted to ten before moving forward in a crouch, until he saw the dark outline of Herring kneeling over the dead sentry. Herring slung the sentry’s rifle and ammunition pouches, tucking a stick grenade into his belt, before taking the other rifle from Nelson. For a moment, the moonlight crossed Herring’s features, and Nelson saw the man was smiling, the expression one wears after hearing a good joke. Herring saw Nelson looking at him and his smile grew even wider.

      “Like putting a baby down for his nap,” Herring whispered. “Didn’t even know what happened until it was all over.”

      “You’re a nutter, that’s what you are,” Nelson replied. “C’mon now, let’s move.”

      The two men continued on, slipping around and behind several more tents. Now and then a sentry was seen at a distance, but they didn’t encounter another in their way. Nelson sensed this was a disappointment to Herring, who tensed with excitement every time a sentry appeared, looking to Nelson as would a hunting dog, begging to be let off the leash.

      Eventually they approached a more open area, where the moonlight illuminated still forms lying on the ground, surrounded by a crude rope fence and guarded by a trio of sentries. Nelson gestured to two guards who were nearest them and pointed to his chest, then pointed to Herring and the last guard, in turn. Herring nodded, then brought up his rifle. Nelson unfolded the wire stock of the MP-40 and tucked it into his shoulder, settling the weapon’s sights on the right-most sentry. To preserve his night vision as much as possible, Nelson closed his off-hand eye.

      “Now,” he whispered.

      With a soft squeeze of the trigger, Nelson fired three rounds from the MP-40, the 9mm slugs stitching the guard from belly to shoulder. The guard dropped, and before he hit the ground, Nelson was firing on his second target. A longer four-round burst spun the man around and sent him tumbling into the sand, tangled in his rifle sling. Herring’s shot, a moment after Nelson’s, caught the third guard high in the chest and kicked him right off his feet.

      The two Commandos broke into a low sprint and covered the short distance to the prisoners’ pen. Men were cursing and sitting up or crouching, bewildered faces staring around wide-eyed, looking for a threat. Nelson scooped up a rifle from the closest corpse and tossed it to a tank crewman, who managed to catch it before taking the rifle’s bolt in his face.

      “What the blazes?” the man cried out.

      “Jailbreak, lads!” Nelson answered. “Grab their weapons and make for those bloody panzers!”

      With that, Nelson spun around and pulled the stick grenade from his belt. Twisting away the cap, he tugged on the arming loop and threw the grenade as hard as he could towards the wireless tent. The grenade sailed through the air and tumbled into the tent, detonating with a loud crack and a flash of high explosive. A scream came from inside the tent, slowly trailing off into a whimper.

      All around him, the tankers were coming to their senses. Three other men were armed in short order from the bodies around them and the spare rifle Herring carried, and not a moment too soon, as the first Germans arrived and began firing. Immediately, one of the tank crewmen went down, a rifle bullet blowing away part of the man’s face, before Nelson turned and cut down the German responsible with a burst of slugs.

      “Move it!” he shouted. “We’ve got to take their armour!”

      The men surged forward, only to drop and cower in the sand as a hail of machine pistol slugs whipped through the air all around them. Nelson, Herring, and a couple of the tankers returned fire, but the speed with which the Germans were responding made headway impossible.

      “It’s the crewmen!” Lieutenant Chalmers shouted at Nelson. “They bivouacked with their panzers!”

      As if on cue, the growl of an engine coming to life reached them from the far side of the airfield.

      Nelson turned to Chalmers. “The cannons on those tanks, do they fire high explosive?”

      Chalmers nodded. “The big one, the Panzer IV, has a howitzer, and the others can all fire HE, but they don’t need to, and they won’t in such close quarters. They’ll just use the machine guns, and that’ll be enough, because we don’t have anything that can stop them.”

      Nelson pointed back towards the tents. “Sir, get your men in amongst the tents and clear out any Germans left there. The panzers won’t fire on the tents for fear of hitting their own. Herring will stick with you, he’s a right terror when Jerries are around.”

      Chalmers nodded. “What about you?”

      “I’m going to get me hands on a bigger gun,” Nelson said, ducking as a burst of machine gun fire snapped overhead. “And, to use it, I need your best gunner.”

      Chalmers looked around for a moment, then grabbed a man by the arm and swung him around. “Miller, you’re going with the corporal. Do whatever he tells you.”

      Miller nodded, looking a bit at sea, but he saluted nonetheless. “Yes, sir!”

      Nelson turned to leave, but Chalmers caught his sleeve. “Corporal, exactly where are you going?”

      “I’m going to commandeer that ruddy great big cannon of theirs,” Nelson shouted. “The eighty-eight.”
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      The Airfield

      November 18th, 0215 Hours

      

      Nelson snapped on the electric torch, and the beam illuminated the inside of the tent. Towering above them, the gun shield of the eighty-eight showed signs of recent battle damage; dents and pits in the steel marked where machine gun slugs had bounced off, and there was a fist-sized hole in the upper right-hand corner where a tank’s armour-piercing shell had struck.

      “Bloody hell,” Miller whispered. “Now, this is a cannon! It’s a sodding monster!”

      “Can you operate it?” Nelson asked.

      Miller stepped around the gun shield and Nelson followed, the torch lighting their way. Several opened ammunition crates were scattered around the gun, and a dozen or so spent shell casings littered the ground between the rear of the gun carriage and the back end of a large German half-track. Miller walked up to the weapon’s controls, his gaze tracking over the wheels and levers, the gears and pistons that made up the great cannon. He ran his hands over the breech, as if tracing the weapon’s method of operation in his mind.

      “Aye, I can handle this. Semi-automatic sliding breech block, mechanisms for traverse, elevation, and firing. I’ll need you to load it and trip the firing lever, and it’d be nice to have a third man to feed you the shells, but two men can do this in a pinch.”

      Nelson nodded. “Alright, let’s get at it.”

      “We’re going to need more visibility,” Miller said. “I’ve got to see the targets better, and we need a wider field of view.”

      “What we need is a Very pistol,” Nelson muttered. He dug around in the back of the half-track parked behind the eighty-eight. There were unopened crates of shells, as well as entrenching tools, lengths of chain, cleaning instruments for the gun, and other miscellanea. Finally, he found a small metal case that looked about the right size. Opening it, Nelson found a flare gun and a number of flare cartridges.

      “Bloody brilliant,” he muttered.

      “I need my field of view!” Miller repeated.

      “Right.” Nelson moved back to the front of the gun and drew out the fighting knife he’d taken from the sentry. Working fast, he cut away the tent flaps and the side of the tent in the direction of where the German armour had been leaguered.

      “Good,” Miller said. “Now I can traverse the gun so it’s aiming down the runway.”

      “The runway?” Nelson asked.

      “If it was us, we’d move up the runway in column, bringing our turret MGs to bear on targets as we passed. Nice clear path, don’t have to worry about obstacles or running over one of our mates stepping out from behind a tent.”

      Nelson nodded and stepped away from the gun as Miller rapidly spun the traversing wheel, the massive gun barrel slowly turning to the left until it was pointed down the entire length of the airfield. Off in the distance, they heard the sounds of engines roaring and the squealing of tank treads, the chatter of machine guns and the crack of rifles. In the dim moonlight, the looming shapes of panzers were just visible turning onto the far end of the runway.

      “We need those Very lights,” Miller said.

      “Once we fire, they’ll be gunning for us,” Nelson warned. “How fast can you kill four tanks?”

      “With this?” Miller asked. “As fast as you can load fresh rounds and pull the lever. Now, grab a shell and load.”

      Nelson reached into a half-emptied crate and pulled out a heavy armour-piercing shell. With Miller’s direction, he slammed it home into the open breech, noticing how the breech locked closed once the shell was inserted.

      “Now, send up the flare,” Miller said.

      Nelson snapped a fat cartridge into the flare pistol, then stepped to the edge of the tent. Aiming the pistol into the air, he pulled the trigger, and with a pop, the flare fizzled up into the sky for several seconds, before bursting into bright light several hundred yards in the air.

      “Get behind the gun shield and fire!” Miller shouted.

      Nelson jumped back and ducked behind the shield, then grabbed the firing lever and gave it a hard tug. The blast from the gun was enormous, like being struck by a sodden pillow in the face, and Nelson jumped as the gun recoiled back violently next to him. The breech snapped open at the end of its journey and kicked the spent shell free in a puff of burnt propellant smoke before the recoil mechanism returned it to its firing position.

      “Missed! Loader, reload!” Miller ordered.

      Nelson grabbed another shell and slammed it home in the still-smoking breech. Miller fiddled with the guns aiming mechanisms for a moment.

      “Now, fire!”

      This time, Nelson leaned far to the left and peered out around the edge at the oncoming panzers as he fired the gun. The first tank, one of the smaller Panzer IIIs, was perhaps two hundred yards away when the eighty-eight’s shell struck. The armour-piercing round impacted at the top of the tank’s gun mantlet, just to the left of the gun. There was a huge flash of sparks and white-hot metal fragments spinning through the air, and Nelson saw the top of the turret ripped open, flames licking upwards. A moment later, white-hot fire gouted from the turret and a string of secondary explosions began to detonate inside the hull, as the panzer’s ammunition began to cook off.

      “Stop gawking and keep loading, you big lummox!” Miller shouted.

      Nelson snapped out of his momentary daze and grabbed another round, reloading the eighty-eight, and Miller gave the order to fire the instant the weapon was loaded. After yanking on the firing lever, Nelson reached over and took the last shell from the ammunition crate, then loaded the cannon again.

      “That was the last round!” he hollered.

      Miller gave the order and Nelson fired the cannon again, then peered around the gun shield and saw a second tank burning. The panzer had tried to manoeuvre around the first tank, and Miller had delivered a flanking shot, punching a glowing hole right through the middle of the second Panzer III’s chassis.

      “Open another crate!” Miller ordered. “Hurry, blast it!”

      Nelson stumbled over smoking spent brass casings trying to find an ammunition crate marked Panzergranaten, but every time he illuminated one with the torch’s beam, he was disappointed.

      “I think we’re out of AP!” he shouted.

      “Grab anything! We’ll be dead meat in seconds if that Panzer IV finds us!”

      Nelson jabbed the end of his knife under the lid of a crate and pried it free. Clipping the lit torch to his webbing, he pulled out a shell and stepped around the debris, thrusting the fresh round into the breech. Miller worked the traversing wheel, shifting the cannon slightly.

      “Need another flare!” Miller said. “Can’t bloody see anything through all the smoke.”

      Nelson stepped around the gun and reloaded the flare pistol, firing another flare high into the air over the runway. The instant the flare popped, Nelson spotted the two remaining panzers - both of them were swinging wide around the runway, well out of the eighty-eight’s line of fire, and bringing their turret guns to bear.

      “Panzers, two o’clock!” he yelled.

      Miller frantically spun the traversing wheel, and the gun slowly came about, but it was too late. Both tanks opened fire with their machine guns, and a fusillade of slugs ripped through the tent, glancing off the cannon’s gun shield, tearing through the thin metal body of the German half-track, and smashing through the empty ammunition crates. Nelson shuddered to think what would happen if a tracer penetrated a live round in one of the full crates. He probably wouldn’t even know what happened before the blast turned him to bloody hash.

      There was a crack and sparks flew from the rear of the half-track, followed instantly by the report of a tank’s main gun. Bits of red-hot metal ignited the back wall of the tent, which began to smoulder.

      “Fire, you big oaf! Fire!” Miller hollered, and Nelson stepped away from the breech block and tripped the eighty-eight’s firing lever. The shell smashed into the circling Panzer III, tearing through its engine compartment. Nelson saw several figures bail out of the tank as it caught fire.

      “Load, load!” Miller cried out, traversing to bring the gun to bear on the large Panzer IV, moving at speed to come around their flank. The barrel of the eighty-eight hit the other side of the tent fabric and caught it, obscuring Miller’s view.

      “Christ, I can’t bloody see!” Miller shouted.

      There was a heavy report, and a shell cut through the tent and out the other side faster than the blink of an eye. A moment later, there was an explosion a hundred yards to their rear.

      “The tent - cut the tent!” Miller demanded.

      Nelson grabbed the next shell and all but threw it into the breech, before scrambling over the rear of the gun carriage and attacking the tent fabric with his knife, cutting it away with great hacking sweeps of the blade. Three hundred yards away, the Panzer IV opened fire with its co-axial machine gun, the tracers zipping all around Nelson, several glancing off the eighty-eight’s gun barrel and the shield next to him. A ricochet plucked at his sleeve, another smacked into one of the magazine pouches at his hip.

      At last, the tent cloth was sliced away, and Nelson stumbled around Miller and over the gun carriage, pulling the firing lever as soon as his fingers found it. The shot arced out and plowed up a great furrow of earth behind and well beyond the panzer, whose commander had shrewdly ordered the driver to increase speed as soon as he saw the eighty-eight had a clear line of sight.

      Nelson turned and picked up another shell, but before he could load the gun, there was a terrible blast. The explosion picked him up and slammed him against the tailgate of the half-track. Ears ringing, he groaned and struggled to his hands and knees, squinting through the smoke and dust swirling through what remained of the tent. He saw Miller lying across the rear gun carriage, moving feebly, and there was a great rent torn in the gun shield. Nelson crawled to Miller, and saw the gunner’s right leg was gone below the knee. Several other shrapnel wounds along his right side were slowly oozing blood.

      Dazedly, Miller looked at Nelson. “Prop me next to the firing lever, then load and aim.”

      Nelson shook his head. “I can’t work this bloody monster, that’s why I brought you along!”

      “You’ll do fine,” Miller mumbled through bloody lips. “Now, do as I say, or we’re both goners.”

      Nelson stumbled to his feet and gently propped Miller up against the eighty-eight’s pedestal, placing the wounded man’s hand on the firing lever. Then Nelson turned, searching for the shell he’d had in his hands. He saw it lying several feet away, picked it up, and staggered to the gun’s breech. He pushed the shell home, the breech nipping at his fingers as it closed automatically.

      “It’s loaded!” he shouted over the ringing in his ears. “Now what?”

      “Traverse the gun!” Miller gasped. “Lead just a touch and be light with the wheel, it’s more sensitive than you think.”

      Nelson peered through the eighty-eight’s gunsight. The panzer continued to circle them, and he spun the traversing wheel to bring the weapon about. A stream of MG fire arced towards him, the bullets hammering at the gun shield, and the panzer’s 75mm howitzer boomed once more. Nelson braced himself for the worst, but the shell flashed by, missing the gun shield by a hair’s breadth.

      He had only one chance. Nelson took a deep breath, forcing himself to focus, to think of the great cannon as nothing more than a gigantic rifle, the panzer as nothing but a target. He spun the traversing wheel, bringing the sight around, matching the speed of the encircling panzer and placing the aim-point right above the lead sprocket wheel.

      “Now!” he shouted.

      The eighty-eight roared, the cannon slamming back in recoil. Nelson stayed on the sights, knowing the next few seconds meant his life or death and there was no use not watching the show. The shell crossed the distance from gun to tank in a split second, and the shell struck a third of the way back along the top of the treads. There was a flash as the high-explosive shell detonated upon impact, and bits of twisted metal spun through the smoke and dust. When the tank was visible again, Nelson saw it had slewed around, the right-hand track completely mangled, flames licking from a rent in the hull. A lone figure struggled out of the turret hatch, his legs aflame. The German tumbled down off the side of the panzer’s hull and into the sand, where he feebly rolled around, putting out the flames.

      Nelson turned away from the gun sight. “Miller, you keen devil! We got them all!”

      There was no reply from the gunner. Nelson pointed the electric torch at Miller’s motionless form, and saw the man’s eyes staring, unblinking, his hand still gripping the firing lever.
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      The Airfield

      November 18th, 0230 Hours

      

      The last of the gunfire had stopped by the time Nelson carried Miller’s body back to where the tankers were congregated. A handful of German prisoners knelt in the sand, hands behind their heads, guarded by Herring and several other men with leveled rifles. Among the German prisoners was the Luftwaffe officer who’d been with Steiner when he’d first addressed the British prisoners. One of the British tankers was binding the German officer’s leg with a battle dressing as blood seeped through from a bullet wound in the thigh.

      Chalmers, standing nearby and talking with Herring, saw Nelson approach. By the light of the burning panzers, Nelson saw the officer’s look of sorrow when he realized what Nelson carried.

      “Oh, blast it all,” Chalmers cursed. “The poor fellow.”

      “He brewed up three of ‘em,” Nelson said, as he lowered Miller’s body to the ground at Chalmers’ feet. “The big one got him with a shell, but he talked me through killing the last panzer. He even managed to fire the cannon before he died.”

      Chalmers knelt next to his gunner’s body and laid a hand on Miller’s chest for a moment. “When our tank was knocked out, he was willing to fight to the end with nothing more than a Bren. The panzer that killed him, it knocked us out and captured us this morning.”

      “The surviving Jerries are coming in,” Herring called out.

      Nelson turned. Several figures approached from the direction of the last two panzers, moving unsteadily with hands raised above their heads. Two of the men supported a third, who stumbled along with burned legs too weak to bear his weight.

      Chalmers and Nelson stood, and along with the rest of the British, waited in silence, unmoving, until the four Germans all but collapsed at their feet. The men were blackened and scorched, their faces smeared with oil and soot. The man with the burned legs, a junior officer by his insignia, looked up at Chalmers with an agonized expression.

      “Kameraden,” the German whispered. “Nicht schiessen!”

      Chalmers stared at the German, his eyes narrowed, jaw clenched. He slowly pointed at Miller’s body.

      “My Kameraden,” Chalmers whispered. He pointed towards the eighty-eight at the other end of the airfield, then at Nelson, and back to Miller. “Schiessen.”

      The German officer swallowed, then shook his head. “Nicht schiessen, bitte. Es ist Krieg.”

      Nelson unslung his MP-40 and held it out to Chalmers. “Up to you, sir. He was your mate.”

      Chalmers reached out for the weapon, but as he touched it, he drew his hand away and shook his head.

      “No, Corporal, I won’t do that. It was a clean fight. The poor chap is right, it’s just war. At least, I think that’s what the blighter said.”

      The burned German let out a gasp of relief and nodded thanks. One of the other British tankers approached, holding a German medical kit.

      “Shall I attend to his burns, sir?” the tanker asked.

      Chalmers nodded. “Yes, do what you can for him, thanks.”

      Just then, there were a couple of shouts from off to the east, and everyone turned, weapons brought up to bear. Nelson heard voices with familiar accents calling out, asking permission to approach the airfield.

      “Sounds like the Kiwis from Desert Group!” he exclaimed.

      Out of the darkness, six men emerged. Nelson recognized two of them as Captain Clarke and one of his New Zealanders. The other four were Sergeant Peabody and three of the Commandos from his squad.

      Chalmers stepped forward and saluted Clarke. “Lieutenant Chalmers, sir. Ranking officer here. We’re all that’s left of Major Meade’s squadron.”

      Clarke returned Chalmers’ salute, then noticed Nelson and Herring. “You lads, did your captain or lieutenant survive the action?”

      Nelson nodded. “They scarpered to the west after being attacked by some Jerry armoured cars. Me and Herring here, and our Kiwi - beg pardon sir - we drew fire to give the others time to leg it. Lost the truck and your man, and we wound up in the bag, at least until we cut ourselves loose and broke out this lot.”

      Clark nodded, his expression indicating how impressed he was at their actions. “Our flanking element ran smack into the panzers in that hidden ravine. Captain Moody was killed almost immediately, his other armoured cars and the two lead trucks destroyed as well. But the ravine was so narrow, once the other vehicles were destroyed, the smoke and debris meant we could back out and retreat. We laid up a few miles away, but when we heard all the shooting, we decided to take the chance and come in, thinking Meade’s lads had merely fallen back and come in under cover of darkness. But now, it looks like that wasn’t the case.”

      Over the next several minutes, Nelson and Chalmers filled Clarke in on what had happened over the course of the day, as well as the escape and ensuing battle that night. When their debrief was complete, Clarke looked equal parts horrified at the British losses from the initial attack, and amazed at the audacity with which Nelson and Herring had executed their plan.

      “Well lads,” Clarke said after a moment’s reflection, “all that’s left is finding Eldred, Price, and the other survivors, and hoping Steiner doesn’t get to them first.”

      “He’s got a Panzer IV and three armoured cars,” Chalmers cautioned. “We’ve got no armour to counter them.”

      “What about that eighty-eight?” Sergeant Peabody asked. “That’d get the job done right bloody quick.”

      Nelson shook his head. “The half-track didn’t look like it had moved in months, and even if it worked, it’d be too bloody slow. That gun is a right monster.”

      “What if we tried to tow it with the remaining Jerry lorries?” Chalmers asked.

      Nelson frowned. “Which lorries?”

      “Of course,” Chalmers said. “You were laid out when they brought you back. Those light anti-tank guns, the ones you lot were taking on to the west out there, they were towed by Jerry lorries. You were carried here in one when they brought the AT guns back in. We saw Steiner take off with one of them, but there are others parked over by the panzer leaguer.”

      A few minutes later, Chalmers, Clarke, Peabody, and Nelson were examining the Krupp-Protze transports. Still hooked up to each was a Pak 36 anti-tank gun. A fourth gun, blackened and damaged, sat to the side. Nelson shook his head.

      “The half-track back there is a right monster, and you need something that big to tow that great bloody cannon. These trucks look a bit weedy for that kind of job.” He turned and looked to Chalmers. “These guns, how good are they?”

      “Good enough to brew up a Crusader at combat ranges,” he replied. “They aren’t much different than the two-pounders on our tanks. Get them close, especially with a flank or rear shot, and they’ll do a proper job on that Panzer IV.”

      “The question is,” Peabody said, “can we get close enough? If we’re approaching in nothing but lorries and recce trucks, a bloody MG can rip us apart.”

      Clarke smiled. “Why would they shoot at their own vehicles? I think with a little prestidigitation, we can get in close before we’re rumbled.”

      “But how do we know where Eldred and the others are?” Chalmers asked.

      Nelson remembered the wounded Luftwaffe officer among the German prisoners. He smiled.

      “No worries about that one,” Nelson replied. “Leave it to me.”
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      The Ravine

      November 18Th, 0600 Hours

      

      The first howitzer shell arced in and detonated twenty yards to Lynch’s right. A few bits of shrapnel hissed overhead, while sand and pulverized rock fragments fell around him like rain. He squinted into the early-morning sun and spotted the Panzer IV a thousand yards away. The muzzle lit up with flame and smoke again, and another shell arced in, this one detonating well behind and to the left.

      Lynch turned to Lance Corporal White, who was serving as his loader. “Not much we can do about that beast from here now, is there?”

      White nodded and peered through a pair of field glasses. “The armoured cars are swinging to the south. I think they’re going to try and flank us. Hold on, they’re-”

      The impacts of 20mm cannon shells all around them were followed a moment later by the sound of the autocannons’ reports. After a few seconds, the barrage subsided, only to be replaced by the patter of dozens of bullets smacking into the sand and rock. A 7.92mm slug thwacked into a stone a yard from Lynch’s left elbow, and a mashed fragment of copper and lead bounced onto the back of his hand, still warm enough to make him shake it away like it was a biting insect.

      Another howitzer shell impacted to Lynch’s left, this one on the other side of the narrow ravine. Lynch looked over there and saw Bowen and Johnson, partially obscured by the debris still hanging in the air, trying to burrow themselves even deeper into their shallow two-man foxhole. Lynch’s own fighting position was barely a foot deep and just long enough for him to fit inside while prone, and White’s wasn’t much better. The sand around them was soft enough, but it was only a few inches deep. Underneath, there was a lot of dense gravel and hard stone that had to be dug through, usually with the use of a pick to pry the mixture loose before shoveling it away.

      As a combination of howitzer shells, autocannon rounds, and machine gun bullets continued to rain down around them, White looked to Lynch. “This is just to pin us down. They’ve got to be moving infantry against us.”

      Lynch nodded. “Aye, to be sure. But where might they be now?”

      Just then, a single bullet smacked into the ground in front of them, and both men - combat veterans more than familiar with the behavior of ricochets - realized the shot came from their far right.

      “Well, there we go,” White muttered.

      The two men shifted in their fighting positions. Lynch left the Boys anti-tank rifle where it sat facing the east, and picked up his trusty Thompson. White readied his own Thompson, and the two of them searched the terrain to their south. Soon enough, a German exposed himself just long enough to fire a rifle, the bullet cracking between the two Commandos. Lynch aimed and fired a short burst from his Thompson, but the figure was gone before the first bullets landed.

      “This is sure to be bad,” Lynch said.

      “If we break, there’s no cover, and we’ll be taking fire from that damn panzer and those cars the whole time,” White replied.

      To the south, there was more movement, and the first burst from an MG-34 chopped up the sand in front of their fighting positions.

      “They’re going to fire and manoeuvre until they’re right on top of us!” White shouted over the sound of another howitzer shell exploding nearby.

      The crack of a Lee-Enfield to the north was immediately followed by a figure to the south flinging up their arms from the impact of a bullet. Both men turned and looked behind them. A slight puff of dust was rising from Bowen’s position, and a second shot passed over their heads.

      “If we’re going to move, we’ve got to move now,” Lynch said.

      White nodded. Lynch flashed hand signals to Bowen and Johnson, who made a gesture in acknowledgment. A third bullet cracked past overhead, and there was a shout of alarm from the south. Lynch and White jumped up, each man grabbing one end of the Boys rifle, and they took off to the west, running almost parallel to the ravine. Rifle and machine gun bullets snapped all around them, and another shell exploded near the fighting positions they’d just abandoned, but the two men covered fifty yards before skidding behind a small outcropping of rock near the ravine’s edge.

      White leaned out from behind their cover and cut loose with a full magazine from his Thompson, driving back the German infantry who’d tried to use the Commandos’ retreat as an opportunity to advance. Bullets forced him to duck back and as he reloaded, panting from their run and the effort of carrying the Boys rifle, he nodded towards the west.

      “Get that bloody great rifle ready. I saw those cars swinging around. They’re going to try and cut off our retreat.”

      Lynch cursed. The four men along the ridgeline had agreed to stay back and delay any German advance while the other three trucks pushed west through the ravine. One truck remained, almost directly below where they now were, but if they let the armoured cars get past, the Germans would have both ends of the ravine bottled up.

      Seating the Boys rifle properly on its bipod, Lynch went prone and squirmed to the right, edging the muzzle of the rifle around the outcropping.

      “Keep those bloody Jerries off me arse now,” he muttered.

      Behind him, White fired off a few short bursts. “Easier said than done. They’re like jerobas, hopping up and down behind every blasted rock.”

      A moment later, one of the smaller, four-wheeled armoured cars came into view. Although the range was about three hundred yards, Lynch took the shot anyway, as the car was moving slowly and it was a flank shot. He didn’t see whether his shot had any effect or not, so Lynch fired twice more, each shot hammering his shoulder more painfully than the last. He hadn’t had time to stuff a pair of woolen socks into his battledress as padding against the recoil, and the Boys rifle kicked like an angry mule.

      Two more shots emptied the Boys’ five-round magazine, and Lynch ripped it away, swearing as he moved his right arm, shoulder throbbing. But the armoured car was now stationary, a thin curl of smoke rising from its engine compartment. Further on, the other two cars swiveled their turrets and returned fire, driving Lynch back behind cover as cannon shells punched massive trenches in the sand and struck the rock outcropping with punishing force.

      “They’re bloody well mad at you now, mate!” White laughed as he reloaded again. Lynch saw a small pile of spent magazines near the man’s feet.

      “Jerries still pressing us?” Lynch asked.

      “If it wasn’t for this Thompson and Rhys over there trying to ventilate their uniforms, you’d have a Boche bayonet up yer bum right now,” White replied.

      “We better get to the truck, because if we don’t get out of here, that bloody great steel monster’s going to climb up the rise, or make its way into the ravine, and then one way or another, we’re done for,” Lynch said.

      Across the ravine, Lynch saw Bowen duck down to reload, while Johnson fired a long burst from a plundered MP-40, raking fire back and forth towards the Germans to the south. As Lynch watched, a shell burst a few feet from Johnson, and when the debris settled, the redheaded spotter was sprawled half out of the foxhole, the machine pistol lying several feet from his hands.

      “Bastards! Johnson’s been hit!” Lynch cried.

      White turned from firing, and they both saw Bowen pulling Johnson down into cover. A second shell landed a few yards from the first, kicking a plume of shattered rock and sand into the air.

      “This isn’t good!” White shouted over the noise.

      “Bowen’s not going to be able to get Johnson down the ravine wall if he’s wounded,” Lynch replied, choosing not to think the spotter might have been killed.

      Chancing a peek around the outcropping, Lynch saw the two operational armoured cars continuing on towards the end of the ravine, now well out of effective range of the Boys rifle, but also well beyond bothering to deal with two enemy infantrymen to their rear. In looking to the east, he no longer saw the panzer; it was below his line of sight, close to the bottom of the rise. Towards the horizon, however, Lynch detected plumes of dust coming towards them.

      “The cars have moved on, so it’s now or never. Looks like Jerry reinforcements arriving. We need to move,” Lynch told White.

      “What about Rhys?” White asked.

      Lynch waved to get the sniper’s attention as the Welshman fired another round towards the German infantry. Bowen looked his way, and Lynch indicated Bowen needed to make a break for it, and that they’d lay down cover fire. At first Bowen refused, but when Lynch pointed at the German reinforcements approaching, he saw Bowen nod.

      “Alright, make sure you’re full now,” Lynch said.

      White nodded and switched magazines. “This is my last one.”

      Lynch dug two from his ammunition pouch. “Here, I’m still flush.”

      The two men shifted out from behind cover and opened fire on the Germans. Working their triggers carefully, each man nursed short bursts from their weapons, putting down aimed fire anywhere they saw movement. Out of the corner of his eye, Lynch saw Bowen, his rifle slung, staggering away from the foxhole, his spotter draped across his shoulder.

      “Bloody hell!” Lynch exclaimed. “The wee bugger will snap his ankles doing that!”

      Bullets kicked puffs of dust all around him, but Bowen made it to the edge of the ravine, where a rope anchored into the rock hung down to the bottom. Under fire, Bowen pulled the line up, tied it around Johnson’s waist, and then eased the wounded man over the edge. The face of the ravine wasn’t vertical, just very steep, and handling the rope carefully, Bowen eased his spotter down a few yards at a time.

      The Germans apparently saw this, and strangely, the firing towards Bowen slacked off. Reloading, Lynch leaned back out from behind cover with his Thompson at the ready, but he saw no targets.

      “Huns must be so impressed, they didn’t have the heart to shoot him!” White declared.

      “I think they saw their friends arriving, and didn’t think it was worth the bother to stick their heads up. Let’s make the most of it!” Lynch replied.

      The two men moved to the edge of the ravine and grabbed onto their own ropes. Lynch eyed the Boys rifle and cursed. There was no way he was carrying it down now, so he fired a round from his Thompson into the Boys rifle’s receiver, denting the mechanism and rendering the weapon useless. Looking across, Lynch saw Bowen had started making his way down the ravine using his own line, and he turned to White with a grin.

      “Alright,” Lynch said, “race you to the bottom!”

      From the east came the sharp report of a high-velocity cannon.

      And then another.

      And another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The Ravine

      November 18th, 0615 Hours

      

      Steiner peered into the gloom of the ravine as his eight-wheeled armoured car followed its smaller cousin into the shadows. High above, a slash of early-morning sky provided little illumination, and there was no sign of the sunrise ahead to the east, with all the twists and turns between them and the ravine’s end. Ahead of the light armoured car, the three crewmen of the disabled car scouted ahead on foot, each man carrying an MP-40 at the ready, one man lighting the way with an electric torch.

      Five minutes ago he’d gotten a transmission from Mueller. Just as the Feldwebel was about to take his panzer into the ravine, he’d radioed Steiner to report seeing vehicles approaching from the east. Not armour, but what appeared to be transport trucks. Steiner thought it was strange, but then it occurred to him that Hasek might have sent the transports in anticipation of more prisoners, and perhaps to pass along any information he might have gleaned from the prisoners they’d already captured.

      He’d lost contact with Mueller moments ago, no doubt because down within the confines of the ravine, radio transmissions were all but impossible. Steiner knew Mueller would move forward into the ravine slowly and shell anything suspicious, driving the Commandos west and right into Steiner and his armoured cars. The 20mm autocannons and coaxial machine guns of both cars were loaded and ready. Steiner even had a machine pistol, passed up from inside the car, sitting on the edge of his hatch in case he needed it.

      One of the men scouting twenty metres ahead of the first scout car shouted an alarm and fired a long burst into the ravine. The report, magnified and reflected from the stone all around them, rolled around like thunder for a moment before dying away. A moment later, the deep-throated reply of a light machine gun rattled back at them, and several slugs bounced off the hull of Steiner’s armoured car, ricocheting in from an unseen assailant. Steiner ducked down, but kept his head above the lip of the hatch. The ravine was no place to limit one’s field of view to a few small vision blocks.

      Steiner turned to Werner. “Load AP into the cannon, and fire a few bursts from the MG. See if we can’t send a few ricochets their way.”

      As Werner carried out his orders, Steiner keyed his radio. “Car Two, can you see anything?”

      “Nothing so far. The scouts say they spotted a couple of Tommies on foot.”

      “Push forward then. Load your cannon with armour-piercing. It’ll stay intact if it ricochets around corners.”

      The two armoured cars moved forward at a slow walking pace, taking the twists and turns in the ravine as widely as possible to give the gunners the best angles. The scouts caught glimpses of the British several more times and exchanged fire with them, but as best as Steiner could tell, they caused no casualties. More than once, the only reply from the British was a hand grenade tossed around an outcropping of rock, and by the time the debris settled and the scouts peeked out from around whatever cover had been nearby, the British had retreated.

      “I don’t like this,” Werner muttered, eyes glued to his weapon sight.

      Steiner said nothing, but he knew something was amiss. Were they trying to find a good place to make a last stand? Steiner hoped not, because not only would it be a senseless act, he’d no doubt lose more men before it was over. Furthermore, the British had to know by now the panzer was moving in from the east, squeezing them from the other side of the ravine.

      Hoping for a report, Steiner tried to get Mueller on the radio again, but there was no response. He realized he hadn’t heard the distant krump of an exploding howitzer shell for several minutes now. There was no way the panzer would have run out of high explosive shells so quickly; Mueller was an experienced commander, and wouldn’t make that mistake. He hoped instead the Feldwebel was in contact with their reinforcements, perhaps trying to get them organized in support of the battle plan.

      Glancing behind him, Steiner didn’t see any daylight. He had lost track of how far into the ravine they’d progressed. Five hundred metres? A kilometre? It couldn’t have been two. The rock walls of the ravine climbed up almost vertically around him, the monotonous stone playing tricks with his senses. Steiner found it oddly claustrophobic, and wondered what it would take to knock one of the ravine walls in and bury them all. What if the British had concealed a demolition charge, and were waiting for the two cars to get within range? Would he rather die in an explosion that shattered his vehicle and dismembered his body, or would he prefer a rockslide that crushed the car like a tin can under tons of falling rock, reducing him to a grotesque paste? Steiner had once seen the body of a French infantryman that’d been run over by a column of panzers during the drive for Calais. Smashed into the rut caused by the panzers’ treads, the corpse had been almost comical, a deflated caricature of a human being, like something out of an American cartoon.

      A rapid series of explosions right around the next bend fifty metres ahead snapped Steiner out of his daydreaming. A cloud of dust and pulverized rock drifted out from around the bend, and a lone figure, limping and bloody, stumbled into view. It was one of his Brandenburgers, and the man dropped to his knees before falling on his face, limp in death.

      Steiner keyed his radio mic. “Car Two, advance and engage!”

      The driver of the SdKfz 222 gunned the engine, and the four-wheeled armoured car pulled ahead, the car’s gunner firing several short bursts into the cloud of dust still hanging in the air, obscuring the turn. A sudden thought turned Steiner’s blood cold.

      “Wait!” he shouted into the mic. “Don’t take the turn!”

      There was the whip-crack sound of a high-velocity cannon firing, and the unmistakable clang of an armour-piercing round punching through steel plate. Steiner saw a large chunk of the lead car’s right-front tyre leap into the air, torn from the wheel. Frantic, Steiner saw the car’s gunner firing the machine gun like mad, and it took Steiner only a second to realize the problem: the anti-tank gun was firing at point-blank range in front of the car, and the turret-mounted weapons couldn’t depress far enough to engage.

      Even as Steiner reached for his machine pistol, a part of his mind couldn’t help admiring the Commandos’ cunning. They’d wiped out the scouts and obscured the bend in the ravine just long enough to bring up a gun, and they’d positioned it so close that at the moment they had a shot, they were safe from return fire. An audacious move, one that certainly put Steiner and his men on their back heel.

      The driver of the lead car attempted to back away from the bend and gain some distance, but the wrecked tyre caused the car to lurch and wobble, making progress slow. The sound of a second shot from the gun reverberated off the ravine walls, and the machine-gun fire from the 222 immediately stopped. There was a third report, and then a fourth, and the car stopped moving and began to burn. Steiner stood immobile in his turret hatch, staring at the destroyed car only fifty metres ahead of him. He watched as an arm, sheathed in flames, frantically tried lifting the anti-grenade screen covering the car’s open turret, but to no avail. After a few horrifying seconds, the arm dropped, still in flames, and hung over the rear of the turret.

      Steiner swallowed. “Back us out of here, now!” he said, his voice hoarse. “Werner, lay down covering fire. Use the autocannon.”

      The car’s rear-facing driver began to move the car back, and Werner began firing short bursts of four or five rounds at a time, the solid, armour-piercing shells smacking against the rocks and careening around the bend. Steiner rewarded himself with a brief sigh of relief. There was no way the British would risk coming after them with that gun, even if they could get it past the burning wreck taking up most of the room at the head of that bend.

      A fist-sized rock glanced off the top of the turret right in front of Steiner. Thinking his wild fears of being buried alive were about to come to pass, he looked up in alarm, half-expecting to see a mass of boulders rushing down the ravine wall.

      Instead, he saw a dozen British soldiers in a mix of uniforms, all pointing weapons at him. One of them, the large, thuggish-looking Commando he’d interrogated the day before, stood right at the edge, wearing a menacing grin while holding a machine pistol in one hand and a grenade in the other. As Steiner watched, the Commando pulled the grenade’s pin with his teeth and spat it into the ravine, then held the grenade as if ready to lob it right into Steiner’s open hatch. Several of the other men around him also held grenades at the ready.

      “”Ello, Fritz.” the Commando said. “Fancy a game of catch?”

      Steiner ordered the driver to halt the car, and then kept his hands well away from both the machine pistol and the handle of the turret hatch.

      The Commando nodded to someone out of sight. Almost immediately, a pair of arms thrust Huber to the edge of the ravine, their grip on his webbing the only thing keeping the Feldwebel from tumbling to his death.

      “I am sorry, Hauptmann,” Huber said. “They attacked with trucks mounting machine guns. They were on top of us before we could react.”

      “How many men are alive?” Steiner asked.

      “Myself and three others,” Huber replied.

      “And Mueller?”

      Huber shook his head. “They used our own Pak 36s. Mueller died when his tank burned.”

      Steiner closed his eyes for a moment. Four men left in Huber’s squad, plus the three other men in the armoured car. I can save eight of us, at least, he thought.

      There was a tug on his pants leg, and Steiner glanced down at Werner. The gunner had a machine pistol in his hands.

      “Give us the order, Hauptmann.” Werner said, his voice steady.

      Steiner looked back up. From around the front of the burning car up ahead, a trio of Commandos wheeled forward their anti-tank gun, setting it up so its muzzle was pointed right as his turret. Steiner immediately recognized it as a captured Panzerbüchse 41 squeeze bore, probably one of the very guns he’d brought with him to the Bersaglieri outpost several months ago. Steiner found himself chuckling softly at the notion of being defeated by his own weapons.

      “Hauptmann, are you okay?” Werner asked.

      Steiner gave his Gefreiter a smile. “Put down the gun, Werner. We’re done fighting, at least for now.”

      Standing up straight in the turret hatch, Steiner raised his hands and looked up at the men who’d beaten him.

      “Alright, chaps. You’ve got me.”

      The Commando with the grenade smiled broadly, then glanced at the armed bomb in his hand.

      “Oi, lads! Any of you lot ‘ave a grenade pin? I threw mine away.”
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      Mersa Matruh Airfield, Egypt

      December 1St, 1930 Hours

      

      Lynch stepped out of the hangar serving as their barracks for the last twenty-four hours and made his way to the plane waiting on the runway. The hangar was the same one used by their unit over a month ago, when they’d arrived in North Africa under cover of darkness. Now, they were departing under the same conditions, about to embark on a two-day journey back to Scotland.

      Behind him, others of his squad emerged single file. Their original twelve-man squad was now reduced to nine. Johnson had survived his wounds, but they were serious enough to warrant shipping him out the day they’d arrived back in Mersa Matruh over a week ago. Stillwell, who’d been shot in the leg during the assault on the Bersaglieri outpost, had been shipped out almost three weeks ago. Brooks, killed instantly by a round from an anti-tank gun, had been buried out in the desert.

      Still, Lynch counted his squad lucky. Sergeant Peabody’s squad had lost eight men killed or wounded in the last few days, and Donovan’s squad had suffered so many casualties from the operation in October that those few who remained had taken the place of casualties in Peabody’s squad, with the wounded men from both squads sent back to Mersa Matruh and eventually off to Blighty along with Stillwell.

      Handing his Thompson to McTeague, already aboard the plane, Lynch climbed in and settled into a seat next to Nelson. The Englishman had become insufferably cocky since the events of the eighteenth, particularly with regards to having brewed up not one, but two of the large Panzer IVs.

      Nelson turned to Lynch. “Well, if it ain’t ol’ pissy britches!”

      Lynch punched Nelson in the shoulder. “I didn’t piss me britches, you spotty arse.”

      “So says you! I bet a pint of the best porter you had a weak trickle running down your leg when we landed,” Nelson shot back.

      “I’ll give you a trickle, old son!” Lynch snapped his fist down into Nelson’s groin, eliciting a howl of pain and a flurry of blows on Lynch’s shoulder, arm, and thigh.

      “If you two keep acting like a couple of prats every time we climb into a bloody airplane,” McTeague growled from the other end of the passenger compartment, “I’ll start pushin’ ye out without parachutes!”

      “These lads causing trouble as usual, Sergeant?” Price asked as he climbed aboard.

      “Nothin’ I can’t knock out of ‘em, sir,” McTeague replied.

      Price found a seat, propping his Beretta machine pistol between his knees. “Well lads, I have news that may be of interest to you. Some of it’s good, some bad.”

      “Let’s have the good news first, sir,” Lynch said.

      “The rumors are true,” Price replied. “We’ve managed to break the siege at Tobruk, and although the battle is far from over, it sounds like we’re trading equal blows with Rommel’s lads. HQ is confident that, given time, Crusader will be a success.”

      “Sounds brilliant to me,” Lynch said. “What’s the bad news?”

      Price gave them a broad smile. “After all this hot sun and gritty sand, you’ll be happy to know the weather back home is much cooler than when we left in October. In fact, it’s downright brisk. The weather report I received today said it’s snowing rather heavily back home.”

      McTeague let out a diabolical chuckle. “Sounds like the perfect weather for a good long march, Lieutenant. Just what the lads need to be proper soldiers again.”

      The plane’s engines roared as the pilot prepared for takeoff, drowning out the curses and groans coming from inside the passenger compartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Mersa Matruh Airfield

      December 2nd, 2300 Hours

      

      Karl Steiner finished buttoning up the British battledress, and tightened the chin strap of his newly-acquired helmet. Satisfied it was secure, he looked down at his uniform and made sure no bloodstains were visible. To his left, Werner dragged the last of the sentries’ bodies out of sight, covering them up with a nearby tarpaulin.

      Steiner opened the bolt of the Lee-Enfield rifle in his hands, making sure there was a round in the chamber. Behind him stood Fromm, his last Brandenburger, who was also dressed in the uniform of a dead British soldier. Fromm tied a simple, loose knot around Huber’s hands, and made sure the other three men of the Feldwebel’s squad, along with his armoured car’s driver, were similarly bound. When their preparations were completed, Fromm gave Steiner a nod.

      “Alright, easy now,” Steiner whispered in English. “We’re just three lads from ol’ Blighty, escorting a few Jerries from one end of the airfield to the other.”

      The eight men began to walk, Steiner leading them with his rifle held ready, the two remaining Brandenburgers in British uniform bringing up the rear. As the minutes passed, they crossed paths with several genuine British soldiers and airmen, but an easy word or quip from Steiner had them on their way without trouble.

      An hour later, they were cutting through the airfield’s perimeter fence. Steiner took one last look back at the airfield before slipping between the wires and pulling them straight behind him. A few miles away, he knew of a cache left by the Brandenburgers who’d been working with the Egyptian spies. Forged papers, currency, more weapons, and even explosives had been hidden away by his fallen brothers.

      Time to go to work, Steiner thought to himself, and slipped away into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The inspiration for this book came from two historical missions carried out in November 1941 in support of Operation Crusader. The first, Operation Flipper, was a raid by No. 11 Commando designed to disrupt Axis command and control on the eve of Crusader, primarily through attacking Rommel's headquarters and either capturing or killing him. Flipper was a disaster from the very beginning, and the mission's poor luck only grew worse, finally ending with almost every man who'd made it ashore being captured or killed. The second mission was the first formal operation carried out by the Special Air Service, involving an airborne insertion during extremely bad weather resulting in the majority of the SAS men also being captured or killed.

      Although the daring and fighting spirit of the men carrying out these raids is without question, the missions made evident the fact that Commando-style operations were extremely high-risk affairs, and the slightest bit of bad luck could (and often did) result in disasters. The degree of risk involved was only heightened by the lack of understanding as to which missions were well-suited to forces like the Commandos, the LRDG, and the SAS. Furthermore, these forces were still in their infancy, the men still largely untested, their training and techniques not yet perfected. And, as a result, brave men died or spent a large portion of the war as POWs.

      On the other hand, the tank battles in this book were inspired primarily by two books. The first is Major Robert Crisp's Brazen Chariots, a memoir of Crisp's involvement in Operation Crusader. Crisp was a troop commander in the 4th Royal Tank Regiment, commanding a lend-lease M3 “Honey” Stuart light tank against Panzer IIIs and IVs. The second book is Lt. Col. Cyril Joly's Take These Men, a historical novel set over the course of the entire Desert Campaign, from battling the Italians to the surrender of the 15th Panzer Division. Joly was also an officer in the British Eighth Army, and he and Crisp served together during the war. As of this writing, only Crisp's memoir is currently in print, although Joly's novel is available through used book dealers. Both are incredibly visceral, engaging stories of the epic, far-ranging battles back and forth across the expanse of North Africa. Many of the little details – such as the radio protocols of British tank units – came from these two works, and any errors in fact are entirely my own.

      As always, I want to thank everyone who has read the previous entries in the CommandoCOMMANDO series, and I hope you also enjoyed this latest adventure. If you have the time and inclination, please take a moment to leave a review (or reviews) of these stories on Amazon or wherever you prefer. Books sell on the strength of their product reviews, and the feedback I receive from reviews helps me write the sorts of stories my readers most enjoy.

      And finally, on an entirely personal note, I want to dedicate this book to the memory of Bailey, my feline writing companion. Bailey would sit with me for hours upon hours while I typed away, purring contentedly on a nearby chair or even curled up around the corner of my laptop. As any writer can tell you, this can be a lonely business, and an animal companion can be a great comfort during frustrating bouts of writer's block or while trying to meet a looming deadline. Bailey had been with me since before the beginning of my first novel, and it breaks my heart to know I'll be starting the next without him by my side. So long, little buddy – it won't be the same without you.
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      Outside Of South Vaagso

      December 22, 1941, 0900 Hours

      

      Feldwebel Erich Metz adjusted the strap of his MP-38 machine pistol and scanned the forest around him. A thick carpet of white snow covered everything, and there was an eerie silence, broken only occasionally by the sound of one of his squad members shifting slightly in the snow behind him. Metz turned his head one way, then the other, trying to hear whatever had caused him to stop in the first place.

      “What is it?” asked the rifleman behind him.

      Metz turned and glared at the man. “Be quiet. I thought I heard something to the north.”

      The nine men following Metz along the forest trail looked around, adjusting their rifles for a better grip. The MG-34 gunner took the machine gun from his shoulder and held it like an enormous rifle, ready to engage the enemy. His assistant gunner and loader both unsnapped their pistol holsters and drew their P-38 automatics.

      Metz was not aware of any active partisan elements on Vaagso Island, but that didn’t mean anything. Ever since Norway’s surrender, men and women had been disappearing from towns and villages all throughout the country. Some of them, the Germans knew, were making their way to England, while others were retreating into the wilder regions of the country, holing up and waiting for a favorable time to strike at a target worth risking their lives. While Metz didn’t think ambushing his patrol would be worth a partisan element making its presence known, he also didn’t want to die with that belief as his last, fatal thought.

      Finally, hearing nothing, Metz grunted and gestured to his men. “Alright, keep moving, but stay alert.”

      The patrol continued on, and after a few minutes, Metz began to relax. He always enjoyed forests in winter; the look of a pristine white sheet of snow across the ground, little mounds of white frosting the tree branches and boughs, icicles hanging and reflecting the light. He’d grown up on a small farm in the German countryside, and he’d gone for long hikes with his father and brothers, out into the deep forests beyond their farmland. Occasionally, they’d bring camping gear and stay the night, his father telling stories (highly edited, he now realized) of the last war.

      Now, years later, Metz knew his father’s stories were just something to capture his children’s attention, pure fantasies with the barest relation to the real horrors of the trench warfare that had taken place. And now, having seen the realities of war during the invasion of Poland and Norway, Metz felt as if, in some small way, his father had betrayed him. As a young boy, he’d seen the veterans with their missing limbs and ruined features, heard muttered comments between the older men when they thought he wasn’t paying attention. But somehow, he’d taken his father’s tales and superimposed them over what was right in front of him.

      Metz was so absorbed in his reverie, he almost missed the soft crunch of snow off to his left. He turned, hands fumbling for the grip of his machine pistol, but before he could raise his weapon and find a target, Metz felt something smack him in the upper thigh. For a panicked moment, feeling no more than a slight ache from the impact, Metz feared the wound was so terrible, his body had numbed itself to the injury, as some veterans claimed happened with the worst wounds. But when he looked down, all he saw was a fistful of crumbling snow splattered across his thigh.

      Had he been hit by...a snowball?

      One of the soldiers behind him shouted in surprise, and Metz turned, only to see a flurry of snowballs arcing out from behind thick tree trunks and over snow-covered bushes. Several flew over the heads of his men or plopped into the snow around them, but many struck home, exploding into bits and chunks of hard-packed snow.

      Metz quickly spotted their attackers - a half-dozen young boys, probably in their early teenage years. They must have followed the German patrol, possibly using skis, and decided to move up ahead of the Germans and carry out an ambush of sorts. Foolhardy, considering that their targets were heavily armed, but such was the nature of boys and their pranks.

      After the shock of surprise wore off, several of Metz’s men began chuckling, and after he gave them a nod of approval, the Germans slung their rifles and began throwing snowballs of their own. For several minutes, the two sides engaged in a mock battle, their missiles arcing through the air past each other as German and Norwegian laughed while scooping up and squeezing handfuls of snow.

      Suddenly, one of the men near Metz let out a cry of pain. Metz turned and saw Egger, the machine gun loader, clutching at his nose, blood running freely down his chin.

      “What happened?” Metz asked, alarmed.

      Egger bent down and picked up a rock the size of a hen’s egg, half-covered in packed snow. “One of the little bastards hit me with this, stuck in the snowball!” The loader’s hand dropped to the holster of his P-38, and before Metz could say anything, Egger drew the pistol and raised it, aiming towards the boys.

      “Nein!” Metz shouted, lunging at Egger’s gun. He managed to slap the pistol down just as Egger pulled the trigger. The nine-millimeter slug blew a small geyser of snow up into the air, its report echoing through the forest.

      Both sides froze for a long moment before the Germans immediately went into action. Half-made snowballs were dropped as rifles were unslung.

      “Nicht Schiessen!” Metz roared at his men, waving his arms back and forth. Slowly, the men of his squad lowered the barrels of their rifles, although they continued to eye the cowering Norwegian boys with suspicion.

      “Hold your fire, all of you!” Metz ordered. “I’ll send them running.” He drew back the bolt of his MP-38, and taking careful aim, cut loose with several long bursts, aiming high above the heads of the boys, all of them now hiding behind any cover they could find. The machine pistol’s bullets ripped away chunks of wood from the trees and knocked ice and snow from branches, showering the area with bits of debris. The teenage boys were screaming and crying out in terror, never having faced gunfire before, and they buried themselves in the snow, not realizing that Metz was firing well above their positions.

      Metz’s weapon ran dry, and as the echoes of his gunfire died away, he let out an inarticulate shout, waving his arm at the Norwegians, indicating they should flee. At first, none of the boys moved, but finally one of them, looking a bit older than the others, shouted something with a note of authority in his voice, and after repeating himself, the boys shook off the paralysis of fear and began to run. Several of the boys stumbled and fell in the snow before getting their legs under them and fleeing into the woods. A couple of the Germans threw snowballs at the Norwegians’ retreating backs, and Metz heard more than one muttered curse.

      Metz turned to Egger, now holding a wad of crimson-colored snow to his face to stem the swelling and bleeding, Slinging his own weapon, Metz snatched the pistol from Egger’s hand and ejected the P-38’s magazine, then snapped the slide, ejecting the loaded round. He stuffed the magazine in Egger’s jacket pocket, then handed the weapon back.

      “Holster it, and leave it unloaded until we return to the town,” Metz ordered.

      “That rock, it was no accident. The little scheisse meant to hit me with it,” Egger replied, an insolent tone in his voice.

      “So you were going to shoot him for giving you a bloody nose?” Metz shot back.

      “He attacked me!” Egger whined.

      “They’re just children, not soldiers. Have some restraint!” Metz unslung his MP-38 and pulled its empty magazine, exchanging it with a full one from his left-hand pouch. “If you’d killed a child for giving you a bloody nose, Major Schroeder might have charged you with the murder of a civilian. You could have been executed.”

      Egger’s expression grew worried. “I am sorry, Feldwebel. It will not happen again.”

      Metz nodded and looked back down the line. His men continued to peer into the woods, watching for any movement from the direction the Norwegian boys had gone.

      “Alright, stop worrying about a counterattack from a bunch of children. Let’s move on,” Metz ordered, and he turned to continue moving along the trail.

      Keeping his weapon hidden from the men behind him, Metz surreptitiously drew back the bolt of his machine pistol, readying it for action.

      Just in case.
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      Kirkwall, Scotland

      December 22nd, 1100 Hours

      

      “Are you ready, Corporal?”

      Thomas Lynch looked into the mirror and adjusted his dress uniform one more time before turning towards the door. The gentleman from London gave him a polite smile, but the man’s eyes moved from Lynch to the clock hanging on the wall of the small anteroom.

      “Right,” Lynch nodded to the civilian and walked to the door, peeking out into the church’s nave. Everyone seemed in attendance, waiting patiently. He turned and looked over his shoulder.

      “Alright, boyo, it’s time now,” Lynch said.

      René Chenot stopped fiddling with his necktie and brushed at his hair, fingers trembling slightly with nerves. “I would rather face a company of Boche, mon ami,” the Frenchman muttered softly. “I cannot believe I am so nervous.”

      Lynch smiled at his friend and gently took him by the arm. “The only reason to be nervous is if you keep your bride-to-be waiting, you bloody fool. Let’s get cracking now.”

      The man from London stepped aside as Lynch led Chenot out of the anteroom and into the nave. They walked up and stood in front of the pulpit, where the priest was waiting with a slightly exasperated look on his face. The first two rows of pews on both sides of the center aisle were occupied, while the rest of the church was empty. On the groom’s side, the other Commandos who’d survived the Calais missions sat in the front row - all save Johnson, who was still recovering from wounds he’d taken in North Africa. Behind them sat a half dozen men, all civilians who’d come with Chenot from London. Lynch was surprised to see among them the elderly Lord Pembroke, the gentleman Lynch had met before being picked to take part in the mission to Merlimont.

      On the bride’s side of the isle, the front row was taken up by more civilians, both men and women. Lynch had heard several of them speaking both in French, and in English with strong French accents, so he assumed they were also refugees from their now-occupied country. Also in attendance were Monsieur and Madame Souliere, the grey-haired couple who’d supported the partisans Chenot fought with, and who’d escaped with the Commandos after Calais. The Madame stood near the altar, along with a young woman Lynch hadn’t seen before, presumably as matron and maid of honor.

      As the organist struck the first few notes, everyone in the church stood, and all eyes turned to the far end of the church. Marie Coupé, wearing a simple white dress, entered the nave escorted by André Bouchard. Marie was as beautiful as ever, and when Lynch had first seen her yesterday afternoon, he’d barely recognized her. He had last seen the partisans when they’d all disembarked from the armed trawler ferrying them across the Channel in the dead of night, several harrowing days after their escape from Calais this past summer. Marie - like everyone else - had been covered in blood, sweat, and all manner of filth, her face pinched and drawn from hunger and exhaustion. Now, she looked healthy and happy, almost radiant.

      In moments, Marie and Bouchard made their way to the front of the nave, and the priest cleared his throat, signalling the end of the organ’s music. Everyone in the pews sat down, and after Bouchard did his duty in giving away the bride, he stepped next to Lynch, while the priest nodded to René and Marie in turn. Lynch glanced at the little Frenchman next to him, noting that his wounded hand had healed nicely. Bouchard’s beard was short and neatly groomed, and he wore a tailored suit and a brand new pair of wire-rimmed glasses. Bouchard’s eyes glistened, tears forming in the corners of his eyes, and Lynch remembered that Bouchard’s wife and daughter had been killed by the Germans shortly after the capture of Calais in 1940. Lynch placed a reassuring hand on Bouchard’s shoulder for a moment, for he imagined the man was thinking how he’d never be able to give his own daughter away in marriage. Bouchard looked at Lynch and nodded in thanks, then daubed at his eyes with a handkerchief.

      As the priest began the wedding ceremony, Lynch’s mind began to wander. When he first got word two days ago that René and Marie were traveling here to get married in Kirkwall, just days before the largest Commando mission of the war, Lynch had been flabbergasted. He and the other members of his squad had had no contact whatsoever with the partisans, and they’d just assumed the French had been debriefed and then given some useful purpose. But when the wedding party arrived yesterday, Lynch had been shocked, not only at the number of people, but at the expeditiousness with which everything occurred. The army had made one visit to this, Our Lady & St. Joseph Church, the only Catholic church in Kirkwall, and in no time, arrangements for the marriage had been made.

      In the few brief conversations Lynch had been able to have with Chenot over the past twenty-four hours, it seemed that the partisans had been recruited into some manner of secret government agency, one created to support the war effort through sabotage, spycraft, and other unconventional means. While Chenot wouldn’t give any more details, he made it clear that their initial training period was now over, and they would be sent into occupied territory in the near future. Knowing their lives would once again be put in harm’s way, the two young partisans had decided to marry now, rather than wait for the war to be over, in case one or both of them did not survive.

      Lynch was, of course, happy for them, but his mind spun at the thought of love and marriage during such dark times. While it was apparent that Germany was no longer on the verge of invading Britain, and the battles now raging in North Africa seemed to favor the Eighth Army, ultimate victory - if it ever came - was still years away. The announcement two weeks ago that the United States was entering the war had been received with a great sigh of relief from most in the military, because although their war materiel was most appreciated, it was America’s large population that Lynch felt the war effort needed most. As handy as tanks and Thompsons were, they were just inert metal without men to use them, and Britain’s supply of manpower was dwindling at a frightful pace.

      So, with nothing but war in his foreseeable future, Lynch could not imagine falling in love right now. Sure, he enjoyed a dance and a snog with a pretty young lass now and then when the men were given leave, but Lynch knew his fate was far from certain. Commando operations were, by their very nature, high-risk affairs, and he’d seen how quickly luck could turn sour against such small groups of men, no matter how great their motivation and training. Even the mission that’d brought them all the way to Scapa Flow, the Royal Navy’s base in the Orkney Islands, was by no means a guaranteed success. Lynch and the other Commandos had heard plenty of gossip, and they knew this was going to be at least as big as the Lofoten raid back in March, with the whole of 3 Commando taking part, as well as elements from several other Commandos, the Royal Navy, and even air support from the RAF. But one lone U-Boat in the wrong place at the wrong time, and Lynch would learn what it was like to try and swim back to Blighty in the middle of winter.

      As the wedding mass continued, Lynch found himself going through the motions of ceremony, mostly taking his cues from Bouchard. Although he was born Irish Catholic, Lynch had been placed in an English-run orphanage as a small child, and while churchgoing had been a regular part of his upbringing, he’d never really found any attachment to the trappings of organized religion, either Protestant or Catholic. While some might say that battle makes all men prayerful, Lynch also knew many men who felt that no true and loving God would ever allow the horrors of modern war to come into being. In the end, Lynch left such theological debates to more learned and spiritual men. For him, it was enough to fight against an enemy that needed to be driven back, out of their conquered lands, and to avenge the friends he’d lost in France, and more recently, North Africa.

      “...you may now kiss the bride!”

      Lynch looked up as René and Marie kissed, embarrassed that he’d been so lost in thought he’d missed most of the wedding ceremony. As the onlookers cheered and clapped in happiness, Bouchard wept freely next to Lynch, the Frenchman wiping at his eyes again. Unsure of what to say, Lynch clapped a hand on Bouchard’s arm.

      “Cheer up now! If it weren’t for you, they’d not have made it to England alive,” Lynch said.

      Bouchard shook his head. “Non. I threw them against the Boche time and again, with no regard for their lives, only my hatred. You and your men are the reason we are here, and not rotting in some ditch in France. I only tried to kill them with my vengeance.”

      Lynch didn’t know how to respond, so he just patted Bouchard on the arm again. “Well, they’re here now, so we must be happy for them while it lasts. It sounds like they might be going back across the Channel sometime soon.”

      Bouchard’s lips twitched in a familiar smirk, and he adjusted his glasses. “They will not be alone. I am also part of...the organization responsible for their new profession.”

      Lynch arched an eyebrow. “You’ll be going with them?”

      “Oui. Only now, I work as a part of something greater. I feel more focused, less...maddened with rage,” Bouchard said.

      Lynch smiled at the little Frenchman. “That’s good to hear now, so it is. Come - this celebration is about to move down the street and into a pub. I’ll buy you a pint, and we can drink to many more dead Germans in both our futures.”
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      South Vaagso, Norway

      December 22nd, 1200 Hours

      

      Metz stood at attention in front of his Oberleutnant, a young officer named Bremer. The Oberleutnant sat for a moment and stared out the window to his right, watching as the townsfolk walked past the front of the Ulvesund Hotel, the occasional German soldier mixed in among them, all going about their daily routines.

      Finally, Bremer turned back and looked at Metz. “You are certain none of the boys were injured?”

      Metz nodded. “Ja, Oberleutnant. I was very careful, and fired well above their heads. At most, someone might have turned an ankle fleeing, or caught a splinter, but my bullets went nowhere near them.”

      Bremer made a sour face. “No matter the direction your gun is pointing, you cannot control what a bullet does once it leaves the barrel. A bullet passing through a frozen tree trunk might exit at an odd angle, or break up and send fragments anywhere.”

      “I understand, sir,” Metz replied. “But I felt I had to do something to keep the men from escalating the situation. If I hadn’t driven the boys away, one of my men might not have been so considerate.”

      Bremer steepled his fingers under his chin. “Yes, about that. What is the status of your man Egger? Is he fit for duty?”

      “His nose isn’t broken, just bloodied, and he has a split lip,” Metz answered. “His older brother was killed in North Africa a month ago, during the start of the latest British offensive. He has been...difficult to deal with since.”

      “Are you telling me you are unable to control your squad?” Bremer asked.

      “Sir, they are good men, but I think they’re a little restless, and the cold weather isn’t helping. The rest of the Wehrmacht is fighting the Tommies in Africa and the Ivans to the East. Guarding fish oil factories in Norway won’t provide many opportunities for glory, nor is it quite as entertaining for the men as occupation duty in France or Italy.”

      “So, you’re saying they’d rather be fighting, or fraternizing with the local women.”

      Metz shrugged. “Sir, they are young men, and without something to occupy their attention and engage their energies, their spirits will begin to rot.”

      Bremer nodded, then after a moment’s thought, rapped his knuckles against the top of his wooden desk. “Very well. I will talk to Major Schroeder, but for now, I’m going to have you and the other section leaders work your men with greater vigor. Daily patrols, one squad per day in rotation, and I also want bayonet drill and marksmanship practice. We have more than sufficient ammunition for training, and it’ll give the men something to do.”

      “An excellent idea, sir. I think it will go a long way towards improving the morale of the men,” Metz replied.

      Bremer looked pensive for a moment. “Feldwebel, do you think the Schneeballschlacht was more than just a game to those boys? Did their behavior seem aggressive?”

      Metz shook his head. “I think they were just being young boys, sir. Displays of rebelliousness are nothing new for men of that age.”

      “And the rock?”

      “Sir, that could have been a harmless mistake, scooped up with the snow. Easy enough to do when one is excited and not paying attention.”

      “Except that the snow here is deep, and the ground long frozen,” Bremer replied. “You would have to dig down quite far to find a rock, and one heavy enough to injure a man would likely be noticed.”

      “Are you concerned that this is a sign of something more dangerous, Oberleutnant?”

      Bremer glanced out his window again. “These are a proud people, Metz, and they’ve not felt the horrors of war for well over a hundred years. Yes, they lost some men and ships in the last war, but that is nothing compared to having the boots of your enemy standing on your soil. I am not oblivious to the muttered comments behind our backs, or the snide remarks when they think we can’t hear. We know there are resistance cells in the wilder parts of the country, and when the Tommies attacked the refinery on the Lofoten Islands this past spring, hundreds of Norwegians were eager to leave with them. All these people need is a sign of weakness on our part, and there will be blood in the streets.”

      Metz gave a dismissive grunt. “We’ve got more than enough firepower here to keep the locals in line, sir. There may be a few old revolvers or hunting rifles hidden away that we missed in the sweeps, but there is no way they can contest us.”

      Bremer gave his sergeant a hard look. “Of course they can’t stand against us, but we must ensure it never gets to that point. I am a soldier, and I follow orders, but I have no wish to line women and children up against walls and machine-gun them down. Mark my words, Feldwebel, that is precisely what we will be told to do if these folk openly rebel against us. Do you want to kill women and children?”

      Metz’s face hardened. “Nein, Herr Oberleutnant. I do not.”

      “Good. Then talk to your men, and make sure they understand. Remember, Metz - we are here to make sure the resources of this land support the war effort. If we fail in that duty, they will find another use for us, either in the desert, or along the Ostfront. Do you understand me?”

      “Jawohl, Herr Oberleutnant,” Metz answered.

      “Then you are dismissed,” Bremer said.

      Metz saluted Bremer, who returned the gesture, and then the Feldwebel turned and walked to the door, taking his MP-38 from a nearby coat-hook and slinging it over his shoulder.

      “One last thing, Feldwebel,” Bremer said behind Metz.

      “Ja, Oberleutnant?” Metz replied, turning to look at Bremer. The young officer was again looking out the window.

      “My great-uncle has friends within the OKW. He cannot be too obvious in the letters he writes to me, but he...hints at things from time to time.”

      “Sir?”

      Bremer turned and looked Metz in the eye. “The desert might be a terrible place, Feldwebel, but it is a paradise compared to the Ostfront.”
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      Kirkwall, Scotland

      December 22nd, 2100 Hours

      

      Lynch sucked the foam from the top of another pint and turned from the bar, looking to find a seat. He’d just finished dancing with a very pretty French girl, a friend of Marie’s, and he’d spent the last hour on his feet dancing with every other woman in the pub, Marie included. Right now, Lynch’s feet ached in his rarely-worn dress shoes, and all the previous pints and drams consumed over the last several hours were hitting him hard.

      Lynch sat down at corner table occupied by McTeague and Bowen. Both men had taken a seat only a little while ago, and the big Scotsman’s face was still flushed with the exertion of dancing. Bowen was continuously making eye contact with a petite, dark-haired Wren near the bar he’d been dancing with earlier in the evening. Seeing this, Lynch gave his friend a playful punch in the arm.

      “I think she’s eager for a snog and a cuddle after the party, so she is,” Lynch said, a little too loudly.

      Bowen shot him a dirty look. “You bloody lout, you’re as bad as Nelson.”

      “You’re the one who should be as bad as Nelson, mate,” Lynch said, and pointed to the other side of the pub. Harry Nelson was tucked into a booth with a pair of curvaceous Wrens, no doubt entertaining the two young women with some highly exaggerated tale of daring and heroism.

      Bowen looked at his squad-mate on the other side of the room and just shook his head. “Those birds would shag the postman for their daily mail. I prefer women of quality.”

      “Listen ‘ere lad,” McTeague grumbled from behind a dark pint of ale. “Women of quality don’t muck about with the likes of us, shippin’ out to kick the Hun in the stones and maybe not comin’ back again. Those birds, they’re away back to London tomorrow, and the day after, they might be dead in a pile o’ rubble, thanks to a Jerry bomb.”

      “Well aren’t you just full of Christmas cheer, Sergeant?” Bowen shot back, taking a long sip from his whisky.

      “Go on now, mate,” Lynch told Bowen, “Buy that blackbird of yours a drink and wish her a happy holiday. We might all be dead in a week.”

      Bowen stared into what was left of his Scotch for a moment, then tossed the remnant back before standing up, straightening his tie, and walking to the bar. The dark-haired Wren smiled at the wiry Commando, who pulled up a stool and sat down next to her.

      “Ain’t love bloody grand?” Lynch asked McTeague.

      “More like a bloody nuisance, long as a war’s on,” the Scotsman replied, taking a long draught from his ale. “Beer, on the other hand, is grand any time.”

      Just then the musicians stopped to take a break and the dancers moved to find any available seats. Lynch watched Chenot and Marie kiss and part from each other - Marie towards the lavatory, while Chenot took a proffered glass of whisky from the bar and walked over to join Lynch and McTeague.

      “Have a seat now, boyo,” Lynch gestured towards the empty chair. “Tell us how married life is treating you now.”

      The Frenchman sat and took a long sip of the amber-coloured fluid in his glass, making a serene face as he swallowed. “I will never get used to the dark ale your people drink,” Chenot said. “But I must say, mon amis, this Scotch is very good, yes?”

      “Uisce beatha,” Lynch replied. “The water of life, and Ireland’s gift to world, so it is.”

      At this, McTeague sat up and glared at Lynch. “Listen ‘ere lad, stop spreading such lies, and in a Scottish pub, no less.”

      “It’s true now, I know it!” Lynch exclaimed. “The Bushmills distillery is the oldest in the world. You lot have been playing catch-up to the fair folk of Erin ever since, so you have.”

      “All a bunch of stuff and nonsense!” McTeague growled. “Besides, if the Irish invented it, then by God, the Scots perfected it!”

      “Gentlemen, gentlemen!” Chenot cried, his hands raised pleadingly. “Can we not drink in peace? Besides, you are both drinking beer, no?”

      The two Commandos looked at each other for a moment before they both let out a roar of laughter, toasting each other with a clink of pint glasses and a long draught of dark ale.

      After the laughter had died down for a moment, Chenot turned to Lynch. “The English gentleman, Lord Pembroke? He is leaving soon, and wants to see you and I before he departs.”

      Lynch nodded and stood up, leaving his drink at the table. “Guard my pint for me, would you, Sergeant?”

      “I’ll keep an eye on it, lad,” McTeague replied.

      Lynch followed Chenot to another corner of the pub, where the elderly Pembroke was just getting to his feet, his aide holding his coat, and the civilians from London were taking Pembroke’s cue to leave, standing and gathering their coats and hats. When he saw Lynch and Chenot, Pembroke gave the two men a wide smile.

      “Ah, the groom and his best man, how splendid! It was a lovely little service, despite being Catholic, of course. Still and all, must show deference towards our French allies, isn’t that right, Corporal Lynch?”

      Lynch nodded. “Of course, my lord. Absolutely wonderful service, so it was.”

      Pembroke turned to the man holding his coat. “Jenkins, would you fetch the parcels from your briefcase? That’s a good fellow.”

      Pembroke’s aide opened a leather briefcase and took out a pair of small packages wrapped in red paper, bound with green ribbons. After examining each for a moment, Pembroke’s aide handed one to Lynch and one to Chenot. The two men gave bemused looks to Pembroke, who smiled and clapped them both on the arm.

      “A present for the groom, of course, and a gift for the best man as well,” Pembroke explained. “Unfortunately, arrangements for this ceremony have all been rather last-minute, and with you lads on the eve of another escapade, getting all this put together might have ruffled a few feathers. But thankfully, I do have a bit of influence at my disposal, and what good is having my old friend Winnie’s ear if I’m not able to bend it now and then?”

      “Do you mean...Prime Minister Churchill, my lord?” Lynch asked.

      Pembroke chuckled. “But of course, lad! Saw the elephant together patrolling the veldt, been fast chums ever since. Now, hurry up and unwrap those presents, I’m out well past my bedtime. Older you get, the earlier you go to sleep, and the earlier you wake up. Damndest thing, really.”

      Lynch and Chenot looked at each other for a moment before untying the ribbon and removing the wrapping paper, revealing a pair of brightly-polished wooden boxes. Inside, each of them found a pristine Browning nine-millimetre automatic, along with four magazines. The two men looked at Pembroke in wonder.

      “I am something of a collector,” Pembroke explained, “and I bought a number of those when the Belgians began manufacturing them in ‘35. Wonderful arms, simply wonderful, and a damn shame the Boche have their hands on the plant now. But of course, they aren’t doing anyone much good sitting inside a cabinet in my gun room, so I’m giving this pair to you two fine fellows. Hopefully they’ll serve you well.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Lynch stammered out, “but this is too fine a gift for me. I can’t take something from your personal collection, I’m just a common soldier.”

      “My dear Corporal Lynch,” Pembroke smiled at him. “It is the common soldier, performing acts of uncommon valor, who’ll win the war for us. Take the pistol, use it in defence of your country, and please, don’t drop it in the Channel?”

      “Lord Pembroke, it is an honor, as always,” Chenot said, and gave the English gentleman a short bow.

      “Enjoy the rest of your evening, boys!” Pembroke exclaimed, as his aide helped him into his greatcoat. “And be sure to kill a few of those bloody Huns for the rest of us!”

      With that, Pembroke and his aide, along with the other Londoners, made their way to the pub’s door and exited in a blast of frigid North Atlantic air.

      “Sometimes I think that old man is positively mad,” Lynch muttered.

      Bouchard walked over from the bar holding a glass of Cognac in his hand, his gait a bit unsteady. “What did the Englishman give you?” he asked.

      Lynch and Chenot showed Bouchard the pistols inside their cases. Bouchard smirked, and pulled aside his suit jacket to show the butt of another Browning hanging in a shoulder holster. “I still have the pistol taken from that savage Boche in Merlimont. Much better to use the weapons of your enemies against them.”

      “Didn’t I give you that when I saved your arse back in Calais?” Lynch asked with a grin.

      Bouchard frowned and wobbled slightly on his feet, before taking a drink from his glass. “Oui, and now that you have your own, do not expect this one to be returned.”

      Lynch and Chenot laughed, and the three men walked back to the table where McTeague still sat, a glass of whisky in his hand, and a partially-emptied bottle of Balvenie on the table next to several other clean glasses. Lynch’s beer was nowhere to be found.

      “I told the barkeeper to leave the bottle and a few glasses for me and my mates,” McTeague explained.

      “Where’s my pint?” Lynch demanded.

      “Sorry lad, casualty of war,” McTeague replied. “That’s why I decided to get a whole bottle of the good stuff.”

      The three men sat down, and Lynch poured himself and Chenot a glass apiece. Lynch raised his glass and looked at the men at the table.

      “Alright boyos, to Lord Pembroke - he might be bloody peculiar, but I’m glad to have him on our side. Cheers!”

      They each took a drink and sat in silence for a moment, before McTeague gave the Frenchmen a speculative look.

      “That bloody nobleman, is he the man in charge of ye?” McTeague asked.

      Bouchard shook his head. “He is not, but he plays a large part in their affairs. A patron, you might say. It was he who arranged for the three of us to join...ah, to join the war effort again, in a different way.”

      “Sounds very cloak-and-dagger, so it does. Very hush-hush,” Lynch said.

      Chenot nodded. “The Englishman you brought into Calais with you, the man Smythe, he works for the people who have been training us. Spies, assassins, saboteurs - many lives risked to save the world from the Boche.”

      “Death to the Boche!” Bouchard exclaimed, raising his glass quickly and spilling Cognac down his fingers. The other three men raised their glasses and returned the toast.

      “Death to the Boche!”
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      Outside Of South Vaagso, Norway

      December 23Rd, 900 Hours

      

      Feldwebel Metz stood behind his squad’s MG-34 machine-gun team as they sent short bursts of bullets downrange. The squad’s designated ammunition carrier knelt behind the assistant machine gunner, ready to pass forward more ammunition or one of the MG-34’s spare barrels. The squad’s six riflemen were spread out to both flanks, each a few paces from the other, firing their Mauser rifles from the kneeling position. Normally Metz would have them shooting while prone, but the deep snow around them made bracing their rifles in that position especially difficult.

      Metz used his binoculars to observe the impact of his squad’s fire downrange, geysers of snow leaping up into the air as bullets impacted on and around targets two hundred metres away. Normally the men would be shooting at even greater ranges, but Metz knew that if they ever had to fight here in Vaagso, the engagement distances would be comparatively short, limited either by the heavy forests they patrolled through, or the built-up nature of South Vaagso itself, if the town was ever attacked from the sea. Metz knew that occasions where a rifle or machinegun could be used to its full effective range were rather uncommon. No doubt in Africa or on the Russian steppe, his fellow soldiers were shooting at enemies five, six, or maybe even a thousand metres or more away, but that was never going to happen here.

      And, Metz reflected, far more important than the accuracy of his squad’s rifle fire was the effectiveness of their light machine gun. The MG-34 was, Metz believed, the best machine gun of its type in the world, and when manned and used properly, it was devastating. Whole squads of enemy infantry could be cut down in seconds, soft-skinned vehicles destroyed, even planes shot out of the sky if one was lucky enough. The full-powered 7.92mm round could kill at over a kilometre, and had enough penetration at combat ranges to tear through a tree trunk or shatter a brick wall. The MG-34 was more capable of sustained fire than the Tommy’s Bren gun, and not only lighter but with almost twice the rate of fire of their water-cooled Vickers. It was truly a feat of engineering, and although it required careful maintenance and was complicated in its design and manufacture, it gave the German soldier a great advantage against his enemies.

      Right now, Metz had his squad practicing a contact drill against an enemy infantry unit. The machine gun swept the enemy position with half-second bursts of six or seven shots, while the riflemen provided added firepower and security to the MG team, ensuring that the opposing force did not work their way around the machine gun’s arc of fire and attack from the flank. Even if the squad’s firepower did not entirely wipe out their enemy, it pinned them in place, either through causing casualties or through suppressing fire. Eventually, if this was a real combat situation, Metz would ensure mortar or artillery fire was called down on the enemy position, or if that wasn’t possible, he would either send a portion of his squad forward, or be supported by another squad, and they’d advance from the flank until they could close with the pinned enemy and wipe them out with grenades or small-arms fire.

      Out here, on the firing range, Metz knew it was easy to forget that if this was for real, and not just a firing exercise, their gunfire would be ripping other human beings into so much twitching, screaming wreckage. Metz had taken part in Fall Weiss back in September of ‘39, had fired on hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned Polish infantry desperately trying to hold back the German Blitzkrieg. Metz knew he had killed or wounded enemy soldiers, although he hadn’t shot anyone at close range, not close enough to see the impact of the bullet, the spray of blood, the look of shock and pain and horror on the faces of the dying men.

      However, he had moved through enemy positions after the Poles had been shredded by machine guns and bombarded by mortars and artillery. He’d seen men ripped apart, torn limb from limb by high explosives and shrapnel, heads shattered or blown clean away. He’d passed bodies ground into paste under the steel treads of Panzers, or burned to blackened, twisted husks. The first few times, Metz had thrown up the contents of his last meal, especially when confronted by the smell of death, the odor so thick it seemed to cling to the tongue and taint the water you drank and the food you ate.

      But in time, hunger and thirst overcame Metz’s physical revulsion, and by the end of the campaign, Metz would only twist his lips in distaste and wrinkle his nose at the sight and smell of destroyed human bodies. Some men he’d fought with never adjusted to the horrors of war, and more than a few of them were taken from the front lines and sent to serve in some rear-echelon unit. For others, the pendulum swung too far in the other direction, and they became murderous and sadistic, more than happy to shoot a wounded enemy rather than summon aid, or kill a prisoner rather than accept their surrender. These acts of barbarism were officially condemned, but Metz knew those in command cared little for displays of kindness towards the enemies of the Third Reich. Healing the injured and feeding the hungry took resources, and the generals, Metz was certain, would rather dedicate those resources towards their own men than their enemies.

      Shaking his head to clear it of such morbid thoughts, Metz turned his attention back to the firing exercise. His machine gun team was displaying excellent coordination and teamwork, and his gunner, a broad-shouldered brute of a man named Wiegand, had perfected his timing; Metz could distinctly hear six rounds fired in every machine gun burst, a difficult task with the MG-34’s high rate of fire.

      “That’s enough!” Metz shouted, and his squad immediately ceased fire. “Excellent shooting today. Pack up, and we’ll move back to quarters. Weapons maintenance first, then lunch.”

      Egger, his nose bruised and swollen from yesterday’s incident, looked past Metz and pointed. “It appears we’re not the only ones training today.”

      Metz turned and saw a squad of German soldiers approaching their makeshift firing range. The hilly ground around the town made any kind of flat, regular range area impossible, so they were shooting across a wide, low dip in the ground along the edge of the Skramsvatnet, the small lake to the north-west of South Vaagso. Other squads occasionally came to the area to shoot as well, although Metz hadn’t seen this particular unit before. He gave the squad’s Gefreiter a friendly wave, and the junior NCO saluted Metz, a gesture he casually returned.

      “Hello,” Metz said to the squad leader as the newcomer approached. “I’ve never seen your unit before, are you newly transferred here?”

      “Ja,” the corporal answered. “We’re on leave for the next two weeks.”

      The young man had short-cropped blond hair and very light blue eyes, the very picture of an ideal Aryan. But he also bore an unnaturally pale complexion, and there was a bright, waxy scar along the side of his neck that looked newly healed. If he had to guess, Metz would say the man had been badly injured, and had recently spent some time in a hospital recovering from his wounds.

      Metz eyed the Edelweiss badge on the man’s uniform. “You’re from a Gebirgstruppe unit?” he asked.

      The corporal nodded. “We’re Gebirgsjäger, light infantry. From the 139th Mountain Infantry Regiment, 3rd Mountain Division.”

      Metz nodded, remembering that the 3rd had taken part in the invasion of Poland, and then, like his own unit, tasked with the invasion of Norway during Operation Weserübung. Seeing the newcomers had their rifles slung, he gestured backwards with a thumb. “Here for some firing practice?”

      The corporal smiled. “We’re taking a walk, actually, stretching our legs. We just arrived from a ferry, and thought it would be good to get a little exercise. We heard the gunfire, but no one in town seemed concerned, so we decided we’d see what was going on.”

      “Ah, well, no excitement here,” Metz replied. “The boys have been getting a little restless, and the Oberleutnant thought it would be best to get them on the firing line and keep them occupied.” Metz stuck out his hand. “I’m Metz, by the way.”

      The corporal shook his hand. “Ansel, good to meet you. Have you been in Norway long?”

      “Since last April, and Poland before that. I believe our divisions have crossed the same ground over the last two years,” Metz answered.

      Ansel smiled. “Well, until recently, of course. We’ve been deployed along the front since June, and we fought to take the big northern port of Murmansk from the Ivans.”

      “Oh?” Metz answered. He’d heard about the failure of the joint offensive with the Finns against the Russians. The drive had been halted by the arrival of winter and the unexpectedly stiff resistance of the Russian forces. Bremer’s comment yesterday also came to mind. “I haven’t talked to anyone who’s served on the Ostfront yet, but I heard the fighting was...quite rough.”

      Ansel’s features drew tight, his lips thinning. “Yes, it was. Twenty thousand casualties trying to take the port, and little to show for it but graves and wounded men. The damned Ivans just throw themselves at us in countless waves, and no matter how many we kill, more just march over the bodies of their dead and advance on us.”

      Metz shuddered. “I have heard such things about the Russians, but it seemed impossible, just camp talk and tall tales. I did not think they could be so inhuman.”

      Ansel shook his head. “The Slavic peoples are less intelligent than us, and while they can sometimes be consumed with primitive fear and break ranks, more often they just advance into our gunfire like cattle walking into the slaughter pens.”

      “A pity then, that their Communist masters do not just capitulate and save the lives of their people,” Metz replied.

      “In the end, it does not matter,” Ansel replied, shrugging. “The Third Reich will triumph over the barbarians, and we will drive them eastward until der Führer decides we have all the land our nation needs to grow for the next thousand years. In order for that to happen, many more Russian graves will be filled.”

      Metz felt a chill that had little to do with the winter cold. He considered himself a loyal soldier of Germany and believed in doing his duty to the Fatherland, but he had no stomach for Ansel’s blood-soaked rhetoric. Defeating one’s enemies was one thing - wiping out entire peoples because you believed your own kind to be superior was something else entirely.

      Metz knew better than to voice his opinion, however. “It will be a hard road, but we must trust in der Führer. His vision will bring Germany the glory it deserves, yes?”

      “Yes indeed, Feldwebel,” Ansel readily agreed, his expression brightening. “Now, if your men are done with their firing exercises, I was going to take my squad on a walk around the lake.”

      Metz gestured behind him, towards the water and the hills beyond. “By all means, Gefreiter. It is a good day - cold, but with a clear sky and a bright sun. Enjoy yourselves, and welcome to Vaagso Island - it is pleasant here, if a little boring!”
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      Scapa Flow, Scotland

      December 23Rd, 1300 Hours

      

      Lynch stood along the railing of HMS Prince Charles, waiting to file below deck with the rest of his squad. A sharp, bitterly cold wind cut across the water, and Lynch turned up the collar of his greatcoat, eager to get out of the wind and have a hot cup of tea. He wore his pack and carried his Thompson submachine gun slung over his shoulder, while the other men around him carried a wide variety of other weapons. A few places ahead, a Commando Lynch didn’t know stood with the long bulk of a Boys anti-tank rifle balanced on his shoulder. Lynch had used a Boys rifle once in North Africa, and was glad he hadn’t been assigned the heavy, ungainly weapon for this mission. Although the .55 calibre bullet it fired had excellent penetration power for a man-portable weapon, the rifle weighed over thirty pounds and was over five feet long.

      And if we run into any bloody panzers, Lynch thought to himself, that bloody great rifle still won’t be worth a damn. The Boys rifle was effective against soft-skinned vehicles, light armoured cars, and the smaller Panzer Is and IIs, but against the much larger and more heavily armoured Panzer IIIs and IVs, such as they’d faced on their last mission, Lynch knew the Boys rifle would be terribly ineffective.

      Glancing back behind him, Lynch saw Sergeant Ramsay from No. 1 Troop and the men of his mortar section carrying their burdens, the long tubes and heavy bipods of the three-inch mortars. They would be the heaviest weapons the Commandos brought along for this mission, and Lynch was grateful to see them. The big mortars could lob a ten-pound bomb more than two miles, and a well-trained crew could put a dozen bombs on target in a minute. Pound for pound, Lynch thought, it was the best weapon in the Commandos’ arsenal.

      Finally, the line in front of Lynch moved sufficiently for him to descend below deck, and Lynch nearly stumbled and fell on the steep, narrow iron stairs as his eyes adjusted to the relatively dark interior of the troop transport. Prince Charles and its sister ship, HMS Prince Leopold, had been built a decade ago as cross-channel ferries, and Lynch found it darkly humorous to think that the ships were still ferrying Britons across the Channel...just under circumstances their builders hadn’t likely considered.

      Eventually Lynch made it to the four-bunk cabin that would be his berth for the duration of their journey. Nelson was there, propping his Thompson in the corner, along with Troopers Higgins and Herring. Higgins was an exemplary soldier; good-natured in the face of hardship, brave under fire, and eager to earn the respect of his superiors, especially McTeague, whom Higgins all but worshipped. Higgins was currently the squad’s Bren gunner, a role he’d been proud to take on despite the fact that the squad’s previous two gunners had died in combat.

      Trooper Herring stood in stark contrast to Higgins. Assigned to their squad shortly before they’d been sent to North Africa, Herring was the only member of the squad who’d never seen combat against the Germans during the defence of France in 1940, having only joined the army after the Dunkirk evacuation. However, Lord Pembroke had personally seen to it that Herring was assigned to their unit, and while Herring had no substantive service record to speak of, it was clearly evident after their missions in North Africa that Herring was no stranger to fighting, especially cold-blooded silent killing with a knife. Lynch had seen Herring kill a sentry in Mersa Matruh, and the wiry Londoner had positively relished the act of stabbing the unsuspecting Egyptian sentry through the kidneys with a long-bladed sword bayonet. The man also carried a switch-knife in his stocking, a practice that had served him well when he and Nelson had been captured during their last adventure.

      As the men sorted out their kit and settled into their cabin, Lynch watched the interaction between Nelson and Herring. While the two had nearly come to blows several times when Herring had first joined the squad, there was now a bond between the two, a grudging respect. Nelson and Herring still traded insults with great frequency, but Lynch could tell that the two men were no longer hostile towards one another. Considering they were the two most belligerent members of the squad, Lynch considered this no mean feat.

      After squaring away their berths, Lynch and the other Commandos made their way to the ship’s galley, where they were served mugs of piping hot tea and bacon sandwiches. The four men found a table to sit at, and were quickly joined by McTeague, Bowen, Hall, and White. These men, the remainder of Lynch’s squad, were bunked across the passageway from Lynch’s berth.

      “Sergeant,” Lynch spoke up, “have you seen Lieutenant Price since we boarded?”

      McTeague shook his head. “The lieutenant is meeting with the Troop captains and the other subalterns, going over the details of the mission. That’s all I know, lad.”

      “Going to be a bloody big raid, it will,” Nelson speculated. “The whole of Three Commando, plus boys from Two, Four, and Six. I’ve seen those patches on all sorts of blokes over the last couple of days. Even heard a group speaking funny, and shag me sister if it wasn’t Norwegians wearing our kit.”

      “No one wants to shag your sister, Harry,” Herring said. “Not good to get the pox before a raid.”

      “He doesn’t even have a bleedin’ sister,” Lynch said. “Least not one he knows about, that is.”

      “Stow it, you lot!” McTeague growled.

      Lynch saw Bowen set down his mug of tea and think for a moment. “It’s probably another raid along the Norwegian coast, like Claymore back in March,” the Welsh sniper said. “Blowing up fish oil tanks and burning down factories.”

      “Those were the only fun parts of that bloody mission,” Nelson muttered. “The sodding Krauts didn’t even put up a fight! More’n two hundred of ‘em walked right into the bloody bag, Hande hoch!” He raised his hands up in the air in an imitation of surrender.

      “If you think the bleedin’ Jerries are going to make it that easy this time around, you’re a bloody fool, so you are,” Lynch replied. “A lot has happened since that mission, a lot more blood has been shed. You’ll see now, there’s going to be fighting before the end, to be sure.”

      The conversation died down as each man focused on his tea and sandwiches, their thoughts no doubt on the upcoming mission. A week ago, Lynch and all the other Commandos had participated in a full-scale training exercise, an amphibious assault landing on a small, rocky island here in Scapa Flow. They’d been carried out into the sea by these same ferries, lowered into the water aboard landing craft, and had motored in towards the island while the Royal Navy warships fired massive, high-explosive shells over their heads, and RAF fighter-bombers dropped smoke bombs along the beaches. The rough sea and bone-chilling spray had made all the men cold and miserable, and Lynch did not relish the idea of doing that again, and under fire from the enemy, no less.

      On two separate occasions over the last year, he and the other members of Price’s squad had carried out stealthy nighttime landings on the beaches of Northern France, paddling rubber boats ashore, waiting for the dreadful flash and roar of enemy guns signalling their discovery. But, Lynch knew those landings, while risky, were designed to avoid contact with the enemy if at all possible. The idea of wallowing through heavy seas in an over-burdened tin box, offering little more than some morning target practice for the German machine guns, mortars, and artillery hammering at them, was infinitely worse. Lynch knew that every encounter with the enemy could result in his death, but if it was to come, he wanted to have at least a chance at taking one of his killers with him. There was no chance of such satisfaction if he was blown to bits by a heavy mortar or howitzer shell and sent to the bottom of the Atlantic.

      The Commandos had just finished their meal when McTeague suddenly stood at attention. “On yer feet, lads! Officer present!”

      Immediately, every Commando in the galley stopped and stood, a few quickly chewing and swallowing a half-finished bite of sandwich, as Captain Herbert “Algy” Forrester entered the galley. Forrester was the leader of 3 Commando’s No. 4 Troop, to which Lynch and the rest of his squad had been assigned after returning from North Africa. Captain Eldred, who had led them on their desert missions, had been called away to Army HQ soon after their return to Britain. Lynch admired Forrester quite a bit - he was a model Commando officer, a fighting man who always undertook every exercise his men performed, a man who possessed a real warrior’s spirit. Although Lynch thought highly of Eldred, and would gladly serve under his command again, Captain Forrester made for an excellent substitute.

      “Alright lads,” Captain Forrester spoke once all the men were standing at attention, “I know you’re all wondering what you’re doing so far north in the middle of winter, stuck aboard this old tub. Your other captains and I, as well as your subalterns, will provide all the answers later this afternoon. But first, we have a guest aboard, and I want you lads to muster on deck for review.”

      The men gave each other queer looks, but McTeague got them all moving. “Ye heard the Captain! On the deck, right bloody smartly!”

      The men rushed to the exits, and within a few minutes, the entire troop complement aboard the Prince Charles was standing above deck, doing their best to stand at attention while shivering in the cold, the wind slicing right through their battledress. A motor launch from HMS Kenya approached the ferry, and once it pulled alongside, a sailor piped aboard a small party of men, at the center of which stood Lieutenant-Colonel Durnford-Slater, the commanding officer of 3 Commando, as well as a tall gentleman in a Royal Navy uniform, bearing an Admiral’s insignia.

      “That bloke looks familiar,” Nelson muttered, standing next to Lynch.

      Lieutenant Price, who’d joined them on deck, glanced over at Nelson and leaned in slightly. “That’s Lord Mountbatten, Commander of Combined Operations.”

      “What the bloody hell does that mean, sir?” Nelson asked.

      “It means,” Lynch replied in a harsh whisper, “He’s in charge of this whole bloody carnival, so straighten up and don’t look like a ponce.”

      Durnford-Slater and Lord Mountbatten slowly made their way from one end of the ferry’s deck to the other. The lieutenant-colonel was doing most of the talking, while Mountbatten nodded and asked the occasional question. Now and then, Mountbatten would stop and have a few words with one of the Commandos before moving on, and from what Lynch saw, the English lord seemed pleased with the state of the men under his command. Lynch recalled that Mountbatten had been given his current position shortly before Lynch and the others had flown to North Africa. Mountbatten had replaced Sir Roger Keyes, the first commander of Combined Operations, whom, rumors stated, hadn’t been very well-liked by anybody. To make matters worse for Sir Roger, his son, Geoffrey, a lieutenant-colonel at the shockingly young age of 24 (through his father’s influence, many said), had led Operation Flipper, the disastrous raid on what was supposed to have been Rommel’s headquarters in North Africa. The rumors around Flipper varied wildly, but only a tiny handful of the men who’d made it to shore to carry out the raid managed to return. The rest, including Keyes, were presumed dead or captured.

      Lynch cleared his head of such thoughts as Durnford-Slater and Lord Mountbatten approached. The lieutenant-colonel gestured towards Lynch and the other men in Price’s squad.

      “My Lord, this is Lieutenant Price and his men. The lieutenant was picked by Lord Pembroke for the, ah, excursions to the Calais region earlier this year, and he was Captain Eldred’s second-in-command during the recent expedition to Egypt.”

      Lord Mountbatten extended his hand and shook Price’s, smiling broadly. “Pleased to meet you, Lieutenant. Lord Pembroke speaks very highly of you and your men. Just the sort of dash and vigor we’re going to need to win the war.”

      “Thank you my lord, we strive to do our best,” Price said, blushing.

      Lord Mountbatten glanced towards Lynch. “What’s your name, Corporal?”

      “Thomas Lynch, my lord. Formerly of the Royal Irish Fusiliers,” Lynch replied.

      “Did you see action at Arras?” Mountbatten asked.

      “Yes, my lord. I lost many friends to the Jerries there, so I did. That’s the reason I volunteered for the Commandos.”

      “Got back in the fight as soon as possible, eh? Good show, lad.”

      “Thank you, my lord.”

      Durnford-Slater and Lord Mountbatten continued down the line of men, and Nelson shot an elbow into Lynch’s ribs. “Now who’s the ponce, talking up the quality.”

      “You’re just jealous, you tosser,” Lynch replied back.

      Eventually, Mountbatten finished his review, and made his way back down the line towards his launch. Before he departed, the commander of Combined Operations turned back to the men standing at attention.

      “One last thing!” Mountbatten said, raising his voice so everyone on deck heard him. “Some of you may know that my destroyer, the Kelly, was sunk by the Germans earlier this year. As my men and I bobbed about in the water, the Germans swept us with machine-gun fire, and many good lads were killed, butchered in cold blood. I can assure you, there is no reason to treat them gently on my account.”

      Lord Mountbatten let his words sink in for a moment before he raised a hand and saluted the men aboard the Prince Charles.

      “Farewell, and good luck to you all.”
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      Hms Prince Charles, Scapa Flow, Scotland

      December 24th, 2100 Hours

      

      Lynch peered through the porthole and looked out over the waters of Scapa Flow as the engines of the Prince Charles began to vibrate the deck under his feet. In a few minutes they’d be underway, heading several hundred miles north, into the fjords of Norway.

      Shortly after Lord Mountbatten’s departure yesterday, the Commando officers had called their men together and laid out the mission ahead of them. The target was a small coastal town known as South Vaagso. It contained a number of fish canning facilities as well as fish oil processing plants, all providing resources for the German war effort. In addition, South Vaagso harboured a small fishing fleet, guarded by a number of armed German trawlers.

      Their mission was to assault the town with an amphibious beach landing, then advance from south to north through the town. Several troops were tasked with eliminating the German garrison, while demolition teams destroyed the canneries and fish oil refineries, and the naval vessels sank the Vaagso fishing fleet and any German vessels in the harbour. The mission was little different than the Lofoten raid they’d carried out back in March, but while that mission had been essentially bloodless, there was no telling the opposition they’d face while taking Vaagso. Reconnaissance photos of the area showed at least one substantial gun battery guarding the entrance to the fjord, along with what could be a couple of established defensive positions near the southern end of the town. If the Germans were awake and paying attention to the waters in front of them, the Commandos’ landing craft might very well be sailing into a wall of lead.

      In addition, even if the landing went according to plan, and the Royal Navy bombardment and RAF smoke screen protected the landing craft, the town itself could be a death-trap. South Vaagso was a little more than a mile long, and only a couple hundred yards east to west at its widest point. There was one main thoroughfare down through the center of town which would, by necessity, have to be the Commandos' route through the town, and any competent German garrison commander would make sure that road was covered by multiple machine gun positions, as well as mortars, snipers, and makeshift strongpoints packed with men carrying machine pistols and grenades. The Commandos would have to move through the town and fight house-to-house, the worst kind of environment for an assault, while the Germans fell back from one fighting position to another. The right kind of commander, with troops willing to fight tenaciously, could ensure that a considerable percentage of the Commando raiding party found their end in the bloody snows of South Vaagso.

      But Lynch also knew that these sorts of missions were exactly what the Commandos were trained for - indeed, they were the whole reason for their existence. They’d strike hard and fast, and with any luck, be gone before the German forces occupying Norway could respond. The result would be a harsh blow delivered to Germany’s Norwegian resources, and a moral victory for the British forces and their allies, not to mention all the Commando units themselves. A couple of minor penny-packet raids along the occupied coast and a few (largely) disastrous actions in North Africa had left most of the Commandos feeling as if all their training - and their hopes of striking back against the Nazis - were for naught. Lynch knew the men around him needed a big, solid victory to give them all the courage and confidence to soldier on during the years to come.

      The throbbing of the ship’s engines increased, and soon Lynch realized they were underway, forming up with the Prince Leopold and the four Royal Navy destroyers escorting the HMS Kenya. Lynch turned to look at his three berth-mates, each of whom was performing some mundane task. Nelson was running a whetstone along the edge of his brass-knuckle trench knife, while Higgins used a needle and thread to mend a pair of woolen socks, and Herring cleaned and oiled his M1911A1 automatic, the pistol stripped apart and laid out on a scrap of old cloth.

      “Looks like we’re leaving port,” Lynch said.

      “Thank you for the announcement, Captain Hornblower,” Herring replied. “But we’re not bloody unconscious - we can feel the boat moving.”

      “It’s a ship,” Higgins said, looking up from his sock, “not a boat. They’ll get mad at you if you call it a boat.”

      “Who the hell cares, boat or ship?” Herring shot back. “They’re all the same.”

      “A boat is something you paddle around in a duck pond,” Higgins answered. “A ship is big, goes on the open water.”

      “Will the two of you shut your bleedin’ gobs, before I test this edge on your sodding throats?” Nelson snarled, brandishing his trench knife.

      “You’re still carrying that old relic around?” Lynch asked Nelson. “If Lieutenant Price or Captain Forrester see that bit of non-regulation kit, they’ll chew your arse out, so they will.”

      “It bloody well suits me,” Nelson replied. “Besides, it’s got history. Some bloke probably slit a whole company of Hun throats with this back in the last war.”

      “Was probably dropped in the mud by some poor sod running from a Kraut artillery barrage,” Herring snickered.

      Nelson glared at Herring, but before he fired off a retort, Sergeant McTeague appeared in the doorway.

      “Alright lads, off to bed with ye. We’ll be up well before the dawn, so best get a good night’s rest.” McTeague paused as he eyed the trench knife in Nelson’s hand. “Put that bloody pig-sticker away in your kit, before I break it over yer head and shove it sideways up yer arse.”

      With that, McTeague disappeared, and with some muttering, the four Commandos readied themselves for bed. The last thing Lynch recalled before slipping into a light slumber was the gentle rocking of the ship as it began to move into the open waters beyond Scapa Flow.

      An indeterminate amount of time later, Lynch suddenly found himself awake and clinging, by pure reflex, to one of the bunk supports as his legs hung over the edge of the mattress, his body a moment away from rolling right out of bed and onto the deck.

      “What the bloody hell is this now?” Lynch shouted.

      Looking around, he saw his other berth mates hanging onto their bunks for dear life, as the Prince Charles shuddered and lurched, the hull plates groaning and popping with stress as the ship heeled over far further than Lynch imagined she was designed to handle.

      “We’ve been torpedoed!” Herring cried out, showing abject fear for the first time Lynch had known him.

      Higgins’ arm appeared over Lynch’s head as the Bren gunner pointed to the porthole in their berth. “Look at that!”

      The four men stared in horror as a line of foaming water climbed up the porthole glass for a moment before subsiding again. Lynch knew they were a good ten feet or more above the waterline when sitting in harbour.

      “We’re done for!” Herring exclaimed. “Bloody sinking, we are!”

      In the next few seconds, however, the ship slowly leaned over in the other direction, and its bow lifted up, only to drop and roll back in their direction again in a nauseating corkscrew fashion. The men sat in their bunks, knuckles white as they gripped the metal bunk supports.

      “We aren’t sinking,” Lynch finally announced. “It’s just a heavy sea, so it is. We’re bobbing about like bloody cork.”

      The men visibly relaxed at the news their vessel wasn’t about to make its way to the bottom of the North Atlantic. However, as time went on, their level of anxiety rose again, as the Prince Charles continued to lurch from port to starboard, rolling with the heavy seas and groaning as steel was repeatedly stressed as the whole ship flexed from bow to stern. At one point during the night, a sailor stopped by their berth and left two tin buckets just inside their door.

      “In case any of you lot need to be sick, do us all a kindness and empty your guts into one of these, so we don’t have to swab up your mess in the morning,” the sailor explained, before he moved down the passageway, repeating himself to the occupants of the next berth.

      Almost immediately, Herring dropped out of his top bunk onto the deck and staggered over to one of the tin pails. Crouching on all fours, he heaved and vomited copiously into one of the buckets. The bilious odor hit the other three men a moment later, and Lynch choked, nearly throwing up from the smell alone.

      “Good Christ, that is bloody foul,” Nelson groaned, holding his shirt over his nose and mouth in a futile attempt to filter out the smell.

      “And we can’t even crack open the bloody window without letting the whole Atlantic into the room.” Higgins added.

      A minute later, McTeague appeared in their doorway. Even the indomitable Scotsman was looking a little green around the gills.

      “Alright lads, on yer feet,” he told them. “The old girl’s taking on water. Shouldn’t be too serious, but they want us on the next deck up, along with our kit, in case the water makes it to these berths.”

      As fast as they could, the four men gathered their belongings and exited the cabin. Nelson carried Herring’s kit for him, while the nauseated Commando carried the two buckets. As Lynch passed McTeague, he paused.

      “If this ship sinks, we’re all bloody done for, so we are. We’ll freeze to death in these waters in minutes,” Lynch muttered.

      McTeague’s mouth drew into a thin line and he nodded towards the end of the passage and the ladder leading up to the next deck.

      “On with ye, and keep yer opinions to yerself,” McTeague answered in a low voice. “If ye’d wanted to see out the war safe and sound, ye shouldn’t have volunteered to wear that patch on yer shoulder.”

      Lynch and his bunkmates slowly made their way up to the deck above, where the Commandos packed themselves into the galley and an adjacent recreation deck. The seas were too rough to light the galley stoves, so the galley crew passed out biscuits for the men to nibble on, most of which were waved away by men too seasick to even think of eating. Lynch took a biscuit and chewed it absently, preferring to have a little something in his stomach if he got seasick, rather than spend the rest of the night dry-heaving.

      For the next several hours, the men sat quietly, a few trying to make jokes about the bad weather, although their comrades found little humor in their comments. Other men made their way to the corners of the galley, where they were noisily sick, making good use of the additional tin pails left by the ship’s crew. Now and then, a blast of cold, wet air entered the galley as one of the crewmen or one of the Commando sergeants came and went from the open deck above. More than once, Lynch had tried to peer through a nearby porthole and gauge the status of the storm, but it was too dark to make out anything other than a vague blackness - it was impossible to tell where the ocean ended and the night sky began.

      One thing Lynch did notice, was that although the storm continued to howl around them unabated, and the waves slammed into the ship’s hull just as hard as before, the Prince Charles wasn’t rolling as severely as it had been earlier in the night. When he mentioned this to Bowen, who’d sat down at Lynch’s table when they’d all come up from below deck, the sniper thought for a moment, then made a worried face.

      “If we’re not rolling as hard, but the storm hasn’t subsided, that means we’ve got more ballast along the keel,” Bowen said.

      “Bloody hell,” Lynch replied. “That means we’re taking on more water.”

      Bowen nodded. “And if we’re not rolling as easily, the sea will just batter us even harder. We’re like a boxer who can’t roll with an opponent’s punch.”

      A moment later, a blast of frigid air announced McTeague’s arrival again in the galley. The Scotsman made his way through the press of bodies and over to the men of his squad.

      “Some of the compartments on the lowest deck are flooded,” he said quietly. “The old girl’s batterin’ her way through the waves, and it’s buckling the hull plates.”

      “Will we have to abandon ship?” Bowen asked.

      McTeague shook his head. “We’re near to Sullom Voe, where we’ll drop anchor and see what’s to be done. There’s no way we’re to make it to Vaagso carrying all this seawater in the ship’s belly, so she’ll have to be pumped dry at the very least.”

      As McTeague moved on to spread the word, Lynch stood up carefully and made his way to the porthole. Hanging onto a nearby length of pipe coming out of the deck and disappearing above his head, Lynch peered out into the predawn gloom. The skies were still dark grey, clouds racing and churning in the sky, and the waves were jagged and tipped with foam. With some effort, Lynch saw ahead just enough to spy a distant shoreline, as the sky to the east began to turn a lighter shade of blue-grey.

      Bowen appeared at Lynch’s side and looked out the porthole towards their rear, where a couple of their destroyer escorts were back far enough to be seen.

      “I think we all made it through the night without sinking,” the Welshman said.

      Lynch glanced at his wristwatch and clapped the shorter man on the shoulder. “Merry bloody Christmas, mate. We’re not dead yet.”

      It was Christmas day, and they hadn’t drowned.
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      South Vaagso, Norway

      December 25Th, 0600 Hours

      

      Arna Landvik awoke just before the dawn. She made her way downstairs and lit a fire in the stove, her breath fogging in the air as she struck a match and lit the kindling already put in place the night before. Holding the copper kettle under the tap, she filled it with ice-cold water and set it on top of the cast-iron kitchen stove, then fed several larger pieces of wood into the flames crackling in the stove’s belly.

      While she waited for the kettle to boil, Arna produced a loaf of bread from the pantry. She sliced thick pieces of bread from the loaf, placing these on a long porcelain serving platter. Then from the icebox, Arna removed a large filet of smoked salmon and a bowl of hard-boiled eggs. She cut and layered the salmon across the bread, then cracked, peeled, and sliced the eggs, placing them on top of the salmon. Finally, she added a small pile of sweet pickled beets and a quarter-wheel of cheese to the platter.

      Checking the kettle, Arna added a heaping scoop of ground coffee and stirred it around with a spoon before capping the kettle again and waiting for it to boil. Coffee wasn’t cheap - it was a luxury item these days - but as it was Christmas morning, Arna decided she’d make it stronger than usual today.

      The creak of the wooden floorboards above her head signalled the awakening of her parents. Arna placed the serving platter on the dining room table and fetched plates and silverware, along with mugs for the coffee. By the time her parents were descending the stairs, Arna was setting the kettle onto a cast-iron stand on the kitchen table.

      “Merry Christmas!” Arna said, moving to hug her parents. “I thought I’d get up early and make breakfast.”

      Gregert, Arna’s father, hugged her fiercely before limping over to the table and sitting at its head, pouring himself a cup of coffee. Hilda, Arna’s mother, pulled a wrapped parcel from the pocket of her robe and handed it to her daughter.

      “I had to work on it a little bit at a time while we weren’t busy at the shop, so you didn’t suspect anything!” she said.

      Arna smiled and kissed her mother on the forehead, before the two women sat down to join Gregert. Hilda noticed that Arna had set a fourth place at the table and caught her daughter’s eye.

      “Maybe, it is time…” she began.

      “Please, not this morning, eh?” Gregert asked.

      Hilda nodded. “Of course. It is a good gesture, we all miss him.”

      Arna wiped a tear from her eye as she piled her breakfast onto her plate and poured some coffee. She had insisted on setting a place at the table for Mats, her older brother, every day since they’d received word he’d died fighting against the German invaders the previous April. The letter they’d received provided no details, other than the fact that Mats had been killed in the fighting around Narvik. Arna, only seventeen at the time, hadn’t believed the letter, and so she’d started setting a place at the table for her brother, hoping that the act would somehow result in him returning home. Now, more than a year and a half later, Arna did it without thinking, and as much as she knew it was a pointless gesture, she couldn’t bring herself to stop.

      “I forgot to ask last night,” Gregert said to Arna, “are you working a normal shift today?”

      Arna shook her head. “They said I could leave early. I wanted the full hours, but it sounds like most are taking the time off, so there’s no point - not enough people will be there to run the factory.”

      “Would you be willing to come and work with me?” Hilda asked. “Many of the Germans are turning in items for repair, since they are receiving parcels from home. There’s a lot of work to be done right now.”

      Arna nodded. “Of course. The more we get done now, the easier the work will be tomorrow.”

      “I will be bringing home some extra this evening,” Gregert added. “Ditlef told me to bake extra of whatever I liked to take home to you girls.”

      “He’s such a good man,” Hilda replied. “Be sure to bring him the sweater I knitted.”

      “Speaking of which,” Gregert said, turning to Arna, “open the present your mother gave you.”

      “When I’ve finished, I don’t want to get anything on it!” Arna answered.

      Arna began to eat in earnest, trying to finish her breakfast quickly. Of course, she’d known her mother was knitting her a new scarf for a couple of weeks. When she’d started wearing her old scarf again this winter, her mother had picked it up and examined it more than once, and Arna had seen several skeins of yarn in her mother’s bag shortly thereafter, in colors that matched her heavy woolen winter coat and hat. Later, while visiting her mother at the tailor’s shop, she’d seen a partially-completed scarf on her mother’s table with those same colors, so she knew it wasn’t for a customer.

      With her brother gone, Arna liked to make sure her mother and father felt their gifts to her were greatly appreciated, especially during these leaner times. Last year, her father had suffered an injury due to an accident at the fish oil processing plant where he’d worked. His leg had been broken in two places, and even after it had healed, he walked with a bad limp, and could not stand for long periods of time. Arna had taken his job, while Ditlef, a friend of the family who owned a bakery, had hired on Gregert. Her father could sit or lean against a stool and mix bread or handle sales at the front counter. Ditlef had lost a son as well during the German invasion, and his wife had died suddenly six months ago, so although under tragic circumstances, the arrangement was favorable to both families. Ditlef’s daughter was also only a year younger than Arna, and the two were good friends. The two households often shared Sunday meals together, because during such times as these, any way in which they could all support one another was important.

      Finally, Arna finished her meal and drank the last of her coffee, then attacked the brown paper wrapper of her present. In seconds she was holding up a beautiful new woolen scarf, a beaming smile stretched from ear to ear.

      “I love it! And, it matches my coat and hat!” Arna exclaimed. She got out of her seat and gave her mother and father big hugs and a kiss on each of their cheeks. “Merry Christmas to both of you!”

      After helping her mother clear off the table, Arna bundled into her outdoor clothes and bid her parents goodbye. The fish oil refinery where she worked wasn’t that far away, only a half-kilometre north of their house, but the plant opened early, and she liked to get there a little before everyone else so she wasn’t rushed.

      Stepping out into the cold, Arna saw the sun hadn’t come up yet. The sky to the east, on the other side of the fjord, was an iron-grey blanket of clouds that hadn’t yet dispersed from the storm the previous night. A couple inches of new snow was on the ground, and Arna took a moment to grab the broom and brush off the steps so that when her father left for work, he wouldn’t have that chore. Arna was a big girl, tall, strong, and broad-framed. She was young and her factory work - combined with the lean rations they were all living on due to the war - kept her from growing fat, but she knew as she got older, she would have to pay close attention to what she ate, or she would grow a tummy and backside that would rival her bosom, which was already big enough to be a source of embarrassment for her at times.

      Having finished brushing off the steps, Arna began to walk to work. She saw other locals beginning their day, as well as a handful of German soldiers going about early-morning duties. Arna was thankful the winter weather meant she was bundled up inside a large, shapeless woolen coat and scarf, because although she did not consider herself a beauty, she admitted she possessed a certain wholesome youthfulness, and the young German men were drawn to her ample chest and her long, golden-blonde hair, which was currently in a tight braid. When the weather was warmer, she often noticed the German soldiers eying her as she walked by, and she received a number of comments, most of which she thankfully didn’t understand, although there were a few gestures made towards her that required no fluency in German to translate.

      It only took a couple of months after the German occupation for rumors to begin circulating that certain young (and even not so young) women in South Vaagso had begun trading sexual favors for certain amenities. Worse, in the last year, four girls had been taken by force. The German garrison commander had been approached each time and justice demanded, but on only one occasion did anything happen, and that only resulted in the young man accused of the crime being shipped off to another post. That was small comfort for the women who had been violated, for even though they were adamant that the act had been forced upon them, cruel things were said behind their backs, and one of the girls disappeared a month after the rape, never to be seen again. Some thought she’d committed suicide, while others whispered that she’d joined the resistance.

      After the first act of rape, Arna’s mother had come into her room with something wrapped in a bit of cloth. It was her brother’s game-skinning knife, with a stout fifteen-centimetre blade honed to razor-sharpness.

      “I cannot tell you what to do if one of those German pigs tries to force himself on you,” her mother had said to her, “but I want you to take this and keep it with you whenever you are out of the house. If you must use it, aim for the belly or the throat, and strike as hard as you can.”

      Her mother had been unable to look Arna in the eye for days after giving her the knife, but she carried it every day. Using a few leather scraps from her mother’s shop, Arna made several different sheaths for the knife, so she could carry it in different ways depending on what she was wearing. Now, as she walked to work in her winter coat, the knife was tucked safely away in a sheath sewn inside her coat pocket. When her parents weren’t around, Arna practiced drawing the knife while standing, sitting, and even laying on the ground. She even practiced driving the knife into a wooden support beam in her bedroom when no one was home, growing used to the shock of the impact so she wouldn’t lose her grip on the knife.

      Arna wasn’t stupid - she knew what would happen to her if she killed a German soldier, no matter the circumstances. But she also knew she would never be one of those women violated and then scorned and mocked by her fellow countrymen through no fault of her own. It would be a terrible blow to her parents, losing both of their children to the war, but if Mats could die defending Narvik from the Germans, Arna could die defending her own body.

      With that dark thought on her mind, she reached the entrance to the fish oil factory. A young German soldier stood at the door, huddled in his greatcoat, a rifle slung over his shoulder. The German nodded to Arna as she opened the door, then glanced down at the bulge of her chest before looking back up at her face and giving her a smile.

      “Guten Morgen, Fraulein,” he said.

      Arna nodded, unsmiling, and went inside the factory.

      She imagined what it would feel like to drive her brother’s knife through the young German’s neck.
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      Sullom Voe, Shetland Islands

      December 25th, 1800 Hours

      

      Lynch and the other Commandos sat down to a simple Christmas dinner in the galley of the Prince Charles. Although they were aboard the troopship on their way to battle, it was clear that Mountbatten, Durnford-Slater, and the other officers intended for the men to have a suitable Christmas meal, no matter the circumstances. The men were served portions of turkey, roasted potatoes, Brussels sprouts, parsnips, stuffing, canned cranberry sauce, and a ladle of thick gravy. Someone had even managed to scrounge together some pigs in blankets - little sausages wrapped in strips of bacon. The men wondered if some of the meal’s contents were ferried over from the islands, because they couldn’t imagine all of this being prepared aboard the ferries, including the small portion of Christmas pudding they were served for dessert.

      “What, no Christmas crackers?” Higgins joked at one point during the meal.

      “Fancy wearing your bloody crown, eh wot?” Nelson jeered from the other end of the table.

      “My brother and I used to get into quite the row over the toy,” Higgins went on. “I bloodied his lip one year, and my mum threw it into the fire.”

      “Serves you right,” Nelson said. “Only thing I got for Christmas most years was a tot from me mum’s gin bottle and a kick in me arse if I tried for seconds.”

      Despite the prevalence of seasickness the night before, most of the Commandos had fully recovered by midday, with mugs of tea and porridge for breakfast and bacon sandwiches for lunch. Many of the Commandos had taken part in what were called “sea experience voyages”, short ventures aboard various Royal Navy vessels. These “seasick trips”, as the men nicknamed them, were designed to expose the men to the sensations encountered while aboard smaller vessels on the open water, because the top brass knew they were counting on the Commandos being able to storm beaches and fight effectively even after a rough sea passage. While most of the men enjoyed these trips, often taken in between training exercises, some never grew their “sea legs”, and Lynch noticed men here and there throughout the galley picking uninterestedly at their meals, their appetites still lacking after last night’s stormy voyage.

      The Christmas meal was concluded with a splash of brandy in every man’s cup, and the men drank a series of toasts to each other, to Lord Mountbatten, to the King and the Union Jack, and just about anything else they could think of, including Hormel Foods and their ubiquitous cans of Spam.

      “Merry Christmas, Tom,” Bowen said, tapping his canteen cup against Lynch’s. The little sniper sat across from Lynch, his cheeks rosy from the brandy in his system.

      Lynch raised his cup and nodded. “You too, Rhys.”

      The two men took a sip from their cups and sat in silent contemplation for a moment, before Rhys cocked his head to the side.

      “D’you hear that?” he asked.

      “Hear what?” Lynch replied.

      Bowen got up from the table and moved to the nearest porthole, cracking it open a few inches. The sound of bagpipes playing carried through the porthole, causing many men to hush and listen.

      “What the hell?” Nelson asked.

      Higgins stood up and peered through another one of the galley portholes. “It’s coming from the Prince Leopold. There’s someone up on deck with a set of bagpipes.”

      Bowen looked over to the other troopship, then laughed out loud. “My God, it’s Major Churchill!”

      At this, many of the Commandos who’d finished their meal left the galley and went up on deck for a better look. The Prince Leopold sat at anchor a hundred yards away, and up on its forward deck, dancing and shuffling around in his uniform and full kit, Major Jack Churchill played his bagpipes to a crowd of men gathering around him.

      Lynch and the other men of his squad stood along the railing of Prince Charles and listened to the Commando major play his pipes, many with their cups of brandy still in hand. A few of the men hummed along with the tune, and a lance sergeant behind Lynch broke into a jig, to the hooting and laughter of his comrades.

      “He’s not half bad, you know,” Bowen said, nodding across the water towards Churchill. Aboard the other ship, someone called out, “Next street!” and the laughter of the men aboard the Prince Leopold floated across the water.

      “Bloody well half-mad, is what he is,” Nelson muttered, tossing back the last of his brandy.

      “He’s a solid fightin’ man, fearless an’ steady as a rock,” McTeague said. “Don’t matter if’n he be a wee bit eccentric, I’d fight with ‘im on any field o’ battle.”

      Lynch continued to watch “Mad Jack” play his bagpipes aboard the Prince Leopold, remembering how he’d seen the Commando officer on the practice fields numerous times, cutting through the air with his Claymore or feathering a target with his longbow. There was a long-standing bet among the men of 3 Commando as to whether or not Churchill would ever put an arrow into a German, and even Corporal Charlesworth, Durnford-Slater’s batman, was in on the action for five quid. Lynch had twenty riding on the Mad Major, and he somehow felt confident that he wasn’t going to be disappointed.

      Eventually the cold and their sergeants drove the men back below deck, and after a few contraband bottles of various sorts were passed around in the spirit of bringing about more Christmas cheer, the men eventually retired to their bunks for the evening. Many had slept only an hour or so the previous night, and most were exhausted, falling asleep minutes after their heads hit their pillows, grateful for the calm waters of the Sullom Voe anchorage.

      The next day, repairs on the ships were completed, the sea-fouled water tanks refilled, and final stores taken aboard. The NCOs and the Medical Officer reviewed every man aboard the troop transports, ensuring that there were no lingering ill effects from the seasickness so many had suffered. Thankfully, all aboard were deemed to be fighting-fit, although reports of continuing bad weather on the open ocean made a number of previously sick men blanch at the thought of going back out to sea again.

      After the midday meal, word went around the ship that the weather report had at last been received, pointing to the bad weather rapidly dissipating, with a clear forecast for the morning of the 27th. The mission was given the go-ahead, and all the officers and senior NCOs met a final time, while the fighting men prepared their gear for the morning assault. Around 1600 hours that afternoon, the ships weighed anchor and set out. The seas were still a bit rough, but within a few hours they calmed considerably, alleviating fears of another rough passage.

      McTeague stepped into their berth just before lights-out. “Ye needs be on yer feet at 0400, lads. Get what sleep ye can, a tot of Nelson’s rum if’n ye need it to sleep. But only one, mind ye. I need ye lads sharp on the morrow.”

      “Oy, what’s all this about rum?” Nelson asked, feigning innocence. “We all know that’s not regulation.”

      McTeague lowered his head slightly and raised an eyebrow. “Don’t be daft, Corporal. I bloody well know everything.”

      And with that, McTeague slapped the bulkhead and crossed the passageway into his own berth.

      “Alright now,” Lynch said to Nelson. “Out with that bloody bottle. I think we all need a dram before bed, so we do.”

      “Bloody sergeants,” Nelson muttered, and reached under his bunk.
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      Raf Wick Airfield, Scotland

      December 27th, 0400 Hours

      

      Flight-Sergeant Reginald Smith squinted and held a hand up in front of his face to block the light streaming into his bunk room.

      “Bloody hell, can’t be time yet!” he groaned.

      “On your feet, Flight-Sergeant,” the silhouette in the doorway said in a clipped voice. Smith didn’t immediately recognize the individual, who waited just long enough to see Smith sit up before hurrying on to wake another flight crew.

      Smith struggled out of his cot and began to dress. “Alright you layabouts, time to get up!”

      Bob Watson, Smith’s bombardier-navigator, climbed down from the top bunk opposite Smith. As soon as his feet hit the cold concrete floor of the bunk room, Watson muttered a curse and hopped from one foot to another while he fished his socks out from underneath his blankets.

      “This is bloody ridiculous!” Watson muttered. “They can’t expect us to fly after all the snow last night! The runway can’t be cleared yet, and what about the birds? Probably frozen to the bloody tarmac, I’ll wager.”

      John Williams, the plane’s radio operator, pulled a woolen sweater over his head and ran fingers through his close-cropped hair. “Those boys in their landing craft need us, snow or no snow. Be thankful you’ll be above it all in a plane, rather than bobbing about in an open tin can while Jerry lobs mortars at you and sprays you with MG fire.”

      “They’ll be spraying us with plenty,” chimed in Derek Bell, their plane’s rear gunner. “You know better than that. We’re to keep the Jerries looking up, not out across the water. Bloody bait for the enemy, we are.”

      “That’s enough, from all of you,” Smith said, in a voice that brought the others to silence. “Get dressed, stop off at the lav, and then breakfast and pre-flight briefing. You’ve got ten minutes.”

      Smith finished getting dressed and took care of his ablutions, then made his way into the aircrews’ mess. He filled his plate with bacon, eggs, and two large slices of toast thoroughly plastered with butter and marmalade, then further burdened his tray with two mugs, one containing strong tea with sweetened milk, the other filled to the brim with scalding hot chocolate. Smith sat at the table where Williams and Bell had already begun eating, and a moment later, Watson joined them. The other Hampden bomber crews were filing into the mess, most of them as bleary-eyed as Smith and his men.

      As the four airmen tucked into their breakfast, the mood at the table began to improve. They’d flown into RAF Wick several days before, expecting to fly this mission on the 25th, but the weather had grounded them and postponed the operation. With snow piling up and nothing to do, the flight crews had found themselves penned up inside the airbase’s buildings, waiting impatiently for the weather to turn and a timeline to be finalized. Late last night, the meteorological report for the next twenty-four hours had confirmed the break in the weather, and they’d received word that Combined Operations had given the nod to the raid taking place on the 27th.

      Smith looked out a nearby window and saw men with electric torches moving around, the dim beams of light illuminating the runway, now mostly cleared of snow. Beyond them, the ground crews were crawling all over the ten Hampden bombers lined up outside. Snow and ice were being meticulously cleaned from the aircraft, while the ordnance crews wheeled out the bomb loads, bringing them to a halt under the Hampdens’ bellies before opening their bomb bays and loading the deadly cargo inside.

      “Bloody cold work, that,” Williams said, seeing where Smith was looking.

      “I’d rather be loading bombs instead of dropping them,” Watson replied. “Quite a bit safer.”

      “Quitting on me now, are you?” Smith asked over the rim of his tea mug.

      Watson waggled his eyebrows and took a big bite out of his toast.

      Smith chuckled and speared a forkful of scrambled eggs. In truth, he enjoyed the banter of his flight crew - it reminded him of his days among the Old Prunitians of the Plumtree School, back in his Rhodesian homeland. Smith was only twenty-two, and he’d gone into the Civil Service right out of school. Smith then joined the RAF just after his birthday in 1940, after learning of their desperate need for airmen to replace the losses incurred during the Battle of Britain. Of course, by the time he’d finished his training the immediate crisis had passed, but Smith was nevertheless transferred to No. 50 Squadron at RAF Swinderby, near Lincolnshire, where he’d been assigned the position of Flight-Sergeant aboard a Hampden bomber.

      The three men under his command were all good fellows, and he was only a year older than any of them. Williams and Bell were both reservists, called up because of the desperate need for manpower, and despite serving under Smith aboard the bomber, Watson was actually a Flight Officer. Together, the four of them had flown several night bombing missions against the mainland, and Smith was glad to be able to take a break from those assignments. The night attacks never sat right with him, because although they tried their best, it was inevitable that some of the bombers were off-target, and that meant civilian casualties. Smith knew such things were an inevitable part of war, but he was quite glad today’s mission was more clear-cut, with less chance of things going wrong.

      In fact, were he honest with himself, Smith thought the idea of flying in support of a Commando operation was rather exciting. Such missions seemed something right out of an adventure tale; brave men, their faces smeared with burnt cork, slipping ashore on an enemy beach, daggers in hand, silencing sentries and blowing up enemy positions. Smith imagined flying overhead, dropping bombs on German strong points and reducing them to rubble, waggling his Hampden’s wings as he climbed away into the sky, looking out the cockpit window as he banked around to see the grateful Commandos waving up to him in thanks.

      Smith’s daydreaming was interrupted by a call for all flight crews to convene in the briefing room for their final pre-mission prep and review. The men bolted down the last remnants of their breakfast, and then made their way into the adjoining room, moving through the rows of seats where each crew sat together, some of the men still carrying a bit of toast or a mug of tea.

      Once seated, each man produced a notebook and pencil from their pockets and began to take notes as the Wing Commander went over the relevant details of the mission. The ten Hampdens would attack the German battery on Rugsundo island just after the convoy of ships entered the fjords and passed the lookout post on Husevaag island. Although the Rugsundo battery was a legitimate target, the most important reason for its bombing was to provide a distraction for the convoy. As it passed through the narrow fjords, the ships would be in full view of anyone who happened to look in their direction, despite the convoy running dark before sunrise.

      Once the Rugsundo battery had been attacked, the bombers were to circle out, keeping the Germans distracted and looking to the skies as the troop ships put their landing craft out to sea. Then, the Hampdens would come back towards South Vaagso, dropping a load of smoke bombs along the beach to provide cover for the Commandos just before they came ashore. Looking at the aerial photographs of the landing site, Smith knew the raiding party would be in full view of anyone along the beach. If there was no smoke screen, it could very well spell disaster for the entire operation.

      The more Smith studied the maps and photographs pinned to the boards in the front of the room, the more uneasy he became. South Vaagso was a small, narrow strip of habitation along the mouth of the fjord. Given the speed he’d be flying at, and the anti-aircraft fire they’d be trying to avoid, it would be extremely easy to overshoot the beach and accidentally drop their ordnance on the southern end of the town. Although they were called “smoke bombs”, in reality the Hampdens were dropping white phosphorus incendiary bombs. Upon impact, a small bursting charge would detonate, spraying an area many yards across with fragments of burning phosphorus, which produced a thick, heavy smoke screen.

      However, the phosphorus was extremely dangerous, able to ignite on contact with air and water, and once it burned, there was no easy way for it to be extinguished. Bits of phosphorus in contact with skin would burn into the flesh and bone, causing horrifying injuries. One of those smoke bombs detonating in the middle of a South Vaagso street would mean homes burned to the ground, and innocent civilians injured or killed. They’d all been briefed on the importance of minimizing collateral damage - a tough prospect when, at the same time, they’d be sinking any viable fishing or cargo vessels they found in the fjords, and blowing up the fish oil factories along the docks, which sat right in the middle of South Vaagso.

      Eventually, the briefing came to an end. Smith and the other crewmen rose and went back to their bunks to collect flight suits and cold-weather gear, then made their way out onto the cold, dark airfield. There were no floodlights to illuminate the area, just ground crews with torches providing illumination as the airmen made their way to the Hampdens along the runway. Each bomber loomed out of the darkness alone, with fifty yards between planes to lessen the chances of a bomb strike destroying more than one.

      Smith’s bomber was fourth in line, and as it came into view, he saw the ground crew was removing the last of the ice and snow from the wings and fuselage, while the ordnance handlers were carefully loading the Hampden’s payload of high explosive and smoke bombs into the plane’s belly. The Hampden was a very narrow aircraft, the fuselage just three feet wide, and its tall, flat appearance earned it the nickname, “The Flying Suitcase” by its crews. Using ladders and no small amount of flexibility, the four men climbed aboard their plane, making their way through the narrow crew embarkation hatch and up into the top deck of the plane. Bell moved back and took up his station in the rear gunner’s seat, while Smith folded down the pilot’s seat before clambering over it and folding it upright so he could sit down. Watson and Williams settled into their respective positions as well, and within moments the four men were going through their pre-flight checklists.

      “Alright, lads,” the voice of their wing commander came through Smith’s headphones. “Begin takeoff procedures. We’ll circle at ten thousand feet until everyone is airborne, then on my command, depart for the target location.”

      Smith proceeded through his long list of tasks, as the rest of the crew did their part in preparation for takeoff. The Hampden’s cockpit was a dizzying array of switches, dials, gauges, knobs, levers, and other controls, over a hundred altogether. It took a very sharp eye and a quick mind to track everything that was going on and respond to it in a timely fashion, especially while in the middle of a bombing run, evading flak, or tangling with enemy fighters. The complexity of operating the bomber was made even worse if Smith ever found himself having to go on the offensive, and attempt to shoot down an enemy plane with the Hampden’s single forward-facing .303 machine gun. While the Hampden was officially considered a “fighter-bomber”, Smith had no illusions as to how well the aircraft would handle in a dogfight against one of the dedicated German fighters, like the Bf-109 or the Fw-190. Smith shuddered as he had a brief vision of his Hampden shaking with bullet impacts, strafed again and again by an enemy fighter until his plane slowly nosed into the North Atlantic.

      “Reg, old son, you falling asleep at the stick?” Watson’s voice cut through Smith’s reverie over the plane’s intercom channel. Smith shook his head, realizing he’d stopped his checklist procedures while imagining the destruction of his aircraft.

      “Sorry about that,” Smith replied. “I guess I didn’t sleep as well as I thought last night.”

      “Well try to stay awake, my dear fellow! We’re all bloody well counting on you to keep us from taking an early morning bath in some rather frigid waters,” Watson replied.

      Smith heard the nervous chuckles of Bell and Williams on the intercom as he started the two engines. Eying the gauges as the engines warmed up, Smith watched the number three Hampden slowly pull away from its position along the runway, then turn in front of his cockpit window. The bomber’s pilot revved the engines for a moment before the Hampden picked up speed and disappeared off to the left-hand side of the runway, guided along its path by a handful of cold men standing on the runway in parkas and holding torches. Moments later, out of the left-hand side of the cockpit window, Smith saw the blinking guide-light that marked the bomber as it lifted off into the sky.

      Smith waved to the ground crew, who pulled the chocks from the wheels of his plane, and he gunned the engines. Pulling out of his space along the tarmac, Smith mimicked the previous pilot, swinging the Hampden around and positioning it so that he was pointed down the runway. For the next several hundred yards, Smith saw the pinpoints of light where the ground crew stood in the cold and dark.

      “Number Four, ready for takeoff,” Smith announced over the wireless.

      “You are cleared for takeoff, Number Four. Good luck,” replied the ground controller.

      Smith made a few minor adjustments, then placed his hand on the master throttle. “Alright lads, brace yourselves!”

      Pushing the throttles to the stops, Smith was pressed back into his seat as the Hampden raced down the runway. Taking the yoke in both hands, Smith watched the gauges until the engine revolutions and airspeed were where he wanted them, and then he pulled back in a slow, steady motion. With surprising grace, the Hampden lifted off from the runway and climbed into the predawn darkness.

      Smith glanced at his wristwatch, and noted the time: 0530 hours.

      Right on schedule, Smith thought to himself.
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      South-West Of Vaagso Island, Norway

      December 27Th, 0745 Hours

      

      Lynch sat on the edge of his bunk and pushed another cartridge into the seven-round pistol magazine held in his hand. While most of the Commandos in the raiding force did not carry sidearms, save the officers and specialists such as the Bren gunners or mortarmen, those in Price’s squad stuck to their old ways, and every man carried a pistol in addition to their primary weapon. Lynch fitted the magazine into the butt of the American-made, .45 calibre Colt M1911A1 automatic, and slipped the weapon into its holster. Two additional magazines were tucked into a pouch on the other side of his belt, along with his FS Commando knife.

      Sitting on the bunk next to Lynch, Higgins was packing a dozen 30-round magazines into his rucksack. The squad’s Bren gunner was making sure the top round in each magazine was seated properly and without any interfering debris that might cause a jam. On the other side of the room, Herring was examining the sights of his Lee-Enfield rifle, while Nelson carefully packed explosive charges and fuzes into his rucksack. Although most Commandos possessed an air of professionalism, Nelson had given Lynch the exact opposite impression when they’d first met. Lynch knew the brawny Cockney to be a drinker, a womanizer, and a brawler - the sort of man who found himself in a regiment because the alternative was a prison sentence. To be sure, Harry Nelson would be the first man to state that Lynch’s impression was correct. But, under the coarse language and rude habits, there was the spirit of a true fighter, the sort of fearless man of violence that Britain so desperately needed in the ranks of its Commando troops.

      On their last mission, Nelson had certainly demonstrated that fighting spirit. After an armoured raid on an enemy airfield had gone terribly wrong, Nelson and Herring had been left for dead, and subsequently captured by the Afrika Korps. The two men had escaped their captors, freed the other British soldiers held in the German outpost, and Nelson had taken command of an enemy 88mm anti-tank gun, destroying four panzers in the fighting. Along with Herring and the other Brits, Nelson had managed to rush to the aid of Lynch and those few other men who’d survived the raid, as enemy forces prepared to kill or capture them.

      For his actions, Nelson had received the Military Medal, while Herring had been given a Mention in Dispatches. The two men were cutthroats and rogues, violent men who’d have probably found their fate at the end of a noose if they’d been in the army during an earlier age, or rotting in a jail cell if it were peacetime. And while Durnford-Slater and the other senior Commando officers had no tolerance for lawbreaking and immoral behavior, they knew men like Nelson and Herring were needed to take on the Nazis.

      Lynch’s reverie was interrupted by a heavy footfall at the entrance to their berth. Sergeant McTeague stood in the doorway, burnt cork blacking across his features, a cloth-covered helmet tucked under one arm, the sling of his Thompson over a shoulder.

      “Alright, lads. It’s time,” McTeague said. “On yer feet, check yer kit, and move to yer boarding stations. We’re in the water within thirty minutes.”

      The four Commandos nodded, and McTeague returned the gesture before moving across the hall to the squad’s other berth. Lynch stood and slung his Thompson over his shoulder as the other three men stood and gathered their own weapons. Over the next few minutes, each man checked the kit of the others one last time, running hands over straps and buckles, counting magazines and grenades, examining the blacking on their hands and faces. No one trusted themselves, or even just one other team member, to make sure their weapons and kit were in fighting condition.

      A whistle blew in the passageway outside their berth, and the four Commandos filed out of the room and into a bustling mess of men, equipment, and weapons. Bowen emerged from the cabin across the passageway and elbowed Lynch in the side, nodding towards all the men around them.

      “Let’s hope everyone’s following proper safety regulations, or one of us isn’t making it off the ship,” Bowen mused.

      “Aye, this is a right bloody mess, to be sure,” Lynch agreed.

      McTeague began to move through the men like a ship cutting through a rough sea. “Form up, lads! Form up! In a few minutes, ye will move by squads up to the top deck, and prepare to board the landing craft. There will be silence - complete silence - on the deck! We’ll be within sight of the enemy as we move through the fjords, so no fags and no torches, or I’ll break yer bloody arms and legs and toss ye overboard!”

      The Commandos standing in the passageway began to slowly shuffle around, the men eventually forming into some semblance of a line. Lynch heard a man further up ahead of him curse at a fellow squadmate carrying one of the long Boys rifles. The Boys gunner had stepped back and jabbed the other man in the face with the rifle’s heavy muzzle brake. Heavily-laden bodies jostled, and there was the expectation of a fight in the air.

      “Steady now, boyos,” Lynch raised his voice to carry forward. “Save it for the Jerries.”

      The man struck by the rifle muzzle turned around and glared down the line at Lynch. “Shut yer gob and mind yer own business, you Irish tosser!”

      Lynch took a half-step out of line and turned, so the Corporal’s stripes on his shoulder were visible, and he pushed back the rim of his helmet. “Keep this up, mate, and you’re not only staying on this ship, you’ll be returned to your unit, so you will.”

      The Commando sneered at Lynch, and moved to step towards him, but a hand rested on the man’s shoulder. The troublemaker turned, to find Lieutenant Price standing behind him.

      “My dear fellow,” Price said, addressing the man, “please get back into line. I’m sure you’ll have ample opportunity to take out your aggression on the Germans this morning.”

      The Commando gave Price a hasty salute, which the lieutenant returned. “Beg pardon, sir,” the man said. “Just a bit of a misunderstanding between me and the corporal, sir. Won’t happen again, sir. Just eager to get into the fight after all the poor weather, sir.”

      Price nodded, and with a meaningful glance at Lynch, continued to move down the line, his eyes taking in the men and their weapons and kit, missing nothing. Lynch felt his cheeks flush with embarrassment, for he knew he should have handled the troublemaker differently. Price had disarmed the situation with a smile and a few pleasant words, while McTeague would have needed to simply look at the man in order to end the trouble. A corporal’s stripes were all well and good - he knew he could keep his head in battle and give orders under fire - but it was the subtler arts of commanding men that eluded him.

      There was a voice - it sounded like McTeague, but unusually quiet - towards the front of the line, and each man turned and whispered something to the other. The man in front of Lynch turned his head and whispered, “All quiet now, until further orders.”

      Lynch nodded and repeated the command to Bowen, standing behind him. A minute after the ripple of movement reached the end of the passageway, the men began shuffling ahead. One by one they exited the passageway and climbed the narrow iron staircase two decks to the open air, where the cold winter wind struck them like a clenched fist as it cut through the narrow passage of the fjord. It was still dark topside, the blackness of night that carried so late into the morning this far north, and so soon after the winter solstice. Lynch looked to starboard and a fist clamped around his heart, for a dark wall rose from the water, looming over the ship and blotting out the stars. It took Lynch a moment to realize it wasn’t a towering wave about to crush the ship, but instead the sheer cliff face of the Husevaago point, rising high into the air. Lynch swallowed and steadied himself by touching the steel bulkhead to his left, and then continued towards the bow of the ship.

      Eventually the Commandos reached their appointed stations, and the hatches down to the lower decks were dogged tight, as the crew of the Prince Charles made her ready for battle. The men stood silent, shivering and taking proffered mugs of hot chocolate from men who walked the decks, offering something warm to drink. A ripple of attention moved through the crowd, and next to Lynch, Bowen pointed up almost vertically at the top of the fjord cliff above them.

      “There’s a Jerry outpost, right there. Dark, but you can make it out if you look at it just right,” Bowen whispered.

      Lynch stared up into the night sky, turning his view this way and that, trying to use his peripheral vision, but he could only see the ragged border between the starry sky and the black rock wall. And then, for an instant, Lynch caught the flash of a dim light, as if a blackout curtain had been pulled aside before being dropped back into place again.

      “Did you see that?” Bowen asked.

      “Aye, I surely did,” Lynch whispered back.

      The two weren’t the only ones. A quiet murmur went through the Commandos, some whispering in worried tones whether or not this meant they were rumbled. But a moment later, everyone’s attention was drawn to the west, and the sound of approaching aircraft engines.

      “It’s the bleedin’ Jerries!” a nervous Bren gunner whispered behind Lynch.

      “Nah, you bloody idiot, it’s the RAF. Don’t you remember the briefing?” another Commando replied.

      A short while later, the dark shapes of Hampden bombers passed over the convoy and angled away to the right, heading for the Rugsundo Island battery. The distant thump and rattle of anti-aircraft artillery came from the mainland ahead of them, and the Commandos watched lines of tracer rise up into the air and explode into flickering blooms of light above the brightening eastern horizon. Soon after, there was the crump of heavy ordnance exploding some distance away, as the bombs dropped from the Hampdens exploded amongst Rugsundo’s artillery positions.

      Sergeants and officers began to make their way through the Commandos, and word was passed along that the men were to board their assault landing craft momentarily. The Prince Charles eventually cleared the narrow channel of the Husevaago fjord and manoeuvred to the north, into a shallow harbour. Once the waters along the sides of the troop ship were less cramped, men began boarding their landing craft, while the ship’s engines slowed to an idle in order to begin lowering the craft without calamity.

      In short order, McTeague and Price appeared and ushered their men aboard one of the landing craft. Lynch grasped the icy-cold steel cable holding the landing craft aloft, steadied himself for a moment, and then climbed aboard, ensuring that his Thompson was safely slung across his back. McTeague had promised severe repercussions for any man who lost his weapon overboard. Once his feet were firmly planted, Lynch helped Bowen climb aboard, and as the embarked men helped the rest, within a minute three dozen Commandos were packed within the open metal box of the craft.

      Several more minutes passed before all the other craft were boarded, and then, at a signal from each landing craft’s coxswain, the cable winches came to life, lowering the boats down to the sea below. Lynch bent his legs and braced for impact against the water, and after an uncertain moment when each man struggled to keep upright, the landing craft settled into the rhythm of the ocean, bobbing and rolling with the sea around them. Behind him, Lynch heard the boat’s engine come to life, and the coxswain increased the throttle, the screws below the boat’s stern putting the craft under its own power.

      Off in the distance, ahead of the landing craft, the Royal Navy warships began to manoeuvre into bombardment positions. The massive cruiser Kenya, accompanied by its four escort destroyers, sailed on and took up station in the Vaagsfjord. Overhead, the Commandos heard the wavering drone of RAF aircraft, as the Hampdens circled far to the south before coming back around for their bombing run against the South Vaagso beachhead.

      The landing craft’s engine increased in power, and each man shifted their feet to steady themselves as the boat surged ahead. At the front of the craft, McTeague stood to his full height, and turned to address the men.

      “Any second now,” McTeague bellowed, his voice cutting through the sound of the boat’s engine, “those bloody great ships are gonna be firing their guns. Shells will be landing just seconds before we do, and we’ll be right under their path. Between the shells and the smoke bombs, there is going to be chaos once we land. Stick to yer mates, and get off the beachhead as fast as ye can. We’re part of the main assault force, so yer mission is to press on, kill every bloody Jerry ye see, and push through into the town.”

      “Just remember,” Price stood up and shouted, “the Norwegians are not the enemy. We need their help, and we must do our best to keep casualties among them to an absolute minimum. Any building you use as cover may have a family hiding inside. Women, children, innocents. Do what you must, but remember, they are on our side. Do nothing that would stain the honor of the British fighting forces!”

      With muzzle flashes lighting up the fjord, Kenya's six-inch guns roared, drowning out anything else Price might have to say. Star shells blossomed high above the water, illuminating the South Vaagso beaches and the island of Maaloy. Seconds later, the four destroyers opened up with their smaller, but more numerous guns, and in a few moments, gouts of debris were blasted into the air all over Maaloy and the Vaagso beach, as round after round of high explosive ordnance struck home, blasting sand, rock, cement, and timber into the air.

      Peering over the starboard gunwale, Lynch saw the Maaloy assault contingent peel off from the rest of the landing craft, churning white foam at the base of their sterns as they cut through the water at top speed. Glancing to port, Lynch watched as another group of landing craft made for a point to the west of South Vaagso, where an anti-aircraft battery was spitting tracers up into the air towards any Hampden bomber that strayed too close, as the planes began to assemble for their run against the Vaagso beach.

      “One minute out!” McTeague roared. “Ready yer weapons!”

      Lynch unslung his Thompson and felt the bolt face with his off-hand, unable to see into the breech in the early morning gloom. The bolt was forward and safe, clear of any debris. He’d wait until disembarking before cocking the weapon, to prevent a sudden impact from causing an accidental discharge. All around him, Lynch’s fellow Commandos were readying their weapons and performing last-minute checks of their gear, while red flares began rising up into the air from the landing craft carrying Lieutenant-Colonel Durnford-Slater, signalling an end to the artillery barrage.

      Ahead and to port, Lynch saw the dark specks of Hampden bombers turning to begin their pass over the South Vaagso beachhead.
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      Over South Vaagso, Norway

      0857 Hours

      

      Flight-Sergeant Smith flinched as another burst of flak sent a tremor through his Hampden bomber. He was lined up behind the aircraft five hundred yards ahead of him, beginning their bombing run against the enemy beach.

      So far, the mission had been easy enough. The flight north had passed without incident, and their first drop on the Rugsundo battery had run like clockwork. Watson had dropped their ordnance right on target, and none of the Germans’ flak had come anywhere near their aircraft. Indeed, all bombers and crews were undamaged and accounted for as the Hampdens began the second phase of their mission.

      “Ten seconds!” Smith reported over the plane’s intercom.

      “Roger that, bombardier ready!” came Watson’s reply from behind Smith’s cockpit.

      Suddenly, three loud explosions shook the Hampden, the noise so loud, Smith was momentarily stunned by their force. The bomber lurched in the air and began to roll to starboard, out over the water and above the Commandos’ landing craft. Smith struggled with the yoke, feet working the pedals frantically to help bring the aircraft around and on course again, when he heard a mechanical clunk, the sound of the Hampden’s bomb release mechanism.

      “What’re you doing?” Smith shouted. “We’re over the bloody landing craft!”

      “It wasn’t me!” Watson cried out, his voice indicating he was in considerable pain. “Something must’ve given way! The back end of the bloody bird is all in tatters, and I think Bell is done for!”

      Smith managed to get the Hampden level again, but the plane was losing altitude fast, and the controls were soft and terribly unresponsive. It was a sign that either the control surfaces were wrecked, or some of the cabling was cut. A quick glance at the control panel showed that oil and fuel pressure were dropping quickly, and the temperature was rising on the port engine. A few mental calculations brought Smith to a chilling conclusion: his aircraft was going to crash.

      “The old girl’s had it,” Smith reported over the intercom. “I’m going to look for a place to set her down.”

      But looking out his cockpit window, Smith’s heart sank. To port there was South Vaagso, rows of buildings and homes, and further along, rough hills, trees, and other terrain features that would turn his bomber into a field of burning debris in the blink of an eye. Ahead of him was the dark water of the fjord, cold and equally deadly, but smooth and open, without any ships or fishing boats immediately ahead.

      “Land is no good,” Smith told the crew, “I’m going to try and turn around and attempt a water landing near our ships. Brace yourselves, lads, and pray for a stroke of luck.”

      Smith pulled back on the throttle and lowered the flaps, increasing lift and reducing the stricken aircraft’s speed as much as possible without going into a stall. With each passing second, the controls were becoming more difficult, the plane’s attitude more unstable. Fighting against his fear, Smith brought the bomber around, eying the airspeed gauge and the altimeter, knowing that if he hit the water too hard, or at too steep an angle, the Hampden would break apart.

      A sudden thought worried him. “Bob, can you get the bomb bay doors closed?” Smith asked.

      “I’ll try my best,” came Watson’s reply.

      But there wasn’t any time left. With a shudder, the Hampden rolled sharply to port, and Smith was only able to partially recover before the wingtip caught the water. Smith’s cockpit seat harness snapped as he was jerked sideways from the impact, and his head bounced off the side of the Hampden’s narrow fuselage.

      The last thing Smith saw before his vision went dark was the cockpit windshield cracking from the impact with the water.
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      The South Vaagso Beachhead

      0900 Hours

      

      Lynch watched one of the Hampden bombers pass overhead, trailing smoke and struggling to remain in the air. Behind it, a bomb floated down towards the flotilla of landing craft, a drag chute slowing its descent. The men on Lynch’s boat watched with dread as the bomb fell, hoping it might plunge harmlessly into the fjord, but several gasped in horror as they saw where it would land.

      “Bloody hell!” exclaimed Nelson, staring wide-eyed. “Those poor bastards!”

      The bomb dropped dead-center into the belly of a landing craft. The screams of wounded men and the smell of burning flesh carried over the water. Fire spread quickly, and several men tried to climb over the sides, clothing smouldering as bits of burning phosphorus seared their bodies, but only Lieutenant Komrower succeeded, clinging to the bow of the craft as it raced towards the beach. The boat’s machinist gunned the engine, trying to get it to shore as quickly as possible, but when the bow of the boat struck the rocks and sand, Komrower lost his grip and fell under the bow, the boat’s momentum driving the belly of the craft up and over his legs, pinning him at the waterline. Komrower let out a scream of pain as his legs were crushed.

      From the bow of their landing craft, the sound of McTeague's voice pulled Lynch's attention away from the horrific scene. “When we hit the beach, ye follow me!” the sergeant thundered, pointing at Nelson, Lynch, and several other Commandos.

      They were only a few yards from shore, and the German resistance was so far almost non-existent. A few bullets ricocheted off the armored prow of their craft, but between the pre-landing bombardment and the white phosphorus smoke screen, the Germans’ fire was ineffective. Lynch braced himself for the impact with the beach, and the engine cut out a moment later, so the craft slowed just before making contact with the rocky sand, beaching itself with a grinding sound and a vibration along the craft’s flat bottom.

      The armored bow dropped immediately, and Commandos poured out into the frigid surf, weapons at the ready. Price directed most of the men to press onwards, while a half-dozen of them joined McTeague, who immediately set off towards the burning landing craft. The beached craft had dropped its prow, and burned men were scattered all over the beach, while a handful of medical orderlies who’d already made landfall were doing the best they could to aid the most badly wounded.

      “We’ve got to get the boat off of Lieutenant Komrower,” McTeague told his men. “Grab rifles from the wounded. We’ll use ‘em to lever the boat away from the shore.”

      Lynch and the others took Lee-Enfields from wounded men, some begging to hold onto their weapons even as they were drugged with morphine. Wading out into the icy water, the Commandos approached Komrower. An officer whom Lynch recognized as Captain Linge of the Norwegian contingent was trying to free Komrower by rocking the landing craft back and forth.

      “Help me! He is trapped!” Linge cried in accented English, as McTeague and the others approached. “There is rock under legs, and I cannot free him!”

      McTeague leaned around the craft’s starboard gunwale. “Back her off the beach, ye bloody fool!” he shouted at the coxswain.

      The man cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted back. “The screws are turning at full reverse power! She’s stuck fast!”

      McTeague cursed, then directed his men around the bow, and the men wedged the butts of their borrowed rifles into the rocky surf. At the count of three, every man heaved against their makeshift levers as hard as they could. For a long moment, nothing happened, save McTeague’s borrowed rifle stock cracking and breaking in half. The Scotsman cursed and flung the broken weapon aside, then braced himself against the bow of the landing craft and, with a roar, pushed with all his considerable strength. Inch by inch, the boat began to slide backwards, and after a few seconds, Captain Linge was able to drag Lieutenant Komrower free from underneath the boat’s prow. The wounded officer was almost white with pain, but he didn’t make a sound as Linge pulled him up onto the beach.

      Lynch and the other men turned to see Durnford-Slater and Captain Corry, the mission’s Medical Officer, approaching. Salutes were quickly exchanged before the lieutenant-colonel gestured towards Komrower.

      “Sergeant, how bad is the lieutenant hurt?” the lieutenant-colonel asked McTeague.

      “Ach, his legs may be broken, sir. I cannae tell ye.”

      Durnford-Slater nodded. “That was quick thinking on your part, Sergeant McTeague. Now, form up with Lieutenant Price and the rest of your men. I’ll see to it that this lot is looked after.”

      “Aye, sir.” McTeague replied, snapping a salute. “C’mon lads, back into the fight!”

      Lynch and the others followed McTeague through the shifting clouds of acrid white phosphorus smoke, back towards their position. The roar of Thompsons and Bren guns was increasing in volume, as the remaining German beach defenders were driven back towards the town. However, the Germans were not retiring passively from their positions. More than one Commando fell wounded from German bullets, and as Lynch watched, Lieutenant Bill Lloyd led one of his squads up the rocky escarpment and off the beach, only to be shot through the neck. Lloyd let out a gurgle and pitched backwards, tumbling down the rocks and into the sand below. Two of Lloyd’s men grabbed him and dragged him off in the direction of where M.O. Corry was tending the burned men.

      “This Christmas holiday is becoming less cheerful by the minute,” Nelson hollered to Lynch over the sound of machine gun fire. Overhead, several Mauser bullets snapped past as the Germans tried to slow the progress of Commando squads deploying from the beachhead.

      “You’ve got that right, boyo!” Lynch shouted in reply, drawing back the bolt on his Thompson.

      The assault on South Vaagso had begun.
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      South Vaagso

      0915 Hours

      

      Metz twisted as he ran and fired a quick burst from the hip with his machine pistol, emptying the weapon’s 32-round magazine as British gunfire kicked up plumes of dirty snow and pulverized rock around his feet. Metz managed to duck behind a stone building just as a flurry of machine gun fire hammered the corner, knocking away handfuls of chipped rock. Metz caught his breath for a second, then risked a glance around the edge of the building. Two of his men hadn’t made the dash to safety, their bodies now strewn across the open ground between where he hid and their original fighting position. Two more of his men, including the squad’s machine gunner, never even got a chance to run.

      They’d been providing security detail for some construction work that morning, when all of a sudden they’d heard the droning of aircraft overhead, and the anti-aircraft battery to the west had opened fire. Metz had seen the distant explosions on Rugsundo, but he’d just assumed it was a squadron of Tommy bombers harassing the island battery. A messenger was dispatched back to their headquarters building to make sure word was sent by wireless to the nearest airfield, and Metz had ordered his MG-34 team to make sure the weapon was ready, just in case.

      But then the star shells had bloomed high in the air, and Metz finally saw the warships out in the Vaagsfjord, just seconds before the big naval guns began to boom. The ripping-canvas sound of shells reached their ears as geysers of sand and rock leapt into the air. Major Schroeder had ordered them all to take cover a moment before a high-explosive shell had detonated a few meters away, and when the debris and smoke had cleared, he was nowhere to be seen.

      Oberleutnant Bremer had taken charge then, getting the survivors of the initial bombardment organized and firing on the landing craft, but he’d been killed just minutes later, leaving command to Stabsfeldwebel Lebrenz. Along with Metz and the other non-commissioned officers, the German defenders were slowly moving back into the first row of buildings, as the Tommies consolidated their forces along their beachhead.

      Now, Metz pulled the empty magazine from his MP-38 and tossed it aside, pulling a fresh magazine from one of the pouches on his webbing. He fitted it into his machine pistol and worked the bolt, making sure the weapon was clear of obstructions and ready to fire. Glancing back behind him, Metz saw the five remaining members of his squad, weapons in hand and panicked looks on their faces. Soldat Egger, his nose still purple from the incident a few days ago, was only armed with his pistol, so Metz pulled his lone stick-grenade from his belt and handed it to the assistant machine gunner.

      “Do not waste it,” Metz ordered. “It’s the only one we’ve got right now.”

      “Understood, Feldwebel,” Egger replied, tucking the grenade into his belt.

      “Is anyone injured?” Metz asked.

      One of the men gestured to a dark stain on his upper thigh. “I think I caught a shell splinter or a bullet fragment. It isn’t bad, though. I can still fight.”

      A sound from behind them caused Metz and the rest of his squad to turn and bring up their weapons, but it was only Stabsfeldwebel Lebrenz and a small collection of men, moving from a more eastern position towards their own. Lebrenz was in his 30s, older than Metz by a decade, and in Metz’s opinion, one of the toughest non-commissioned officers in the whole Wehrmacht. If Lebrenz was on his feet and fighting, they still had hope.

      Metz nodded to Lebrenz. “Stabsfeldwebel, good to see you’re still alive.”

      Lebrenz ran his experienced gaze over what was left of Metz’s squad. “These are your remaining men?”

      “I lost two in the initial bombardment, including my machine gun. Two more were cut down as we fell back to this position,” Metz replied.

      “Pity, an MG-34 would be very useful right now,” Lebrenz said, his lips pulling into a thin line. “We do not have the firepower needed to fight the Tommies properly.”

      “Do we have any idea at all how many there are?” Metz asked Lebrenz.

      The senior sergeant shook his head. “They would not send so many warships, unless this was an assault of battalion strength or better. I would imagine we are outnumbered several times over.”

      A knot of fear twisted in Metz’s belly. “Why here? What do the Tommies want?”

      Lebrenz gestured behind him with a gloved thumb. “The fish oil factories, no doubt. Their product is very valuable to the war effort.”

      Metz nodded, then glanced back out into the open ground to the south. He saw dozens of British soldiers moving about, forming up into their units and preparing to assault the town.

      “What are your orders, Stabsfeldwebel?”

      Lebrenz thought for a moment, peering out into the smoke-cloaked beachhead. Metz saw the veteran swallow hard, the closest thing Lebrenz had ever done to show fear before.

      “Someone will have sent word over the wireless by now. The nearest airfields will scramble aircraft to engage those bombers and the warships. With so many men ashore, the British will not leave and abandon them, so the longer we keep the attackers occupied, the more time the Luftwaffe will have to take action.”

      Metz thought for a second. “House to house fighting. If every squad takes a building and turns it into a stronghold, with escape routes and overlapping fields of fire, we can slow the progress of the Tommies. Make them pay in blood for every step they take.”

      Lebrenz nodded. “Precisely. Now, fall back and make for the hotel and Leutnant zur See Sebelin, so he knows what has happened and is informed of our plan. He’s likely the senior officer in Vaagso now, but he is smart enough to know that this is the best hope we have.”

      Metz saluted Lebrenz. “Jawohl, Stabsfeldwebel. Where will you be, if I need to find you?”

      Lebrenz gave Metz a cold smile and returned his salute. “I will likely be warming my feet in Hell while drinking a large stein of beer.” He glanced at the men with him, all looking grim and determined. “We’re going to buy the rest of you the time you need to prepare Vaagso for the British. Make sure it is a warm reception.”

      Metz’s last sight of Lebrenz was the senior sergeant and his men breaking into a nearby house, preparing to sell their lives at great cost to the enemy.

      “Auf Wiedersehen, Stabsfeldwebel,” Metz whispered.
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      The Factory

      0920 Hours

      

      Arna Landvik huddled against the north wall of the factory’s main processing room with two dozen other workers. They sat on the rough hardwood floor, keeping their hands visible so that the young German guard, finger on the trigger of his rifle, did not panic and accidentally shoot one of them. Outside to the south, the sounds of machine gun fire and explosions were growing louder by the minute. Arna didn’t know if that meant the attackers were getting closer or the fighting was getting fiercer, but either way, their guard was all but shaking with fright.

      At first, they’d all thought there had been an accident out on the water, perhaps an explosion aboard on of the armed German trawlers that used Vaagso as a base. But as the explosions continued, and the strange bright lights began floating down from the sky, it became clear they were under attack by warships and bombers, almost certainly British. Their guard had directed the curious away from the windows and seated them along the northern wall of the main factory floor, after all the machinery had been shut down. There they’d sat, waiting out the attack and hoping the factories weren’t on the list of British targets.

      As the minutes passed, the larger explosions gave way to the sounds of gunfire, and several of the older men whispered amongst themselves that the British must be landing men on Vaagso. It might be a full-scale attack to reclaim Norway, now that the Germans are busy with the Soviets, they whispered to each other. Arna just sat still and held the hand of Una, a stout woman in her mid-40s who’d bonded with Arna as soon as she’d begun working at the factory. Una’s husband had died several years ago, and Arna always suspected that Una had fancied Gregert, Arna’s father, when Gregert was still working at the factory.

      “I don’t want to die here,” Una whispered to her. “I don’t want to die smelling of fish guts and machine grease.”

      “Everything will be fine,” Arna whispered back, squeezing Una’s hand tight. “They need us to work the factories. The Germans won’t hurt us.”

      Una turned and looked at Arna, her eyes wide. “Don’t you hear that outside? They have guns and bombs. The fighting will tear the town apart, burn down people’s homes. They could destroy this factory and all of us in it, and not even notice.”

      Before Arna could reply, a harsh voice shouted something in German from the other side of the main factory door. Their guard backed up towards the door and shouted a reply, something that sounded like a challenge or question. The voice on the other side of the door answered, and their guard looked visibly relieved. Keeping his rifle pointed at Arna and the others with one hand, he reached over and unlocked the door with the other, peering out before opening the door all the way.

      Immediately, a group of ten Germans soldiers marched into the factory, led by a pale-skinned man with blond hair and blue eyes, carrying a machine pistol. Arna possessed the same tailor’s eye for clothing as her mother, and she realized these men wore uniforms with insignia slightly different than their guard’s. Arna remembered that, a few days ago, a new group of Germans had come to town, supposedly on holiday from fighting the Soviets. She’d overheard her father and Ditlef the baker during Christmas dinner talking about these new arrivals, and how they were supposed to be from some kind of special unit.

      Whoever they were, and whatever unit they came from, the newcomers frightened Arna. They all had a distant, calloused look about them, the look of men who had been part of something terrible, who’d lost some part of their humanity. Arna had always believed the young German who guarded the factory was almost as scared of the factory workers as they were of him. But the new arrivals had the look of men who’d murder them all in an instant if ordered to do so.

      The newcomers’ leader, the blond man with the machine pistol, spoke to their guard, gesturing towards the southern end of town. After a few moments, their guard nodded, gave Arna and the others a final glance, and then left the factory at a run. The blond man turned and gave the Norwegians a sour look, snarling something at them in German and waving his gun at them menacingly before turning and barking orders to his men.

      The factory foreman, whom Arna knew spoke some German, turned towards the others. “They’re here to defend the factory against the British,” the older man said. “He thinks they will come to blow the factory up, so they are going to defend it. If we try anything suspicious, he will shoot us all.”

      Arna watched as the ten Germans prepared to defend the factory. Three men, one of whom carried a large, heavy-looking machine gun, climbed the staircase up to the second floor, while the seven men remaining piled whatever they could to form barriers in front of the doorway and along the walls near the windows, which were systematically cleared of glass through the use of rifle butts. Men placed grenades near at hand, while others produced small clips of bullets from their belt pouches and set them within easy reach. Although Arna knew the men had to be nervous, they seemed to go about their duties without fear or undue haste. Clearly these men had seen battle many times, and knew what they needed to do to prepare for an attack.

      “What should we do if the British come here?” Una asked the foreman, who then turned and addressed the leader of the Germans. Arna saw the foreman gesturing towards the stairs leading down to the basement, where the fish were delivered by boat and sorted before processing.

      The German sneered at the foreman and said something in a harsh tone before he shook his head and patted his weapon, then turned to go back about his business. The foreman paled and turned to the rest of the factory workers.

      “He says we’re to stay where we are, because if the British try to take the factory, he’ll start shooting us until they go away.”

      Una let out a whimper and squeezed Arna’s hand so hard it hurt. Arna’s other hand dropped to her side, instinctively feeling for her brother’s knife. But it wasn’t with her, it was inside the pocket of her coat, hanging along the wall to her right near the door. Arna looked around, trying to see another weapon, and her gaze found a wooden mallet leaning against a table leg to her left, a couple of metres away. The mallet was used to seat or unseat long metal pins and guide rods, and she knew it weighed at least two kilos. Heavy enough to knock a man senseless, if you hit him hard enough, Arna thought to herself.

      Suddenly, the roar of a machine gun came from the floor above them. Several of the Norwegians cried out in surprise and fright, while Una burst into tears, burying her head in Arna’s shoulder and sobbing in terror. Arna heard the tinkle of bullet casings bouncing on the floorboards overhead, and then the machine gun fired twice more. Each time, the weapon only fired for perhaps a second, but the shots were so fast Arna couldn’t count them. She wondered how close the British must be already, but since none of the men with rifles on the first floor were shooting, or even appeared concerned, Arna figured the Germans up above her had a better view. The blond man with the machine pistol walked to the foot of the stairs and shouted something at the men above. After they answered, the machine gun ceased to fire.

      “He told them to stop wasting ammunition,” the foreman whispered. “The British are still at the other end of the town.”

      “Do you think the Germans will drive them away?” Arna asked.

      The foreman shrugged. “Who knows? I hope so, if only for our sakes.”

      Arna nodded, then turned to watch the Germans’ leader. The blond man stood at a nearby window, looking through a pair of field glasses. Arna noticed he had a waxy-looking scar peeking up and out of his uniform collar along the side of his neck. The man turned and said something to a nearby soldier holding a rifle and smoking a cigarette. The two shared a joke and laughed.

      They do not seem especially worried, Arna thought to herself. I don’t know if that is a good thing, or bad.
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      South Vaagso

      0930 Hours

      

      Lynch inserted another magazine into his Thompson, then ducked back as a Mauser bullet tore a large chunk of wood from the corner of the building he was hiding behind. Lynch turned and looked at Nelson, who crouched behind him, his own submachine gun at the ready.

      “Bloody wanker isn’t happy with us, is he?” Nelson asked, grinning. A smear of blood across his face showed where a large wooden splinter had gouged his forehead a minute ago, missing his eyes by an inch.

      “A wee bit cross, so he is,” Lynch agreed. Double-checking the bolt of his Thompson, Lynch took a deep breath, then leaned out from behind cover and fired a long burst towards the second-story window of a building thirty yards away. Remnants of broken window glass exploded into fragments tumbling through the air, and fist-sized chunks of wood were torn away from the window frame. As he fired, Nelson sprinted past, quickly covering the ten yards between their building and another to Lynch’s left. A puff of dirty snow exploded behind Nelson as he ran, but the big Cockney made it to cover uninjured, nearly bowling over Hall, White, and Bowen, who were already on the other side of the street.

      “Missed me, you tosser!” Nelson shouted at the top of his lungs. Lynch noted with a smirk that despite Nelson’s bravado, his squadmate had the prudence to keep from showing himself when insulting the German sniper.

      After the initial success achieved in overrunning the German strongpoint at the southern end of South Vaagso, the Commandos’ momentum had come to an abrupt halt, as many of the German defenders dispersed into nearby buildings, while others moved to the north-west of the town, up into the rocky hillside overlooking South Vaagso, where they were hidden by snow-covered trees and broken ground.

      Almost immediately, the Commandos began to take casualties. Every window, doorway, and alleyway seemed to hide a German marksman with a steady aim and ice water in his veins. As a result, there was a procession of wounded men being carried back towards the beachhead. It appeared that whatever advantage in surprise and numbers the British initially possessed, it was long gone by now, and the tempo of the assault was firmly in the possession of the town’s defenders. The Commandos had to clear each building floor by floor, room by room, against Germans who had clearly seen combat before.

      Lynch felt a finger tap his shoulder and turned to find Lieutenant Price standing behind him with McTeague and the rest of the squad. Each man knelt in the dirty snow, breath fogging in front of their faces, greatcoats sodden and muddy.

      “Persistent chap, isn’t he?” Price asked.

      The second-floor sniper had already wounded a Bren gunner who’d tried to kill him from further back, near the beachhead. Now, the Commandos had worked their way closer to the sniper’s position, but the man was a crack shot with fast reflexes - any man who exposed himself for more than a second was in danger of taking a bullet.

      “Aye, he’s got the Devil’s own luck, to be sure,” Lynch replied. “And there be a few others in the building with him. A fellow with a submachine gun and a couple of riflemen. We think the sniper’s further back in the building, shooting through holes chopped in the walls inside. Can’t even see the muzzle flash now, to spot where he’s hiding.”

      “Well, we’ve got to get across this open ground and link up with the rest of Captain Forrester’s men to the west,” Price told Lynch. “So there’s no way around it, really. If you don’t mind, I’ll cross next.”

      “Lieutenant’s next, boyos!” Lynch hollered. Nelson gave him the thumbs-up, and on a count of three, the two corporals stuck the muzzles of their Thompsons out and cut loose with long bursts of .45 calibre slugs.

      Price dashed across the open ground, but out of the corner of Lynch’s eye, he saw the Commando officer slip on a patch of ice and skid, windmilling his arms and spreading his legs out wide, his body twisting around as he tried to keep from falling. A rifle cracked, and blood sprayed from Price's head. His helmet flew away from the impact, the chin strap broken. The Commando officer was knocked off his feet and sprawled in the snow, his weapon sliding away from him, limbs moving feebly.

      Lynch stared at Price’s body for a long moment. Without thinking, he moved to run and drag him back, but a steel-trap hand clamped down onto Lynch’s shoulder.

      “Ye run out there, ye’ll be lying in the snow next to him,” McTeague growled.

      Lynch nodded. He looked across at Nelson, whose face was a mask of rage. For all their differences in class and upbringing, Nelson was fiercely loyal to Price, and Lynch saw how Nelson was straining with the urge to run out and aid their commanding officer. Trooper Hall, their squad’s medical orderly, waved his arms to catch their attention.

      “I’ll make the run to drag him away!” shouted Hall. “But I need covering fire!”

      McTeague thought for a moment, then turned behind him. “Higgins, go with Herring and take the Bren into this building here, and set it up to cover that window. Be bloody careful ye aren’t seen by that bastard and get shot yerselves. When we open fire from out here, ye pour Hell into that building and nae stop, even if the bloody barrel melts off!”

      The two men nodded and proceeded to move inside the two-story wooden home they’d been using for cover, while Lynch reloaded his Thompson with a fresh magazine. McTeague tapped a Mills Bomb hanging from Lynch’s webbing.

      “When I tell ye, throw two of those at the building, and get them as close as ye can,” McTeague said. “There’s a great bloody pile of snow in front, and if ye blow it up, it’ll give us good cover for an instant or two.”

      Lynch nodded and propped his Thompson against his knee, then unclipped two Mills Bombs from his web gear, pulling the pin from one but keeping it in hand. Just then, Price moved his legs and reached up towards his face.

      “Lads?” Price called out weakly.

      Across from Lynch, Trooper Hall edged to the corner of the building. “Lieutenant, please, stay still!”

      But it was too late. The sniper’s Mauser cracked again, and Price cried out as a bullet struck him in the side, a puff of blood and fabric flying into the air with the bullet’s impact. Price gasped and shuddered, limbs stirring the snow around him.

      Hall let out a curse and started to step out from behind the corner of the building. Lynch watched as Nelson grabbed Hall’s arm, trying to hold him back, but Hall pulled free.

      “That bastard will shoot him to pieces!” Hall shouted at Nelson, then dashed out into the open.

      “Shite!” McTeague cursed. “Bloody idiot! Cover him, ye fools!”

      Lynch threw the grenade in his hand as hard as he could towards the sniper’s hideout, and then ripped the pin from the second one and threw it a second later, before snatching up his Thompson and opening fire. McTeague stood over him and emptied his own Thompson around the corner of the building, while Nelson and White gave covering fire with their own weapons. Bowen rolled out at the base of the building with his pistol in hand, firing as fast as he could pull the trigger. Inside the building next to him, Lynch heard the roar of the squad’s Bren, as Higgins emptied the weapon’s 30-round magazine in one long, scything burst.

      The two grenades exploded only a moment apart, sending plumes of dirty snow high into the air. Dozens of bullets riddled the building across both stories, tearing holes through the wooden walls and sending splinters everywhere, along with the few bits of glass still clinging to the window frames. Even shingles leapt from the eaves as stray rounds smacked into the roof. As Lynch’s Thompson ran dry, he stared at their target for a moment, amazed at the destruction they’d wrought, and certain no one could have lived through that fusillade.

      Hall made it to Price without being hit, the medic grabbing the lieutenant’s webbing with both hands. Price cried out in pain as Hall began to drag him back behind the building, and they nearly made it before a submachine gun fired a burst from inside the building. One of the bullets punched through the back of Hall’s left calf, and the Commando medic stumbled, falling backwards. Luckily, Nelson and White managed to catch him and hold him upright long enough for Hall to get Price behind the building and into cover.

      “Is the lieutenant alive?” Lynch hollered across to the others.

      Hall lowered Price to the snowy ground, and kneeling slowly with his wounded leg, performed a brief examination before turning towards Lynch, his face drawn with worry.

      “He’s been shot through the eye!” Hall called out. “I need a runner to fetch a litter team, now!”

      “I’ll go,” Bowen said, reloading his pistol and slinging his sniper rifle.

      “Aye, go on with ye, and make haste!” McTeague said, waving him on. “The rest of ye, we need to deal with these bastards.”

      As Hall began to administer aid to Price, Nelson unslung his rucksack, rummaging within before producing a block of demolition explosive. He held it up and showed it to Lynch and McTeague.

      “Oi, what about this?” Nelson asked. “Should knock a hole in that bloody building, eh?”

      “Can ye throw it that far?” McTeague asked. “It cannae be close, it needs to be right against the wall.”

      “For these buggers, I can throw it like it’s fired from a bleedin’ howitzer,” Nelson replied.

      "Do it," McTeague ordered, and while Nelson fitted the block of demolition explosive with a ten-second pull fuse, McTeague informed Higgins and Herring of what was about to happen. Once the demo block was ready, Lynch and McTeague readied their weapons, and McTeague gave Nelson a nod, then thumped his massive fist against the side of the building. As Higgins began firing his Bren in short, sweeping bursts across the front of the enemy’s building, Nelson tugged on the ring of the pull fuse, causing it to pop and begin smoking. Nelson took a half-step out from behind cover and heaved the demo block with all his strength, the explosive flying through the air, trailing a thin wisp of smoke, before hitting the side of the building with a thunk and dropping into the snow.

      Nelson drew himself back into cover an instant before a shot cracked out, missing him. A second later, there was a massive whoomp as the demo block detonated, blowing great clouds of snow and shattered wooden debris everywhere. Immediately, Lynch and McTeague charged out from around the corner of the building, their Thompsons up and at the ready, while Higgins had the Bren firing again, short bursts of three or four shots at a time tearing into the guts of the wrecked home.

      As the two charging Commandos rushed forward, they saw a wounded German stagger out from a gaping hole in the building’s wall, holding his rifle up over his head. Blood from a dozen splinter wounds covered the German’s face and hands, and his uniform was darkened with blood from further injuries. As the German saw the two Commandos approaching, grim-faced and weapons trained, the German’s eyes grew wide and he shook his head.

      “Nein, nein!” the German pleaded.

      “Ja, ja!” Lynch snarled back, pulling the trigger on his Thompson and riddling the German with a half-dozen bullet holes. The German coughed out a spray of blood and pitched backwards into the opening in the wall, eyes staring wide. Lynch looked to McTeague, daring the Scotsman to say something, but all he received from his sergeant was a thin-lipped nod.

      As Nelson and White caught up to them, the four men stepped into the ruins of the house. The air was thick with dust, and gunfire had ripped everything apart, leaving not a single piece of furniture intact. Much of it had been moved and piled into makeshift defensive positions, pushed up against the walls below and around windows in order to provide cover. A quick search of the house revealed three other dead Germans, one of them bearing the rank insignia of a Stabsfeldwebel. Lynch noticed that the senior sergeant’s ammunition pouches were all empty, as was the magazine well of the MP-38 in his left hand, while the right hand still clutched the man’s last fresh magazine. Two bullet holes darkened the Stabsfeldwebel’s upper chest with blood, and the man’s eyes stared lifelessly down at the full magazine in his hand, as if loading his weapon was his last, dying thought.

      “Well, we sorted out this lot,” McTeague said, his voice thick and weary as he turned to leave the ruined building. “Time to see to the lieutenant, and move on to find Captain Forrester.”
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      South Vaagso

      1000 Hours

      

      Lynch watched as a pair of Commandos walked past, a wounded comrade suspended between them on a blanket scavenged from a nearby home. Blood had soaked through the blanket, and as the casualty was carried by, Lynch saw a trail of blood droplets in the snow behind them. Lynch wondered if the man would survive long enough to make it aboard a ship and be operated on by a naval surgeon.

      Somehow he doubted it.

      To the north, perhaps only two hundred yards into South Vaagso, the Germans had formed a defensive line anchored on the Ulvesund Hotel. Those pockets of resistance who’d held them up at the southern edge of town had given the rest of the defenders time to fall back and prepare for the advancing Commando teams. Casualties were mounting, as the entrenched German defenders took their toll on the British. Lynch had already heard that several of the men aboard the burned landing craft had perished, and a number of other casualties had occurred already in the assault on the town.

      A few feet away from Lynch, a Bren gunner, set up where a low stone garden wall met the side of a house, paused as his loader changed magazines. Beyond them, a pair of riflemen took turns poking their heads out from around the corner of a building to take potshots at a house further down the block. A nearby lieutenant was issuing orders to his sergeant, while a lance-corporal was loading hand grenades from an opened crate into canvas satchels and handing them off to house-clearing teams. A burly Commando walked by with a Boys anti-tank rifle perched across his shoulders, his knees sodden with melted snow and mud, while his companion kept pace, carrying a pilfered MP-38.

      Overhead, Blenheim long-range fighters tangled with a pair of German Messerschmitts. Lynch watched as one of the bigger, slower Blenheims tried to climb out of the way of a Messerschmitt’s attack run, but the smaller, more nimble German fighter adjusted its aim and opened fire, machine guns raking the Blenheim’s undercarriage from nose to tail. The Blenheim veered away trailing smoke, and a few seconds later, vanished in a ball of fire as it crashed into the mountainside overlooking South Vaagso. Lynch cursed the German pilot, who peeled away to the south, searching for another target.

      To the east, out in the Ulvesund, a pair of destroyers were systematically destroying every ship in the harbour. A few of the armed German trawlers attempted to engage the much larger British ships, but their resistance was short-lived. Further out, into the Vaagsfjord, Kenya and her other two destroyers fired antiaircraft flak at the German fighters, while their main guns continued to engage the Rugsundo battery, which stubbornly refused to be permanently silenced, no matter how much ordnance the British vessels fired at it.

      The nearby Bren team began firing down the street again. Lynch looked out carefully from behind the corner of the building he was leaning against, watching the tracers disappear through a doorway some two hundred yards distant. Lynch didn't see who they were firing at, but every few seconds, the Bren gunner squeezed off a short burst of three or four rounds, conserving his ammunition and keeping his barrel cool. A lance-corporal was kneeling next to the team, only his head showing above the stone wall, and he was observing the target with a pair of field glasses. Whoever it was they were trying to kill, it was clear they weren’t having much success. A single shot from a Mauser smacked into the garden wall, sending bits of pulverized stone into the air. The lance-corporal turned and said something to the Bren gunner, who adjusted his aim slightly and fired a long burst. The lance-corporal observed the target area for a moment before shaking his head.

      Lynch turned as Bowen trudged up along an alleyway, his rifle unslung and in hand. His face was grim, and for a moment, Lynch feared the worst.

      “The lieutenant?” he asked.

      Bowen looked away for a moment. "We got him to the beach. The M.O. was amazed he was still alive," Bowen said, looking sick. "They said they’d get him on the first landing craft back to the ships."

      Lynch digested this for a moment, and then asked, "And what about Hall?"

      “He seemed okay when I left him,” Bowen replied. “One of Captain Corry’s orderlies bandaged his leg, and last I saw of him, he was sitting on a crate, handing out bandages and helping however he could. I don’t think he wanted to leave with the badly wounded, so he’s toughing it out.”

      Just then, Captain Forrester approached the two Commandos, with several more men trailing behind him. Along with Captain Giles of No. 3 Troop, Forrester was charged with the push north into town. Never one to shirk his duty, Forrester had already led several house-clearings that morning, and he carried a Thompson in his hands, a satchel of Mills Bombs slung over his shoulder. Lynch and Bowen saluted their troop captain, and Forrester returned the gesture.

      “Lads, sorry to hear about Lieutenant Price,” Forrester said to them. “He’ll be on his way to one of the ships and in the best care possible in no time. But right now, we need to press on and break Jerry’s defensive line.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lynch said, with Bowen nodding next to him. “Sergeant McTeague is on his way right now.”

      Forrester turned to see McTeague approaching with the rest of his squad, freshly provisioned with ammunition and grenades. “Excellent! Carry on lads, and make your lieutenant proud.”

      As Forrester walked away, pointing north and talking to his men, McTeague nodded towards the buildings along the right side of South Vaagso’s main street. “Time to earn yer shillings, me lads. We’re moving forward, going to flank the hotel with Forrester and his men before we capture it and use it as our own staging area for the rest of the assault through the town.”

      The squad formed up, with Nelson taking point, followed by McTeague, White, Lynch, Bowen, and then finally Higgins and Herring bringing up the rear. They hugged the edge of the buildings, eyes and gun muzzles sweeping every doorway and window for signs of skulking German defenders. Every so often a bullet would crack past them, often high or well to their right, and it was impossible to tell exactly from where the shots were coming. It had been made clear to them that simply firing back in the general direction would mean too many civilian casualties, so the Commandos simply crouched down lower, gritted their teeth, and pressed onward.

      Suddenly from their right, a rifle barked, and Lynch jerked back as splinters jumped from the wall right next to his head. He turned and brought up his Thompson in time to see a rifle barrel withdraw from a second story window in a nearby house. Several of the Commandos opened fire, riddling the window with bullets, but there was no sign of their attacker until a stick grenade flew out of the window, sailing right for them.

      “Grenade!” shouted McTeague, and while the rest of the squad dove to the ground, the Scotsman, with surprising dexterity, swatted at the incoming missile with the buttstock of his Thompson. The grenade flew up and away from them, but just as the grenade reached the apex of its arc through the air, it detonated. Lynch felt a sharp sting along the edge of his thigh, and looked back to see a trickle of blood seeping through his trouser leg. He probed the wound gingerly with his fingers and grunted with pain, but thankfully it was only a graze. Lynch got to his feet and looked around, only to notice everyone staring at McTeague, slumped against the side of the building.

      Their sergeant’s helmet had a deep dent in it the size of a man’s fist, and nearby lay the shattered wooden handle of the grenade. Blood ran freely down McTeague’s face, his eyes half-closed, mouth slack. He wasn’t moving.

      “Is he dead?” Higgins asked, aghast.

      Lynch leaned over McTeague and put his fingers to the Scotsman’s neck. He found a pulse, although it felt irregular and weak.

      “He’s alive,” he replied.

      “What now, Tom?” Nelson asked.

      For some reason, all eyes turned from McTeague to Lynch. For a moment, he was gripped with paralysis. Why were they all looking at him? Lynch wondered. Nelson and Bowen were both corporals, capable of giving orders to a handful of men. Lynch swallowed, looking down at McTeague, the indomitable Scotsman now senseless and bleeding at their feet. Losing Price a few minutes ago had been bad enough, but without their sergeant anchoring them, Lynch began to feel panic creeping into his mind, clouding his senses.

      And then, as his comrades waiting for an answer, the world suddenly snapped back into focus. “Nelson, you’re with me,” Lynch replied. “You too, White. We’re going to clear that bloody house now, so we are. Higgins, set up the Bren to cover the street. Rhys, go on now, and find us some stretcher bearers.”

      Bowen took off at a run, while Higgins and Herring set up their Bren. Lynch swapped out the magazine from his Thompson, then he, Nelson, and White ran in a crouch to the building where their attacker was hiding. It was a two-story home, built from thick timbers, the window next to them broken. White pulled a grenade from his battledress, yanked out the pin, and then tossed it through the window. The three men leaned away, and a moment later, the grenade detonated, shaking the house and spraying wood and glass out into the street.

      Not wasting any time, the three Commandos stacked up outside the door, Lynch up front. With a savage kick, he broke the door’s bolt and burst it open, then charged inside, Thompson up and ready. Sweeping from room to room, the first floor turned out to be empty, although there were signs of recent habitation. Several plates of breakfast food sat half-eaten on the dining room table, and the tea kettle was still warm.

      White pointed to a coat rack near the front door. There were several winter coats and scarves hanging from the wooden pegs. Without saying anything to the others, White pointed down, then up, and shrugged. Lynch nodded. It was unlikely the Norwegians had fled out into the winter morning without first donning their coats, and so there was a good chance they were either downstairs, in the cellar, or up on the floor above, hostages of the German rifleman.

      Lynch cautiously approached the steep, narrow staircase leading upstairs. “Oi, Fritz? We know you’re up there, you bastard!”

      A floorboard above them creaked, and Lynch heard a frightened woman’s voice say something in Norwegian. There was the sound of a slap, and a reply in harsh German. Lynch slung his Thompson and unholstered his .45 automatic, quietly racking the slide to chamber a round. He then began to ascend the stairs, treading carefully on each step to avoid making any sounds. Catching Nelson’s eye, Lynch used his hand to make a talking motion with his fingers, indicating they should keep the German distracted.

      “Listen here, you rotter!” Nelson called up to the German, raising his voice to mask any noise Lynch might make. “C’mon down with your bloody mitts in the air and we’ll let you live. Otherwise we’ll blow your guts out your back!”

      A rifle fired from above, the bullet punching through a couple of feet from where Nelson stood. Lynch heard the German curse, then fire a second time, again missing both Nelson and White, who’d moved into the corners of the room. Before the German had a chance to work the action of his rifle, Lynch bounded up the remaining stairs and shouldered open the door to the room where the German was hiding. Inside, Lynch found an older German with the insignia of a Gefreiter standing in the middle of the room. In the corner, huddling behind the bed, a mother and father crouched with their young daughter between them, hands over their ears.

      Lynch brought up his pistol, about to demand the German’s surrender, when the rifleman saw him, cursed, and charged, bringing up the butt of his Mauser. Lynch fired his pistol three times, each shot hitting the German higher in the chest, the last punching home just below the throat. The German staggered and collapsed right at Lynch’s feet, letting out a long gurgle as blood pooled around him. Lynch kicked away the rifle and kept his pistol pointed at the German before stepping further into the room, checking the corners and behind the door.

      “Are there any other Germans here?” he asked the Norwegians, pointing at the body on the floor and then pointing his finger towards the room across the landing. The father shook his head, then pointed at the German and raised only one finger.

      Lynch nodded and holstered his pistol. “All clear up here!” he shouted downstairs, then glanced at the dead German. Grabbing the body by its web gear, he dragged it down the stairs and then outside. Lynch dropped the German in the snow, while across the street, a four-man stretcher team lifted McTeague's litter, the sergeant’s dented helmet resting on his chest. With a nod, Lynch watched as they staggered off towards the beach.

      The six Commandos looked at each other for a moment, then Nelson gave Lynch a punch in the shoulder. “Looks like you’re top man now, mate.”

      Lynch looked at Bowen. The sniper had made corporal two months before Lynch, and so was technically the senior non-commissioned officer, but Bowen just shook his head. Lynch knew the Welshman had no interest in being a leader, content to just practice his specialized craft and go where he was needed most. Lynch nodded to his friend, and then looked at the squad’s remaining five men.

      “Alright, boyos. Eyes to the windows and alleyways, and let’s move sharply, now. We’ve got to link up with Captain Forrester and keep pushing Jerry north.”

      The men all nodded in agreement and formed up with Lynch in front, leading his friends into battle for the first time.
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      South Vaagso

      1030 Hours

      

      Lynch and his squad eventually reached Captain Forrester’s rallying point, situated behind three buildings across the street from the Ulvesund Hotel. Several dozen Commandos were hunkered down behind cover, preparing to advance across the street and take the hotel. As Lynch approached, he could see the drawn faces on several of the men near their commanding officer, who appeared to be in an animated conversation with Captain Linge and several other Norwegian soldiers. Lynch stepped close to a nearby corporal, a man named Finch, who was standing nearby.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Captain Giles is dead,” Finch replied, his face dour. “He was belly-shot by some bastard Jerry a little while ago, right in front of his own brother.”

      “Bloody hell!” Lynch exclaimed.

      “The captain is in a right murderous state about it,” Finch continued. “I don’t envy the Huns in that bleedin’ hotel, once he kicks the door down.”

      “When do we attack?” Lynch asked.

      “Sounded like he was waiting for your squad, maybe another. Where’s that bloody huge sergeant of yours?” Finch asked.

      Lynch shook his head. “Wounded in the head by a Jerry stick-grenade. He got taken to the beach on a litter, so he did.”

      “Hard to imagine anything taking Sergeant McTeague out of the fight,” Finch replied, shaking his head. “So, who’s leading your lot?”

      “I am, unless they attach us to someone else,” Lynch answered.

      Finch nodded. “Good luck with that, mate. The quality have been hit hard this morning. Komrower, Lloyd, Giles, your man Price...and we’ve lost a fair few sergeants as well. By the end of the day, they’ll be making us captains.”

      Lynch glared at Finch. “Don’t bloody say that, now. You’ll put a curse on the whole mission.”

      Finch glanced over to where Forrester was getting ready for the assault and unslung his Thompson. “This mission’s already cursed, mate. Better ready your men, because it’s time.”

      “Alright lads!” Captain Forrester shouted to the Commandos assembled around him. “I’ll lead first squad across while the rest of you lay down covering fire. We’ll take the doorway and hold it while second and third squads cross the street, with fourth squad and Captain Linge’s men on overwatch. Everyone mind where you fire, and most importantly, keep moving!”

      There was a murmur of acknowledgement from the Commandos around Forrester, and everyone moved into position. Lynch’s squad was third squad, so they formed up at the left-hand corner of the rightmost building, with Forrester and the men of first squad directly across from him, at the right-hand corner of the middle building. The Commando captain gave Lynch a nod and a grin, and Lynch returned the gesture with a quick salute. Then Forrester turned to the men lined up behind him.

      “C’mon lads, last man through the door buys the first round back home!”

      With a roar, the dozen Commandos rounded the corner of the building and charged across the street, weapons spitting lead. Forrester fired his Thompson from the hip as he ran, urging his men forward, while Lynch and his men formed up in the gap between the two buildings, firing over first squad and aiming for the windows along the upper stories of the hotel.

      The hotel’s defenders were not idle. Muzzles flashed from every window and even the doorway. Lynch saw one of the charging Commandos stumble, and then another. But the fusillade of bullets from the three squads giving covering fire kept the defenders’ heads down, and as Captain Forrester charged the door of the hotel, Lynch saw him pull a grenade from his webbing, rip the pin free with his teeth, and let the arming spoon fly away. Before he could throw it, however, a rifle barked from the doorway, and Forrester stumbled and collapsed just feet from his objective.

      The Commando charge suddenly faltered as their commanding officer fell, and Lynch saw Corporal Finch move to aid his captain, only to recoil back as Forrester’s body jerked horribly, a fan of crimson spraying into the air. Lynch realized Forrester had fallen on his own primed hand grenade, and it had gone off under his body.

      The Germans used the confusion of Forrester’s death to maximum effect. Their volume of fire rose quickly, and Lynch saw two more Commandos wounded before Finch finally waved the men back towards the rallying point. The surviving Commandos staggered behind cover, several aided by their squadmates. Others collapsed in obvious shock, their battledress sprayed with the shredded remains of their captain.

      “Poor bastard,” Nelson muttered next to Lynch. “Hell of a way for a fighting man to go out.”

      Bowen, still peeking out from behind the edge of their building, leaned back and shook his head. “I saw him take the bullet through the body. It was a mortal wound. If he wasn’t killed by the grenade, he would have been dead in minutes.”

      “That’s cold comfort, so it is,” Lynch said, his tone bitter.

      Gunfire erupted in the street, and Lynch cautiously poked his head out to see what was happening. He saw fourth squad, as well as second squad, dashing out into the street on the far left flank of their position, attempting to come at the hotel from an angle. Lynch saw Captain Linge and several other Commandos throwing grenades and shooting at the hotel windows, but the Germans cut loose with a heavy volume of fire, driving Linge and his men back behind cover. Thankfully, Lynch didn’t see any bodies left behind from this second assault, but he didn’t have a clear view of the retreating men from his position.

      Moments later, there was a great deal of shouting among the Commandos behind the middle building, and Lynch turned to see Captain Linge arguing with his sergeant, a man named Larsen, as well as Corporal Finch. Lynch motioned for his men to stay in cover and then dashed across the space between the two buildings, his movement drawing inaccurate fire from the Germans in the hotel. Lynch heard the crack of Bowen’s Lee-Enfield, but he had no idea whether or not is friend had scored a kill. He approached the arguing Commandos and saluted Linge, who barely acknowledged it before turning back to argue with Finch.

      “We are attacking again, whether you like, or no!” Linge shouted in accented English.

      “With respect, sir,” Finch replied, “We should send a runner to find the lieutenant-colonel, and maybe call up a mortar team. That hotel is too heavily guarded.”

      “Your captain would attack again, if he here, and I dead in the street,” Linge shot back. “We press on, be bold, kill the Germans! I am to attack again, and any British wish to avenge their dead captain, they come with us!”

      Several of the Commandos around Linge let out cheers of agreement, but the majority looked uneasy, and Lynch saw Finch’s mouth draw into a thin line with disappointment. “You’re the ranking officer, Captain. We will follow your lead.”

      The men reformed into their squads, with Linge taking Forrester’s place in leading first squad. This time, it was agreed that all four squads would charge at once, with the hope that the momentum of the attack would carry them forward to victory. Lynch could see the grim determination on Linge’s face, and he was reminded that this operation was very personal for the Norwegian captain. The civilians hiding in homes all around them were his countrymen, and Vaagso was his homeland. To Linge, these Germans weren’t just the enemy, they were invaders who needed to be driven from Norway by any means necessary.

      Across the way, Linge cocked back the bolt on his Thompson and edged to the corner of the building, then turned his head to look back at the men behind him.

      “Til Valhall!” Linge shouted, the war cry picked up by his men. The British behind them simply cheered, and Linge charged out from behind the edge of the building. Immediately, there was a single shot from a Mauser rifle, and the Norwegian captain jerked with the impact of a bullet. Linge stumbled for a moment before regaining his balance, and he staggered towards the street, firing his Thompson wildly.

      Sergeant Larsen followed, not wishing to abandon him despite Linge’s reckless charge, and as soon as the men of first squad filed past, Lynch motioned for his men to follow, and they ran out from around the building after the others. Gunfire filled the air as dozens of Commandos fired on the hotel, but the building’s stout walls and the accurate fire of the defenders slowed the charge, causing men to duck and waver as bullets snapped and whined around them. Lynch saw Linge stagger as he was shot again, only feet from the body of Captain Forrester, and Larsen grabbed his captain and dragged him up against the entrance to the hotel, momentarily safe from the defenders’ fire. A stick grenade flew out of a third-story window and exploded nearby, wounding several Commandos, and another was tossed aside at the last second by a man from second squad with exceptional reflexes.

      As the Commandos milled about in the street, unsure of what to do, Finch waved his hands overhead, shouting, “Fall back! Fall back!”. Lynch knelt in the street and raked several second-story windows with a long burst from his Thompson, then motioned to Larsen, urging him to run. With a last pat on the shoulder of his dead captain, Larsen pushed himself away from the wall of the hotel and ran back across the street, Lynch and Nelson providing covering fire. In seconds, the Commandos had regrouped.

      Back in cover once more, Lynch let out a vivid curse and watched as several Commandos tended to their wounded comrades. Across the alleyway, he saw Finch slam his gloved fist into the side of the building, swearing repeatedly. After a long moment, Finch turned and slumped against the building, looking at Lynch and shaking his head, tears visible on his face. Next to Finch, Sergeant Larson sat in the snow, leaning against the building, his face in his hands, the blood of his captain visible on his battledress. All around them, Commandos sat on the ground, exhausted, dirty, and worst of all, visibly defeated.

      Forrester, Giles, Linge, Price, Lloyd, Komrower, McTeague...so many good men had been killed or wounded that morning, Who was left to lead? Lynch wondered. Looking at Finch, he saw a man at the edge of giving up, a man who’d seen his captain, his hero, shot down and blown apart.

      Next to Lynch, Bowen shook his head. “This isn’t working. We need a better plan, or we’re just going to keep leaving bodies in the street.”

      Lynch nodded. “We’ve got to break this defensive line, and the hotel is the hardpoint holding it all together. If we take it, the rest of the line folds.”

      But who among us is willing to step forward and lead the next charge?

      Someone jabbed Lynch hard in the shoulder, and he turned to see Nelson, who pointed south, past the other squads. Approaching their position was another group of Commandos, and when Lynch saw what they were carrying, he smiled.

      “If we can’t attack from the front…” he said.

      “We attack from above,” Nelson finished, giving his squadmate a malicious grin.

      Lynch stepped forward.
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      The Ulvesund Hotel

      1045 Hours

      

      Metz took a five-round clip from the ammunition box on the table next to him and pushed it into the magazine well of the Kar 98k in his hands. Once the cartridges were loaded, he tossed aside the metal stripper clip and worked the bolt, chambering the first round. Metz leaned the rifle against the window in front of him, then checked the MP-38 on the table. His second-to-last magazine was full and seated in the weapon, the bolt cocked back and ready to fire. In addition, there was a cloth satchel with three Stielhandgranaten hanging from the back of a chair next to the table.

      All in all, Metz felt nervous, but more confident in their situation than he’d been an hour ago. They’d fought off three waves of British attackers, and several tan-uniformed corpses were visible below his window, along with multiple blood trails in the snow leading back across the street. Inside the hotel, some two dozen defenders stood ready, a man at every window or doorway, weapons at the ready. Two men had been killed, and three others wounded, but it was clear that the British invaders had lost their momentum, and that was exactly what Stabsfeldwebel Lebrenz had hoped would happen.

      Downstairs, Metz could hear Leutnant zur See Sebelin giving a report over the wireless, alerting the nearest airfields of the situation and trying to get an idea of when more than just a pair of Luftwaffe fighters might arrive and drive away the Tommies. So far, as best as Metz could gather from overhearing Sebelin’s side of previous transmissions, the gravity of the situation wasn’t being taken seriously. Whoever Sebelin was reporting to, they seemed to believe this was only a harassing attack to sink a few trawlers and perhaps silence some shore batteries. No one wanted to accept that the British had landed a force hundreds strong on German-occupied territory.

      A roar of profanity from Sebelin came up the staircase, and Egger, positioned near the hotel room’s other window, let out a low whistle.

      “The Leutnant does not sound pleased,” Egger whispered.

      Metz shook his head. “No one wants to believe the Tommies would be this bold.”

      Egger fed single nine-millimetre cartridges into the magazine of his P-38, topping it off before sliding it back into the pistol’s butt. He holstered the sidearm and picked up the Mauser rifle next to him, slipping open the rifle’s bolt to check its load. Metz had seen Egger hit the British officer leading the third attack as the man had stepped out from behind the building across from them.

      “I think you make a better rifleman than you do an assistant machine-gunner,” Metz said.

      The young man chuckled, his breath whistling through his battered nose. “If we had that MG-34, you could cross the street by stepping from one English corpse to the next.”

      Metz nodded. There wasn’t a single machine gun left in the defensive line. If another unit had gotten their hands on one, they were too far away to engage, because he’d not heard the distinctive sound of an MG-34 firing since just after the attack had occurred.

      Suddenly a thought came to Metz, and he turned to Egger. “That old sardine can parked in the garage down the street. It has a machine gun.”

      Egger frowned. “The Panzerbefelswagen? Does its engine even turn over?”

      “We don’t need the damn engine to turn over,” Metz replied. “We need the machine gun mounted on it, and the ammunition it carries.”

      Egger shrugged, keeping watch out the window. Blood had clotted along his hairline where a bit of broken glass had sliced him, but he seemed to pay the injury no mind. Suddenly Egger leaned forward and brought up his Mauser, firing a shot and leaning back immediately. Metz stepped to the side, away from his window, as a burst of automatic weapon fire - it sounded like a Tommy machine pistol - rattled against the outer stone wall. Several slugs zipped through the room, impacting against the rear wall amongst a dozen other bullet holes.

      “You’re wasting ammunition,” Metz said.

      Egger shrugged again, opening the bolt of his rifle and slipping a single round back into the chamber. “I missed, but I think it keeps them unfocused. A man doesn’t think right when he’s hunched over in fear. You taught us that.”

      Metz smiled. It was one of the lessons he’d drilled into the men who manned their squad’s machine gun. While the weapon was very good at killing, it was even better at keeping the enemy frightened, pinned down, and helpless, which meant that not only were they ineffective, they made easier targets for one’s own mortars, artillery, and attack aircraft.

      That last thought caused Metz to peek out of his window. Across the wide expansive of South Vaagso’s main street, he caught a glimpse of Tommies running from one building to another. Angling his view, he looked towards the south, trying to see if any more attackers were arriving. He did not see any movement, but there was a steady background of gunfire, punctuated with the occasional grenade burst. Looking up into the sky, Metz realized the pair of Messerschmitts were now gone, either shot down or returning to their airfield. Unless more Luftwaffe reinforcements arrived soon, the Tommies would continue to push forward, and eventually they’d try another—

      Thoomp!

      The distinctive sound of a firing mortar registered in Metz’s ears, and before he realized what he was doing, he grabbed Egger and pulled him to the floor. A moment later there was a loud crump somewhere above them, and the entire hotel shook, despite its heavy stone and timber construction.

      “They hit us with a mortar bomb!” Egger cried.

      “Get to the window,” Metz grunted, “but keep your head down. They may be softening us up for another attack.”

      Metz got to his feet and grabbed his machine pistol from the table. He started moving towards the doorway as a second explosion rocked the hotel, followed moments later by a third. A man above him started screaming in agony, and as Metz stepped out into the hallway, he saw the air was filled with a haze of dust, and his nose caught the scent of detonated explosives and smoke.

      “They’re going to bring the roof down on us!” Metz hollered down the staircase.

      Sebelin’s aide, a Matrosengefreiter, or Seaman of the Kriegsmarine, poked his head around a corner and looked up at him.

      “The Leutnant says to hold our positions as long as we can,” the young man shouted over the sound of another explosion, “but order the men on the third floor to evacuate down to your level. We’ll use the third floor as cover from the mortar.”

      Metz nodded and turned, slinging his MP-38 as he climbed up the flight of stairs to the third floor. Halfway down the hall, he saw a shattered door hanging by a single hinge, a dead man sprawled in the doorway. Another soldier leaned against a wall clutching a bleeding arm. He looked up as Metz appeared in the stairwell.

      “Get down to the second story!” Metz shouted.

      The soldier nodded and staggered past, heading down the stairs. Metz turned towards the other end of the hallway, just as a mortar bomb landed several meters away, blowing a hole in the ceiling and spraying plaster dust everywhere. Metz coughed, then pushed forward through the haze, banging on every closed door and shouting at the men inside.

      “Downstairs! The Leutnant orders you to the second floor!” Metz cried out, choking on the dust and pulverized debris in the air.

      Another bomb landed with a crash, and a wall burst into the hallway. Metz saw a severed arm amidst the rubble and gagged. Doors opened and soldiers stumbled out of the rooms, coughing and holding their arms over their heads, expecting the ceiling above to fall in on them at any moment. Metz waved them towards the staircase, cursing at them to move faster. Once the last man descended, Metz followed, unslinging his weapon.

      The sound of machine gun fire and exploding grenades outside the hotel signalled another attack from the Tommies, and this time, Metz had a feeling the hotel’s defenders wouldn’t be able to stop them in the street.
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      The Ulvesund Hotel

      1050 Hours

      

      Lynch pressed his back against the outer wall of the hotel, then flipped the armed grenade through the shattered remnants of the front door. Over the roar of gunfire all around him, Lynch heard someone cry out inside a moment before the Mills Bomb detonated, spraying debris out the doorway. Nodding to Nelson standing on the other side of the opening, Lynch ducked into a crouch and charged inside, his Thompson scything through the air on full auto. Nelson was right behind him, taking the high position and hammering out bursts from the shoulder at anything that moved.

      A bullet snapped past Lynch’s ear and out through the doorway. The German responsible died an instant later, as two slugs from Nelson’s Thompson reduced the man’s head to a shattered ruin. Lynch shoved past the toppling corpse and kept moving into the hotel foyer, throwing another grenade down a hallway to his left, while White, coming in behind Nelson and Lynch, threw a grenade up the staircase off to the right. More explosions rocked the building as Commandos reached the outer wall of the hotel unharmed and flung grenades through every window.

      Further back inside the hotel, a German voice shouted something with an officer’s authority, and Lynch moved through the lobby, trying to find where the defenders were regrouping. Nelson, White, and the rest his men moved to follow him, as the other squads poured through windows and doorways, firing at any German foolish to show his face. After all the casualties they'd suffered trying to capture the hotel, the Commandos were in a bloodthirsty mood, unwilling to accept quarter from men who, moments ago, had tried their best to kill them.

      None of the men had been eager to make another frontal assault, but with the arrival of Sergeant Ramsay and the firepower of his section’s three-inch mortars, Lynch had convinced Finch and the other squad leaders that they could take the hotel. Finch had been dubious at first, but when Lynch volunteered to lead the assault, the other man finally accepted the plan.

      “I won’t lead the lads on this mad scheme of yours, Tom,” Finch had said. “But, if this is what you’re set on, I’ll sure as hell follow you.”

      Once Ramsay’s mortar section had wrecked the third floor of the hotel, Lynch had all the Bren teams concentrate fire on the second floor windows, while the men carrying Thompsons used them to suppress the defenders on the ground floor. As a result, the Germans offered up a poor defence against the Commandos’ assault.

      Now, Lynch moved through the service portion of the hotel and approached a doorway leading into the hotel kitchen and the rear service entrance. He heard German voices ahead of him and he looked back, making sure Nelson and the rest of the squad was following. Lynch unclipped his last hand grenade, pulled the pin, and threw it around the corner and into the room.

      There was a cry of alarm just before the grenade exploded, but as Lynch pivoted around the doorway and into the room, he was forced to duck back as a burst of gunfire hammered a set of copper pots and pans hanging along the wall to his right. Lynch stuck his Thompson around the corner and fired off a burst, while a German responded by firing several pistol shots, one of which blew apart a glass jar containing flour, spraying it everywhere.

      Lynch peeked around the corner, and through the cloud of flour swirling in the room, he saw several Germans dashing out through the doorway and into the small courtyard behind the hotel. Raising his Thompson, Lynch fired a long burst after the Germans, and saw one of their number stumble, only to be caught by two others and dragged around the corner of another building. The last man turned and emptied the magazine of his MP-38 through the doorway before following his comrades. The nine-millimetre slugs clanged and pinged off the side of an immense cast-iron stove, sending ricochets and bullet fragments everywhere.

      Lynch moved to pursue the Germans, but as he stepped outside, there was gunfire to his left. He turned to see several other Germans climbing out a first-floor hotel window and firing back behind them. One of the Germans saw Lynch and raised his Mauser, but before he could bring the weapon to bear, the muzzle of a Lee-Enfield appeared in the window and fired, the bullet blowing out the side of the German’s head and spraying blood and brain matter for yards. The two other Germans threw down their rifles and raised their hands over their heads, but whoever the Commandos were inside that room, they didn’t feel like taking prisoners. Two more gunshots echoed across the yard, and the surrendering Germans collapsed in the snow.

      Nelson stepped out into the courtyard next to Lynch, snapping a fresh magazine into his Thompson’s receiver.

      “Should we follow them?” he asked.

      Lynch shook his head. “We need to gather the men and send word to an officer, if there be any left. If we give chase now, we’ll be spread out in penny packets, easy targets for any Jerry with a rifle.”

      The sound of gunfire along the German defensive line continued, but it was clear that with the loss of the hotel, the Commandos were beginning to break through. Lynch heard fighting further north, both to the east and west of the hotel, and he knew the Germans were disappearing into the town, creating more strongpoints to hold out against the British as they advanced. Part of him did want to pursue the Germans, but he knew if they did it without coordination, even more Commandos would be dead and wounded in the streets.

      Lynch turned and addressed the rest of the squad. “Alright lads, we’re stopping here for a breather. Higgins, Herring, you two set up the Bren and cover the back courtyard. White, come with me, we’re going to see if we can find anything worth saving, in case this bloody ruin begins to fall apart. Nelson, I want you and Bowen to push ahead just far enough to ensure we’ve got warning if the Germans attempt a counterattack.”

      The men around him nodded and spoke a few words of agreement, then went about their tasks. Lynch looked around the kitchen, seeing debris from his grenade and the exchange of gunfire, but he also spotted a loaf of bread, a sausage, and a hunk of hard cheese on a countertop nearby. Drawing his Fairbairn-Sykes dagger, Lynch brushed away a few bits of pottery and splintered wood, then hacked apart the food and passed it around to the men nearby, saving himself one end of the loaf and a bit of cheese.

      Over the next few minutes, Lynch and White moved through the hotel, looking for any signs of German documents or other worthy intelligence. Several offices were searched, but it was clear the Germans had already burned what sensitive papers or code books they’d kept at the hotel. Lynch found several piles of smouldering ashes, thoroughly stirred and spread around to make any attempts at recovering scraps of information impossible. A wireless was also found, but someone had taken a rifle butt and smashed the set into uselessness. White, the squad’s signals expert, dug through the shattered remains, pulling out a few pieces and examining them.

      “Nothing left worth a fig,” White muttered, then threw the items back into the broken housing. “Bloody Jerries know how to muck up a delicate instrument like this good and proper-like.”

      Just then, Corporal Finch stepped into the wireless room. “Ah, there you are, Tom. The lieutenant-colonel’s arrived, and he wants us to brief him on what’s happened.”

      It was an odd feeling, being asked to perform a duty that either Price or McTeague would normally handle, but both of those men were now out of the picture, perhaps for good. It was down to Lynch to lead the squad, both in battle, and in dealing with senior officers. Lynch knew such was the fate of men in war - you were rarely given a choice as to whether to lead your men or not. It was a matter of life or death, victory or defeat.

      With this in mind, Lynch slung his Thompson over his shoulder and nodded to White. “Keep looking around. Maybe you’ll find something.”

      Then he followed Finch out the door and went to give his report.
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      South Vaagso

      1100 Hours

      

      Metz followed a few paces behind the others, constantly turning around and covering their rear to make sure the British weren’t following. For now, at least, it appeared the invaders were going to be content with consolidating and holding what was left of the hotel, allowing the Germans to flee unmolested.

      He didn’t know how many of the hotel’s defenders had escaped the final assault. Egger was the only member of his squad whom Metz had seen retreating from the hotel, and though he hoped they’d all made it out alive, he wouldn’t be surprised if they were the only two left. He’d heard a lot of gunfire from the direction of the hotel even after they’d fled, and he morbidly wondered if the Tommies were shooting prisoners and the wounded. He didn’t think the British would be that barbaric, but on the other hand, after the casualties they’d suffered in taking the hotel, Metz would not be surprised if they were in no mood to accept surrender.

      The four Germans continued on past two other buildings before Leutnant Sebelin made it clear he could go no further. Egger used the butt of his rifle to break the lock on a nearby door, and the four men stumbled into a two-story home. The occupants, a family of four, huddled in the corner of their kitchen, sitting on the floor with their hands over their heads. Metz gestured towards the front door with the barrel of his machine pistol, and after a moment the Norwegians figured it out, fleeing their home with all haste.

      “We need to get him up onto something flat, so we can see his injury,” said Gerver, Sebelin’s aide.

      Egger moved to the kitchen table and swept it clear with the barrel of his rifle, while Metz slung his MP-38 and helped Gerver lift Sebelin onto the table, the officer grunting in pain through clenched teeth. Metz drew his combat knife and cut away the uniform around the naval officer’s bloodied left side, exposing glistening blood oozing from the entry and exit wounds. The shot had hit low, perhaps below Sebelin’s kidney, entering through his back and exiting right above the waistline.

      Metz looked up at Gerver and shook his head. “It doesn’t look good,” he said quietly.

      “Will he live?” Gerver asked.

      Sebelin waved his hand in a weak gesture. “I am a dead man, I know this already. You men should go now.”

      Metz pointed at the wound. “Even if we get him to the Tommies, they will need a surgeon to repair this. If we wait for reinforcements to arrive from up north, the Leutnant will not survive.”

      Gerver turned and glanced towards the front door. “So we take him to the British and ask for aid. He’s a Kriegsmarine officer, they will be obliged to give him medical attention.”

      Metz held his tongue. Sebelin was a Leutnant zur See, little better than an ensign in the British naval rankings, and the most junior of the German officers in South Vaagso. If Gerver expected the Tommies to treat Sebelin like some Germanic Horatio Nelson, the young man was very much mistaken, especially with a number of wounded men on their own side to save first.

      Sebelin shook his head, face pale and sweaty with shock. “Nein. Even if they were to take me, it would mean one of you would have to surrender as well, in order to tell them where I was. I can’t have it. You must continue on and do what you can to defend the town from the British. If we keep delaying them in their push towards the factories, it will give the Luftwaffe more time to respond.”

      Gerver looked shocked. “But sir, I cannot leave you here! I am your aide, that would not be proper.”

      Sebelin struggled to raise his head. “I am still in command, am I not? You have your orders. Continue north, rally what men you find, and defend the factories against the British. Hold them as long as you can, and wait for reinforcements.”

      Metz saw Gerver hesitate for a moment, and then nod. Sebelin pulled his Luger from its holster and handed it to Gerver, who was otherwise unarmed, having dropped his rifle while trying to assist Sebelin after he was wounded.

      Metz pointed to the satchel of grenades Egger was carrying. “Give those to him as well,” he told Egger. “Gerver, you’ve just been seconded to the Heer.”

      It took a few minutes to make Sebelin comfortable. Egger tucked blankets under the wounded man’s feet to help elevate his legs, and pillowed his head with several dish towels. Metz used some warm water from the kettle on the stove to wash Sebelin’s wound, and he bound it as best he could with a bedsheet torn into strips. Several other blankets were placed over Sebelin to keep him warm, and Gerver gave him some water to drink.

      As the three men prepared to leave, Sebelin turned to Metz and reached out a weak hand, which Metz took. “I always imagined death on the bridge of a warship,” Sebelin whispered. “Sailing into a fight against terrible odds, guns firing, alarms wailing. I did not expect to die while bundled up like an infant on some fisherman’s dining table.”

      “Our lives are pledged to the Fatherland,” Metz replied. “We give them up when we are asked, as dearly as we can, wherever they are needed most.”

      “Auf Wiedersehen, Feldwebel.” Sebelin said, and let go of Metz’s hand. “Gerver, a moment, if you please.”

      Metz nodded towards the door, and Egger followed him outside, their weapons at the ready. Once more in the cold morning air, they heard the sound of gunfire in all directions, although there wasn’t anyone in sight from either side of the battle.

      “How much ammunition do you have?” Metz asked.

      “Twenty rounds, plus four in the rifle,” Egger replied. “I put the spare magazine in the pistol, the other has three rounds remaining.”

      Metz nodded. “I am down to one full magazine. We need to get somewhere we can resupply.”

      Gerver emerged from the house, wiping at his cheeks with the cuff of his sleeve. He shut the door behind him, and with his belt knife, he scratched WOUNDED INSIDE across the paint of the front door. Then, he pulled Sebelin’s pistol from his belt, checked for a round in the chamber, and nodded to Metz and Egger.

      “Gentleman, what now?” Gerver asked.

      Metz had been thinking of what to do since they’d fled from the hotel. It was a long shot, but it might help turn the tide of the fight.

      “Back at the hotel, Egger and I talked of finding another machine gun. With an MG-34 and a strong defensive position, we could do a great deal to slow down the Tommies.”

      “Do you know where to find one?” Gerver asked.

      “The Panzerbefelswagen. It is in a large shed not far from here. It mounts a machine gun, and even if it isn’t road-worthy, we can pull the weapon and the Panzer’s ammunition load and bring them with us. Then we find a good firing position and prepare as best we can.”

      An exploding grenade a few houses away caused Gerver to start. “Do you think it is worth the risk?”

      Metz tapped the receiver of his MP-38. “This is the last magazine I have, and Egger is down to only twenty-four rounds for his rifle. We’re not much use as we are, but with that machine gun, we’re worth an entire rifle squad.”

      Gerver finally nodded, and without further discussion, they began to move in the direction of the shed. Metz took the lead, with Gerver in the middle and Egger providing security to the rear. Seeing how shaken Gerver was at the moment, Metz grew worried the sailor might get startled and accidentally shoot him in the back with the Luger.

      “Take care to keep your finger off the trigger, bitte,” Metz whispered behind him.

      Gerver took his finger out from within the pistol’s trigger guard. “I’ve never been in a battle before,” he admitted.

      “Just do as I say, when I say it, and you’ll be fine,” Metz replied.

      More than once, the three men ducked behind a building or crouched behind a snowbank as British soldiers moved past, and it was clear the battle was overtaking them. Once, a group of five Gebirgsjägers ran by, breath steaming in the air, as their Gefreiter belted out orders. Metz thought of calling out to them, and then decided against it. Now was not the time to try and assume command of unfamiliar men and contradict whatever orders they might be under at the moment.

      Eventually they reached the shed, a wood and stone building with a set of large barn doors. Rather than finding it unoccupied, Metz saw one of the doors was halfway open, and there were men in khaki uniforms guarding the doorway.

      “Scheisse,” Metz cursed. He turned to the men behind him. “The blasted Tommies beat us here.”

      “How did they know about it?” Egger asked.

      “One of the locals must have told them,” Metz answered. “I am sure the Tommies asked if there were any Panzers or armoured cars in town, and someone directed them here.”

      Gerver shook his head. “The civilians had no idea that thing is little better than a staff car. It’s hardly a proper Panzer.”

      “Maybe, but it is proof against rifle fire and machine guns, which is more than you can say about most of these wood-framed homes. I’ll take a centimetre of armour plate over a fisherman’s home any day,” Metz replied.

      “So what do we do?” Gerver asked.

      Before Metz could answer, there was a shout from inside the shed, and a British soldier ran out, urging the other men with him to run. They got only a few paces away when there was a tremendous explosion, and the shed blew apart, large pieces of wood and stone flying through the air dozens of metres. Metz ducked back as a fist-sized piece of stone smashed into the corner of the building where he’d been standing, and a metre-long support timber cartwheeled through the alleyway where they crouched.

      Metz huddled in a tight ball, arms over his head, as debris continued to rain down for several seconds. When the danger seemed over, he slowly uncoiled himself from his crouch and peered around the corner of the building. The shed was completely obliterated, and of the Panzer, there remained only twisted fragments of its chassis, with broken track links, bogie wheels, and armour plates littering the snow for twenty metres around. Of the Tommies, one was clearly dead, a spear-like length of wood sticking out of the man’s back as he lay face-down in the snow. Two others were also down and moving weakly as the other half-dozen members of the demolitions squad tended to their injuries.

      Egger and Gerver crawled forward and stared for a long moment, neither man saying anything, until they all moved back into the alleyway.

      “What do we do now, Feldwebel?” Egger asked.

      Metz brushed a bit of snow from the open bolt of his weapon. “We continue north, and try to find a strong pocket of resistance.”

      And with that, the three soldiers set out through the maze of buildings, moving to the north at the double.
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      South Vaagso

      1130 Hours

      

      After taking the Ulvesund Hotel, the Commandos’ advance stalled while cold, weary men gathered the dead, tended to the wounded, and restocked their ammunition. The two Troops assigned to assault the town had not only taken heavy casualties among the ranks, they’d lost both their captains, and almost all their other officers were either killed or wounded. In short, their combat effectiveness was severely diminished, and there was still a lot of work to be done in order to eliminate the German resistance in South Vaagso.

      Fortunately, the battle for the island of Maaloy had been won with few casualties on the British side, and the Commandos there were still fresh. Responding to a request for reinforcements from Lieutenant-Colonel Durnford-Slater, Major Churchill dispatched Captain Peter Young and half of his No. 6 Troop back to the mainland in order to add fresh men to the fight. In addition, Brigadier Hayden released the floating reserve, consisting of two Troops assigned to the mission from 2 Commando. With the manpower at hand more than doubled, the Commandos began a relentless push north through the town, systematically clearing each building they encountered.

      Lynch was given temporary command of No. 4 Troop and the two dozen men still in fighting shape. He reformed them into four sections of six men, with himself personally leading one, and Nelson, Bowen, and Finch each leading one of the others. Bowen refused at first, but Lynch handed his friend a captured MP-38 and a pouch full of magazines.

      “Rhys, I need men I can trust leading these lads,” Lynch said, “and to be sure, I can’t think of a man I trust more than you.”

      “What about this brute? Didn’t think you trusted him all that much,” Bowen said with a grin, pointing his thumb at Nelson, who stood with his arms crossed, scowling at the smaller Welshman.

      “Aye, well, he likes breaking down doors and killing Germans. That makes up for his many other problems,” Lynch replied with a grin.

      “Oi, what bloody problems you on about?” Nelson growled.

      “That’s a long list, me boyo,” Lynch answered, punching his friend in the shoulder. “And we’ve got a town full of Germans to kill, so we do.”

      In addition to the other Commando troops, aid came to the assault force from an unexpected quarter - the citizens of South Vaagso. As the British pushed further north and freed more territory from the German defenders, the Norwegians began to emerge from hiding. While many simply moved south to escape the fighting, some volunteered their services to the British, from fetching food and water to helping tend to the wounded. A few of the Norwegians even volunteered to act as guides for the assault teams. Soon, many squads were accompanied by a civilian, often paired with one of the late Captain Linge’s men to help translate. While the Commandos refused to arm the civilians, some were allowed to carry satchels of hand grenades, great numbers of which were being consumed as the assault teams cleared the town.

      Despite the increase in manpower, and the assistance of the civilian population, the fighting continued as fiercely as ever, because while the Germans lacked coordination, they made up for it in sheer determination. As the British continued to move north, the cries for orderlies and stretcher-bearers were heard every couple of minutes, as entrenched Germans caused casualties with grenades, rifles, and machine pistols. A number of men were killed or badly wounded by sniper fire coming from second story windows, or from Germans who’d moved west, up into the hills around the town. While many of these defenders were eventually killed, either through small arms fire, mortars, or in some few cases, the firepower of the Royal Navy destroyers moving up the fjord, few Germans gave up without a fight.

      Lynch found himself watching helplessly from the corner of a building as a sniper kept Captain Young’s party, including the lieutenant-colonel himself, pinned down in a small, exposed wood yard. Several men already lay sprawled on the frozen ground, shot down by the sniper, and try as they might, no one had so far been able to get a clear shot at the German, who was holed up in the second story of a house some distance away.

      Lynch wasn’t able to hear what was said, but he observed Young and Durnford-Slater in huddled conversation with Sergeant Herbert, one of Young’s senior NCOs. Nodding, Herbert moved at a crouch to a small shed nearby, covering ground quickly and staying behind cover as much as possible. The sniper took several shots at Herbert, but the sergeant was careful enough to make it to the shed without injury. Lynch saw him emerge a moment later with a sizable can, the sort used to carry around petrol. With the way Herbert carried the can, Lynch knew it was full, or nearly so, and Herbert was inching his way through the wood yard, always moving closer to the house containing the sniper.

      The captain cupped his hands to his mouth. “Covering fire, lads! Give ‘em everything you’ve got!” he shouted, loud enough for all nearby to hear him.

      Without hesitation, Lynch joined many others in firing on the house. Dozens of bullets sent splinters of wood flying in all directions, and under this weight of fire, the German was unable to get a shot off at Herbert. The sergeant ran up to the side of the house, bashed in the window with the butt of his Thompson, threw in the can of petrol, and followed it with a hand grenade. A moment later the grenade exploded, blowing out the window next to Herbert. The detonation was followed a moment later with a great whoosh of flame, as the petrol ignited and set the entire ground floor of the building on fire. A nearby Bren gunner stitched the upper floor of the house with a magazine of .303 calibre bullets as Herbert made his escape, and within moments, the house was a blazing inferno. The trapped party waited until flames licked the window frames in the upper story before moving out from the wood yard and continuing with the advance.

      Lynch looked over to where Bowen stood a few feet away, watching through a nearby window. The Welshman looked nauseated, and his knuckles were white on the stock of his rifle.

      “He was probably dead before the fire got him,” Lynch said to his friend.

      “Probably,” Bowen repeated without conviction. “It’s still a bad way for a man to go.”

      Lynch grunted. “We’ve seen a lot of dead men, so we have. Are there any good ways?”

      Bowen gave Lynch a withering look. “You know better than that, Tom. Rather a clean shot through the heart or the head with this,” he patted his sniper rifle, “than trapped inside a burning building.”

      Just then, a sergeant from 2 Commando approached them. “Which one of you is in charge ‘ere?”

      Lynch straightened up and saluted. “That’d be me, Sergeant.”

      “Your name Lynch?” the sergeant asked.

      “Aye, so it is,” Lynch replied.

      The sergeant hooked a thumb back over his shoulder. “Looks like you’n yours are rotating up to the front of the line. Factory along the docks needs taking. Bunch of Jerries locked up tight inside it, taking shots at anyone gets near.”

      With a sigh, Lynch pushed away from the wall he was leaning against. “C’mon Rhys, looks like they need the best men in South Vaagso to get the job done proper, so they do.”

      “No boot in my bollocks, mate,” the sergeant said with a sneer. “Those bleedin’ Huns have a machine gun, and they’re tucked up into the upper level of the factory. Going to be a right holiday digging them out. Have at it.”

      Lynch and his men, now twenty strong due to casualties along the way, moved towards the northernmost point of the Commandos’ advance. A young lance-corporal was hiding behind a building with several men and a civilian, an older man in a baker’s apron, favoring one of his legs. The Norwegian was pleading with one of Captain Linge’s men, who was listening and nodding. As Lynch approached, the lance-corporal motioned for everyone to stay out of sight from the factory.

      “Better keep your heads down,” the lance-corporal told them. “There’s at least a dozen Jerries in that factory, and they’ve got a machine gun. We’ve had a couple lads hit already. These fellows seem rather keen on keeping us away.”

      Lynch peeked around a corner of the building for a moment, assessing the factory, about a hundred yards away from where they hid. Two smaller buildings were situated between them and the factory, neither building large enough to provide suitable cover to twenty men.

      “If we’ve got to blow the sodding thing up anyway, why not drop some bleedin’ mortar rounds on it?” Nelson asked. “Or get on the wireless, and ask one of the destroyers to knock it to pieces.”

      The lance-corporal shook his head and pointed to the Norwegian baker. “This old fellow says there’s a bunch of locals held hostage inside, including his daughter. We can’t just blast the damn thing with civilians inside, now can we? Wouldn’t be proper.”

      Lynch cursed. For the most part, they’d been extremely lucky, with only one Norwegian that they knew of killed during the attack, an unfortunate casualty during the opening bombardment. By and large, the Germans had been reluctant to use the civilian population as hostages or living shields, preferring that the Norwegians just stay out of the way. But this group was different - not only did they have civilians with them, it was a probably a significant number.

      Lynch turned to the Norwegian soldier. “Ask him how many factory workers would normally be in there today.”

      The interpreter spoke to the baker in their native tongue, and the older man, frantic with fear, rattled on for some time before he was cut off with a pleading gesture.

      “He says somewhere around two dozen, and he says again, his daughter is in there with the Germans. He begs us to save her.”

      “Ask him how many guards normally watch over the factory,” Lynch replied.

      The interpreter and the baker spoke again.

      “He says only one, a young man with a rifle. He thinks these men are different. He says they are the new soldiers, men with flowers on their shirts. They came here a few days ago. He says these are not nice men, that they made even the Germans who guarded the town nervous.”

      “Must be the same bloody rotters we’ve seen here and there today. Tough fighters, that lot,” Nelson said, a begrudging note of respect in his voice.

      Lynch nodded. Among the Germans they’d encountered, some wore different insignia, with the Edelweiss flower embroidered into their uniforms. He dimly remembered some intelligence report that stated this was an indicator of any number of elite German units, possibly some kind of Jaeger or “hunter” unit, which in the German military meant light infantry. These men, Lynch worried, might be as skillful and tenacious as any Commando squad.

      Looking over his shoulder, Lynch realized all of his men were waiting for him to make a decision. He’d always relied on Price and McTeague to come up with the plans, and for men like him and Nelson and Bowen to carry them out. Lynch tried to imagine what Price would do in this situation, how he would outsmart and outfight the Germans.

      “Rhys, at what distance could you take out the machine gunner, if you be having the right angle?” Lynch asked.

      Bowen went prone at the corner of the building with his sniper rifle, then eased around the corner, peering at the upper level of the factory through the weapon’s scope. He studied the factory for a few seconds before getting to his feet again.

      “Two, maybe two hundred and fifty yards at most. I’m only going to have a very small target area,” Bowen replied.

      Lynch nodded and turned to the Norwegian soldier. “How well does this baker know the factory?”

      “He told me he used to work there before he injured his leg. His daughter took his place,” the interpreter replied.

      “Would he be able to sketch out the interior for us?” Lynch asked.

      The interpreter had a short conversation with the baker. “He says he can do that, yes. He worked there for many years.”

      “And does he know what the shoreline is like between here and that factory? Is it passable on foot?”

      The interpreter asked and the baker nodded, pointing in the direction of the fjord.

      “He says he does. It is steep, but if the tides are right, there is a narrow band of rocks by the waterline. The rocks will be wet and slippery, very dangerous to walk along, but as children he and others would explore them, so it can be done.”

      Lynch peered around the corner of the building again, his mind drawing lines and figuring angles. It will be risky, to be sure, he thought to himself, but they don’t pay us to do the easy work.

      Finally, Lynch turned to Corporal Finch. “How would you like to play hide-and-seek with a machine gun?” he asked with a grin.
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      The Factory

      1145 Hours

      

      Arna sat watching the Germans as they waited for the inevitable British attack. The machine gun in the upper level had fired several times recently, as had some of the men with rifles. Perhaps twenty minutes ago, three Germans, looking quite disheveled, had come into the factory. Two of them were soldiers, while the third wore the uniform of the German navy. Arna thought she’d seen them around at one time or another, although they were so covered in dirt and grime, their uniforms sodden and torn, she really couldn’t be sure. Their leader had spoken at some length to the blond German in charge of the factory’s defenders, and it was clear from the bitter tone in his voice that the battle for South Vaagso was not going well.

      Eventually, the three newcomers had settled in to help with the defence of the factory, taking ammunition from wooden boxes the Germans had brought when they’d first arrived that morning. One of the three had gone upstairs after handing his rifle to the young man in the naval uniform. The sailor was ordered to stand with the other riflemen near one of the windows, while the third newcomer, their leader, had continued to talk in a low voice with the blond German, borrowing his field glasses and looking to the south of the factory for minutes at a time, pointing in one direction or another.

      Now, the Germans lined the southern and western walls of the factory, peering out from around the window frames, rifles and machine pistols in hand. Arna leaned over towards the foreman and put her lips near his ear.

      “Did you hear what they were just saying?” she asked.

      The foreman nodded. “The British are only a few houses away, but they aren’t attacking. The Germans think the British know we are here, and they don’t want to hurt us in the attack, so they are holding back.”

      Arna sighed. “That is good to hear.”

      “Yes, let us hope that whoever is leading them, does not think destroying this building is worth our lives. The British have warships, and could destroy this place in the blink of an eye.”

      Suddenly, one of the riflemen shouted and pointed to the south-west, and the blond man raised his field glasses and looked for a moment before shouting upstairs to the men with the machine gun. Almost instantly, the roar of that terrible weapon filled the air for a half-second, pausing for a moment before firing a longer burst, and then a third. There was no return fire from the British, and Arna wondered for a moment if the machine gun had killed them all, when there was a single gunshot from somewhere outside, and the thump of a body hitting the floor above them.

      Immediately, the Germans began firing their rifles, although it was clear they had no idea where the single gunshot had come from. After a few seconds, the two leaders shouted enough to get the men to stop firing. Once all the guns were silenced, the blond man hollered a question up the stairs, and was answered by a voice choked with emotion. The blond German slammed his fist into the bannister and cursed loudly, his face contorted with anger. He snarled a command back up the stairs, then moved back to the windows along the south-west corner of the factory.

      Whoever had been shot, Arna knew the man must be dead. Looking up at the ceiling above her, she saw a dark line growing between two boards, and a droplet of blood landed with a splatter a few metres away, followed by another. Although she worked in a factory that processed thousands of dead fish every day, Arna suddenly felt very nauseated, bile rising in her throat at the thought of a dead man’s blood dripping onto the factory floor in front of her.

      There was another gunshot from outside, and a man upstairs cried out in pain. Before any of the Germans took action, several more shots punched through the southern wall, but they were too high and missed the defenders. The Germans responded by firing back, and for a couple of minutes, the two sides exchanged gunfire, seemingly without any effect. After a while, Arna noticed that none of the bullets coming through the wooden walls of the factory were lower than the top of the window frames, well above the heads of the Germans.

      “The British are missing on purpose,” she whispered to the foreman.

      The man nodded. “They’re keeping the Germans distracted. The question is, why?”

      Arna began to feel a sense of growing apprehension. Something was going to happen soon, some trick or manoeuvre on the part of the British to take the Germans by surprise. Making use of the Germans’ focus on the attackers outside the factory, Arna shifted herself closer to the table near her a few centimetres at a time, until she was able to surreptitiously grab the wooden mallet leaning against the table leg and tuck it under her leather apron.

      “What are you doing?” Una hissed at her, eyes wide with fear. The older woman was trembling so hard, Arna feared she was going into shock.

      “I’m making sure I am ready, in case something happens,” Arna replied.

      “What do you mean, in case something happens? What do you think is going to happen?” Una choked out the last few words, as she clutched at Arna’s hand and buried her face in the younger woman’s shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right,” Arna whispered, patting Una’s arm reassuringly.

      But out of the corner of her eye, Arna saw the door leading to the basement ease open a few centimetres.

      Arna took a deep breath, reached under her apron, and took hold of the wooden mallet.
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      The Factory

      1200 Hours

      

      Lynch had to admit, he was surprised the plan had succeeded so far. While the others had captured the attention of the Germans, Lynch and his four remaining squad-mates had carefully navigated the wet, slimy rocks and freezing surf, sneaking unseen along the shoreline well below the edge of the escarpment. They’d left behind helmets, overcoats, and any other gear which might slow them down or make any noise. Further, Herring had taken Bowen’s purloined MP-38, while Higgins was carrying McTeague’s Thompson, which he’d worn slung across his back ever since the sergeant had been wounded.

      “The sergeant will want it back once he’s recovered,” Higgins had said at the time. “I just want to make sure it doesn’t get left behind.”

      The five men had reached the base of the factory, where a lower level was supported on short pylons, well above the high tide mark. There was a heavy wooden door there, but the wood was wet and half-rotted, and a bit of prying with Herring’s sword-bayonet managed to pull the bolt out of the wood and open the door. Once inside the basement, the Commandos had proceeded up the stairs, with Lynch in the lead, trusting the gunfire in the factory to hide any sounds the stairs might make.

      Now, Lynch stood at the top of the stairs and slowly eased the door open a couple of inches. From the angle the opening afforded him, Lynch saw a number of factory workers sitting with their backs against the northern wall. Some had their knees drawn up, faces hidden and arms over their heads, while others watched the Germans or prayed with their eyes shut. But one of the workers, a young, blonde-haired woman, was looking right at him.

      Lynch froze, fearing she would cry out in fear or shout an alarm. But instead, the girl gave him a small nod, which Lynch returned. The girl then held her hand against her thigh, out of sight from the others, and showed Lynch two fingers, before pointing up towards the upper level. Once Lynch nodded in acknowledgement, the girl flashed five fingers, and then four, before pointing towards the opposite wall. Lynch nodded again, then eased the door closed until it just touched the frame, before turning to give orders to his men using gestures and hand signals.

      Two Germans, Upper Level. Nine Germans, Ground Level, Left Side. Civilians, Ground Level, Right Side. Higgins, Herring, Upper Level. Nelson, White, On Me, Ground Level. Exit Doorway, Push Ahead, Engage Left Side. No Grenades, Guns Only.

      Each of his men nodded and acknowledged his commands. Lynch turned back to the door, opened it a crack, and peered out again. The girl was still there, and she gave him another small nod, her chin quivering in fright. Lynch gave her a wink and a quick smile, then eased the door open and stepped through at a crouch, his Thompson raised and ready.

      One by one, the five members of the assault team exited the basement door. Higgins and Herring peeled off and to the left, heading towards the stairs leading to the upper level. Lynch made it a dozen paces, past the end of a conveyer belt covered in dead fish, when a German in a Kriegsmarine uniform turned and saw Lynch across the room. Eyes growing wide, the young man spun, trying to bring his rifle around and to his shoulder, but the muzzle of the rifle caught on the window frame. The sailor’s mouth opened as he prepared to shout a warning.

      Lynch fired a three-round burst from his Thompson, and the sailor’s head came apart, blood and brain matter spraying the wall behind him. The body jerked once, then collapsed in a boneless heap, the rifle clattering to the floor. Several voices cried out at once, in German and Norwegian, and suddenly the air was filled with flying lead.

      Lynch knew from experience that the worst thing he could do was to freeze and take cover. Pushing ahead in a low crouch, his Thompson up and moving wherever he looked, he got the drop on another German who came around a canning press at a run, rifle still pointing at the ground. The German managed to fire a round into the floor between Lynch’s feet before the Commando cut him down with a rising burst that stitched the German from belly to throat.

      The top of a stack of tin cans exploded to Lynch’s left, spraying him with pungent fish oil. On the other side of the stack, Lynch saw a German rifleman drop his rifle and pick up a stick grenade, tugging the priming loop hanging from the butt of the grenade’s wooden handle. Lynch screamed “Grenade!” out of reflex, but an instant later, a Thompson from behind and to his left chattered, and the German was driven back against the southern wall of the factory, the grenade tumbling from his hand.

      Lynch dropped to the ground, putting the bottom of the stack of cans between him and the grenade. The explosion tore the stack apart, quarts of fish oil soaking his battledress and sliming his Thompson. Lynch tried to stand, but the oil made the wooden floor of the factory too slippery and he fell, driving his knee into the wood. Lynch cursed and struggled to his feet, just as a Mauser bullet smashed the oil-soaked Thompson from his hand. Lynch staggered away, his hand stinging with pain, and fumbled for his pistol as he sought cover behind a large piece of motionless canning machinery.

      Above him, Lynch heard long, repeated bursts from automatic weapons and a single, answering pistol shot before a final burst ended whatever resistance the Germans might have offered. Hoping that pistol bullet didn’t find a home in one of his men, Lynch performed a brass-check on his .45 automatic, then spun out to look for the German who’d fired at him.

      There was no one in sight, so Lynch dropped to his knees and peered under a heavy workbench. A pair of legs wearing feldgrau trousers moved slowly towards where he crouched, and Lynch lined up on them with his pistol and fired three shots, rapid-fire. One shot missed, but the other two shattered the German’s right knee and punched a hole in the man’s thigh. The German screamed and dropped to the ground, still clutching his rifle, and he fired a shot at Lynch that went wild, blowing through the workbench from below and sending splinters of wood flying through the air. Lynch steadied his aim and fired a single shot, drilling the German through the eye.

      That makes four, Lynch thought to himself, but where are the other five? A short burst and a triumphal shout from White off to his left signaled another dead German, and he was sure he’d heard Nelson fire several bursts, which might have accounted for more. Lynch turned and looked at his Thompson lying on the factory floor, but left it be when he saw a hole drilled clean through its receiver by a Mauser bullet. Acting quickly, he swapped out the magazine in his pistol with a fresh one, giving him a full eight rounds in the weapon. Then he began to move, circling to his right towards where the hostages were.

      It didn’t take Lynch very long to make his way to the northern wall of the factory, and he turned right, moving around a large stack of crates. He spotted a blond-haired Gefreiter holding a machine pistol, the muzzle of his weapon pointing into the midst of the factory workers. Lynch centered his pistol’s sights on the German’s face, but hesitated in taking the shot. If he was carrying a rifle, or even his Thompson, he would have risked firing, but the German was a good fifteen yards away, and only needed to twitch his trigger finger in order to kill or wound a half-dozen innocent civilians.

      “Nicht schiessen!” Lynch called out, using some of his very limited German vocabulary.

      “Hande hoch, Tommy!” the German replied, jabbing the muzzle of his weapon towards the hostages.

      Lynch shook his head, then shouted at White to stand down, as the Commando stepped out from behind a large mechanical press and into in the middle of the standoff.

      The German shouted again at Lynch, something he didn’t understand. One of the Norwegians, an older man, leaned forward a little. “He says if you don’t give him safe conduct to the docks and allow him to take a boat, he’ll shoot us all.”

      “Tell him the navy has already destroyed all the fishing trawlers,” Lynch said. “And we’ve got men to the north of town, so he can’t escape that way, either. If he surrenders, we’ll put him on a ship and take him to England.”

      The factory worker repeated Lynch’s words to the German, who shook his head and snarled something at the older man, thrusting the muzzle of the MP-38 at the Norwegian’s face.

      At the rear of the factory, Higgins and Herring descended the stairs from the upper level, but a subtle shake of Lynch’s head caused them to hold their position. From where they stood, any attempt to kill the German risked hitting the Norwegians. Of Nelson there was no sign, and knowing his squad-mate’s reckless attitude, that worried Lynch.

      A movement from behind the German caught Lynch’s eye. The young blonde woman had slowly risen to her feet, and Lynch saw she had some kind of hammer or mallet in her hand. She was directly behind the German, and he hadn’t noticed her, but she was only a few feet away from him. It was a foolish thing to do, but there was no way for Lynch to discourage her without giving her presence away to the German, who’d likely shoot her. So instead, Lynch took several bold steps forward, drawing the man’s attention.

      The German took an involuntary step backwards, and the blonde girl made her move. With her right hand she grabbed the barrel of the machine pistol and pulled it upwards, away from the other hostages, while she brought the mallet up over her head and swung it at the German’s neck, clubbing him right below the edge of his helmet. The German staggered and fired a long burst from his weapon, the bullets chopping into the wall over the hostages’ heads. The girl cried out in pain as the barrel burned her hand, and she swung the mallet again, striking the German in the side of his neck. The German stumbled, then twisted and wrenched the MP-38 from her grasp.

      Lynch cursed and aimed his pistol, praying he could kill the German without shooting the girl in the process. But before he could take the shot, a hand reached out from underneath a nearby conveyor belt, grabbing the German by the ankle and yanking him off his feet. The German tried to raise his machine pistol again, but the girl stomped on his hand, pinning it to the floor. With a scream of rage, she raised the mallet and brought it down with both hands, smashing it into the German’s face with a sickening crunch.

      There was a moment of silence, as everyone - British and Norwegian - stared at the dead German. The girl stood up straight, dropped the mallet, and swayed, her eyes wide in horror. Nelson crawled out from underneath the conveyor belt and caught her as she began to sag towards the floor.

      “Bloody hell, I think she’s fainted,” Nelson declared.

      Lynch moved to the German and kicked the machine pistol away from his hand, then put his fingers to the man’s neck, feeling for a pulse. There was nothing, and he nodded in satisfaction. The last blow of the mallet had left a considerable dent in the the German’s forehead.

      White raised his Thompson and scanned the rest of the factory. “Did we get them all?” he asked.

      “I killed three, so I did,” Lynch replied. “And this bastard makes four now.”

      “I shot the bloke with the grenade, and one other, so that makes six,” White said

      “I ended two, and knocked a Jerry sergeant senseless,” Nelson replied. “Poor bastard’s machine pistol jammed, and with the look he gave me, I took pity on him. Clubbed him with the butt of my Thompson.”

      Lynch looked to Higgins and Herring. “The upper level?”

      Herring drew a finger across his throat. Lynch nodded.

      The older man who’d translated for them stood up and moved to where Nelson stood holding the blonde girl. He murmured something to her in Norwegian, and she nodded, tears running down her cheeks. She slowly extricated herself from Nelson’s arms, giving the big Commando a soft smile.

      The Norwegian man turned to Lynch. “What you did here was very brave. Thank you.”

      Lynch looked down at the blond German, a corporal like himself. A minute ago the man was willing to kill a score of innocents to save his own skin. Lynch did not know if the German had been bluffing or not, but it didn’t matter. The Gefreiter had made his choice, and paid for it with his life.

      Lynch met the Norwegian’s gaze and shook his head. “Not brave, no. Just necessary.”
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      South Vaagso

      1400 Hours

      

      Lynch stood in the belly of an assault landing craft as it reversed its engines and slowly slid away from the beachhead. To the north-east, columns of smoke rose along the South Vaagso docks, as the demolished factories and warehouses burned. Other, smaller, columns of smoke rose throughout the town, marking places where buildings burned as a result of the fighting. To his left, the bombed landing craft still smouldered on the water, leaving the stink of white phosphorous lingering in the air and causing Lynch to cough when the wind blew it towards him.

      Along the beach, a handful of Commandos remained. Men policed the area where the wounded had been, collecting any abandoned weapons, while others helped a number of Norwegians to board a landing craft. Dozens had volunteered to leave their homes and go into exile in Britain. Some would find a way to support the war effort in one fashion or another, while others were simply fleeing the wrath of the Germans. Even at a distance, Lynch saw the young blonde girl and her parents board the landing craft.

      “Looks like your girlfriend is coming back to Blighty with us,” White said to Nelson, elbowing his comrade in the ribs.

      “Right proper pair of bristols on that one,” Nelson replied with a big grin, his hands cupping the air in front of him. “Hope she’ll let me buy her a drink or three when we get into port.”

      Lynch gave his friend a withering look and shook his head, then turned to Bowen, who wore a drawn, nervous expression.

      “What’s troubling you, boyo?” Lynch asked.

      Bowen nodded towards the cruiser Kenya. “We never heard anything about the lieutenant, or Sergeant McTeague.”

      Lynch patted Bowen on the shoulder. “They’re tough blokes, to be sure. Once we’re aboard the Prince Charles, I’ll get some answers.”

      The sniper nodded, but said nothing in reply.

      Soon after they had taken the last factory and rescued the Norwegians, Lieutenant-Colonel Durnford-Slater and Captain Young had declared South Vaagso clear of any organized resistance. If there were Germans remaining, they’d either fled the town, or gone into hiding. Overhead, off in the distance, German fighter planes continued to harass the RAF Blenheims providing air cover, although none of the enemy aircraft dared draw close enough to risk the anti-aircraft fire of the warships. Lynch had no idea how many RAF aircraft had been lost, but there were more distant columns of smoke in the hills beyond South Vaagso, where both British and German planes had gone down.

      Higgins nudged Lynch and pointed towards shore. “Look there. It’s the lieutenant-colonel and Captain Young. Seems like they’re arguing about something.”

      Lynch squinted towards the shoreline, and watched as the Commando captain finally saluted his superior officer and stepped aboard the last of the landing craft. The men watched as Durnford-Slater, the last man ashore, turned and gave a last look towards South Vaagso before he too boarded the landing craft. With a puff of engine smoke, the lieutenant-colonel’s boat pulled away from the beach, and with the last men of the assault force now embarked on their landing craft, the boats’ coxswains turned their craft away from shore. The deck under Lynch’s feet vibrated as their craft’s engine drove them west, towards the Prince Charles.

      They were going home.
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      Aboard The Hms Prince Leopold

      1500 Hours

      

      Flight-Sergeant Reginald Smith took the offered mug of hot, sweet tea from a naval rating and held it for a moment, letting the warmth soak into his hands. He no longer shivered uncontrollably, having been stripped of his sodden uniform and underclothes some time ago when he was still delirious. Now, wearing borrowed clothing and wrapped up in a half-dozen woolen blankets, Smith sat on the edge of a bunk and watched the Medical Officer stand up and place the stethoscope back around his neck.

      “Your blood pressure and temperature seem to be back to normal, and your pulse is good and strong,” the M.O., a captain named Corry, told Smith. “Aside from that lump on the side of your head, you don’t appear to have any other injuries, just a few cuts and bruises. Overall, you’re a very lucky young man.”

      Smith nodded, still unable to fully process what had happened. He remembered the Hampden being hit with flak, remembered trying to manoeuvre the aircraft away from the town, the wing catching the water...but beyond that, he recalled nothing until he woke up an hour ago, aboard one of the troop transports.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Smith asked.

      Corry sat down on the bunk across from Smith and gestured towards the rating, who saluted and left the cabin, closing the door behind him.

      “The bridge crew saw your plane go down, steamed to your position, and found you and two others on the surface. Your bomber had, by that time, sunk.”

      Smith looked down into his mug. “We were a crew of four.”

      “One of your men must not have made it out of the plane before it went down, or died upon impact,” Corry said softly.

      Smith raised his head. “The other lads? I’d like to see them now, if I could.”

      Corry glanced away, and Smith felt his stomach knot up.

      “The other two men...neither of them regained consciousness. I'm sorry, son. I truly am. But they both died before you came to,” Corry said at last.

      Smith sat in silence for a long moment, before clearing his throat and speaking again. “The rest of the squadron, did we lose any more?”

      Corry nodded. “One other Hampden was shot down, but I don’t know any of the details. A number of Blenheims were also lost, although I don’t know how many. It was quite the brawl overhead. But none of the ships was seriously damaged, and none of the lads ashore were bombed or strafed by the Germans, so those aircrews did their job.”

      A horrible thought came to Smith’s mind. “When we were hit, the smoke bomb fell free over the landing craft. Please tell me it didn’t…”

      Corry’s face turned grim. “It landed in the middle of one of the landing craft. There...there were casualties.”

      In his mind’s eye, Smith saw what the results must have been like. He knew how those white phosphorous bombs exploded, spraying burning fragments for dozens of yards in every direction. In the close-packed confines of a landing craft, it must have been horrific.

      “My bombardier, he said the bomb broke free,” Smith whispered. “He said the mechanism must have been damaged when we were hit. If there was anything I could have done to stop it…”

      Corry shook his head. “Sometimes, son, these things just happen. What is important to remember is, the mission was a success. The lads beat the Germans, fought them from one end of the town to the other, and all the factories and ships were destroyed. Now we’re sailing back to Scapa Flow, and then we’ll see you returned to the rest of your squadron.”

      Smith nodded. With shaking hands, he took another sip from his mug of tea, then turned and looked towards the cabin’s tiny porthole. Beyond the thick glass, he saw the iron-grey sky.

      “If there’s nothing more you need to do, sir, I’d like to be alone for a while,” Smith said quietly.

      Corry stood and picked up his medical bag. Laying a hand on Smith’s shoulder, Corry looked down at the bomber pilot.

      “Get some rest, lad.”

      Smith continued to stare out the porthole as Corry closed the cabin door behind him.
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      Berkshire County, England

      January 14th, 1942

      

      “Lance-sergeant? He’s ready to see you now.”

      Lynch turned his head and looked at the young nurse. She was a petite brunette, holding a silver tray bearing an empty water goblet and gold-rimmed china plate.

      “Thank you, miss,” Lynch replied.

      The nurse gestured down the hall behind her, towards the open door. “Only a few minutes, please. He needs his afternoon nap.”

      Lynch nodded. “Of course, miss.”

      He gave the painting before him one last look. It was a beautifully-rendered depiction of a naval battle, where a British ship fired a broadside against another ship flying a French flag. Based on the design of the ships and the numbers of guns, Lynch guessed it to be some Napoleonic battle, although his understanding of naval warfare and history was sparse at best. Given the family who owned the painting, he had no doubt some long-dead relative had been standing on the deck of the British warship, gesturing about with a drawn sword, a great deal of gold braid adorning his uniform.

      “Lance-sergeant?” the nurse repeated.

      “Sorry, miss,” Lynch replied, and turned from the painting. He left the foyer and walked down the hallway, with its walls of dark, polished wood, gleaming brass fixtures, and more paintings every few paces. The door at the end of the hall was open a few inches, daylight slicing out across the floor and up the wall. Taking a deep breath, Lynch pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      Whatever purpose the room once served, it had been converted into a private hospital room. A large, four-poster bed dominated the space, but instead of furnishings of a similar style - bedside table, bureau, wardrobe, and so forth - there were instead clinical substitutes of antiseptic white and polished metal. Various accoutrements one might find in a hospital recovery room were set about here and there, and an intravenous bottle stand stood alongside the bed, a half-empty bottle of clear fluid hanging, its line running into the arm of the bed’s occupant.

      “My god, Thomas! Brilliant of you to visit. Pardon me if I can’t sit up, I'm afraid I’m not all that mobile.”

      Price’s head was swathed in bandages covering the left side of his face. Lynch saluted his commanding officer, and Price slowly raised his arm to return the gesture, wincing with the effort. Lynch stepped up to Price’s side, and he saw the lieutenant’s right eye move as Price noticed the rank insignia on Lynch’s arm.

      “So, you’ve been promoted to sergeant! Congratulations!” Price exclaimed.

      “Only lance-sergeant, sir, but thank you,” Lynch replied.

      Price’s face grew worried. “Oh dear, does that mean...Dougal…?”

      Lynch shook his head. “Sergeant McTeague survived his wound, so he did, sir. Even a Jerry stick grenade couldn’t crack that bloody thick skull of his. But the M.O. says it’ll be another month before he’s fit for duty. Terrible concussion, the doctors say.”

      “Ah, that’s good news. Well, better than the alternative, of course. And the other lads?” Price asked.

      “Hall is on crutches, but he should be fit for duty in the spring. All the other men are fine, so they are, and they all wish you well,” Lynch answered.

      Price looked away for a moment, nodding. “Good, that’s good. I’m glad you’ve got a third stripe, Tom. You deserve it. Hopefully you’ll make full sergeant soon, eh? I can write a letter, if you like.”

      “That isn’t necessary, sir.” Lynch replied. “But I appreciate the thought. Sergeant McTeague will be fit for duty before we go into the field again.”

      “What other news?” Price asked. “I read the reports in the Gazette, but since then, I have heard little except a couple of brief letters from the lieutenant-colonel.”

      Lynch shuffled his feet for a moment. “With Captain Forrester gone, rumor has it they’re reforming No. 4 Troop with Captain Eldred returning to take command.”

      “Ah, I see,” Price said. “Captain Eldred is a fine officer, and he thinks highly of you, Tom. This is good news. Now, any word on my replacement?”

      “Yes, sir. He’s new to 3 Commando, so he is. Transferring in from the LRDG. Lieutenant by the name of Stambridge, sir. Sergeant McTeague has met him already, so he has, and says Lieutenant Stambridge is as tough as they come.”

      “Aha, well, that’s good,” Price replied. “This war, it isn’t going to be over any time soon, Tom. And we’ll need tough men to win it. Men like yourself, Sergeant McTeague, Corporal Nelson. Men who can rise to the challenge, who can carry the fight to the enemy time and again.”

      Lynch gave the lieutenant a weak smile. “Don’t count yourself out of the fight just yet, sir. You’ll be on your feet soon enough, so you will.”

      Price shook his head slightly. “They had to cut out my left eye, Tom. What was left of it, at least. I will eventually recover, and they’re not discharging me from the army just yet, but I doubt I’ll return to lead men in battle. If I do serve the war effort again, I fear it’ll be from behind a desk.”

      “Nah, no talk like that now, sir,” Lynch replied. “If anyone can fight Jerries in an eyepatch, it’ll be you.”

      Price smiled. “I appreciate the sentiment, Tom. I really do. But it’ll be a long time before I’m fit for anything more than making a dent in this bed, and being pushed around the family estate in a wheelchair.”

      “Certainly beats a hospital ward, so it does,” Lynch said.

      “This is true. My uncle wrote a letter or two on my behalf, and it does help to come from a family of means.” Price gestured towards the artwork on the walls. “I feel guilty that all our wounded do not receive the same level of comfort, but such is the way of the world, I suppose.”

      There was a soft knock at the door, and the nurse entered. “Lieutenant Price, your guest needs to leave. It’s time for your afternoon nap.”

      “You see, Tom? My schedule has been reduced to that of a toddler,” Price said with a chuckle. “It’s fitting, you see, because this room used to be the nursery.”

      Price extended a hand that shook ever so slightly. “It was good to see you again, Corp-, I mean, Lance-Sergeant. Give my best to the other lads.”

      “I shall, sir. Never fear,” Lynch replied, and shook Price’s hand. The lieutenant's grip was soft and without any strength. Lynch released Price’s hand, gave a last salute, and then left the room, turning his head away from the nurse so she did not see the tears streaking his cheeks.
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      This was, without a doubt, the most difficult COMMANDO novel I’ve written. While the other books in the series use the war as a backdrop to entirely fictional adventures, Operation Archery was a real Commando operation, carried out essentially as depicted in this story. I tried to order events in their proper timeline and describe them accurately, and it was a lot more difficult than I had anticipated. The difficulty was compounded when I tried to weave the real-life heroics of historical characters around the actions of Lynch and his comrades. I took pains to make sure the real heroes of the Vaagso Raid were represented honourably, while at the same time, giving my fictional characters something interesting to do, which is sometimes harder than you might imagine.

      Of the British Commandos who took part in the raid, aside from Lynch and the men of his squad, Corporal Finch was the only fictional character. Captains Forrester, Linge, and Giles were real, and their deaths were described here as accurately as possible with the historical documents I had available. Lieutenants Komrower and Lloyd were also real, as were Sergeants Larsen, Herbert, and Ramsay. While Price is a fictitious character, the injury he receives in this story - a sniper’s bullet through the eye - was suffered by a Lieutenant O’Flaherty. Like Price, O’Flaherty survived the wound, and he eventually went on to see combat again, years later. I cannot say whether the same will be the case with David Price, however.

      I will confess to borrowing the actions of one other real-life Commando, one Corporal Ernest “Knocker” White. When Captains Forrester and Linge were killed, Corporal White rallied the remaining men of No. 4 Troop and organized the mortar barrage before leading the final charge to take the Ulvesund Hotel. For his actions, White was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal, and he would eventually become the Sergeant-Major for No. 4 Troop by the time 3 Commando was fighting in Italy. The sources claim “Knocker” White was the sort of soldier who gave his commanding officers fits during peacetime, but found himself truly in his element while in battle. I’d like to think that Knocker wouldn’t hold it against me for borrowing his heroics for a kindred spirit like Thomas Lynch.

      While researching the Vaagso Raid, I found the story of Flight-Sergeant Reginald Smith particularly heart-wrenching. Smith really was shot down attempting to drop the smoke bomb which found its way into Lieutenant Komrower’s landing craft. Smith was the only survivor of the crash, but he died on another mission about six weeks later, shot down by a German fighter while sowing mines in the North Atlantic. It is a bitter fact of war that a man can survive a terrible event through sheer luck and the heroics of many comrades, only to die in an unrelated action soon after.

      Information about the Germans in South Vaagso is a bit sparse. While Metz, Egger, Ansel, and Gerver are fictitious, there was a unit of Gebirgsjägers in South Vaagso on holiday when the Commando raid took place, and they proved to be formidable opponents. As for Schroeder, Lebrenz, Sebelin, and Bremer, they were all historical figures, and I tried to write their fates as best I could, although the exact manner of their deaths is difficult to say. Overall, the Germans fought well and bravely that day, unprepared and not only outnumbered but outgunned. One account tells of a dying German encountered by a Commando passing by as the British withdrew from the town. The two soldiers didn’t understand each other, but the German shook the Commando’s hand, a gesture taken to mean he was congratulating the Commando on a good fight. There was no hostage-taking incident as depicted at the end of this novel, and the Norwegians did indeed only suffer one dead and a couple of wounded - surprisingly low numbers, given the amount of violence taking place in such a small area. And, while Arna and her family are fictitious, the brave Norwegians did offer to assist the Commandos, serving as guides and grenade-bearers during the fighting.

      In the end, the Commandos suffered almost a score of dead, more than fifty wounded, and eight RAF aircraft were shot down. The Germans lost more than one hundred killed and almost a hundred taken prisoner. All of Vaagso’s factories were destroyed, along with many thousands of tons of shipping, as well as several armed trawlers and both the Maaloy and Rugsundo batteries. Overall, Archery was a tremendous success, both tactically in terms of the objectives it completed, and strategically, in the boost to morale the raid gave both the Commandos themselves as well as the British people. Until Archery, there hadn’t been a true test of the Commando raiding strategy against a hostile, resisting enemy force, and the senior British commanders were unsure if such operations were worth the risk of men and materiel. But the success of the raid paved the way for many more operations, such as the attack on St. Nazaire three months later.

      As for Lynch and the others, 1941 draws to a close with the loss of their commanding officer and a promotion for Thomas Lynch. There are still three and a half years of hard fighting left, however, and many more adventures to come...
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      Largs, Scotland

      March 4th, 1942, 1900 Hours

      

      Lance-Sergeant Thomas Lynch shook the freezing rain from his greatcoat before opening the door to the Royal Oak. Stepping inside, he scuffed his boots on the sodden floor mat and unbuttoned his coat, hanging it on one of the pegs next to the door. The inside of the pub was warm and smelled of pipe-smoke and ale, a pleasant change from the biting wind and driving rain outside.

      Looking around the taproom, Lynch saw a dozen men, all grey-haired and hunched over their pints. A few looked at him, but none made any comment and they soon turned back to their drinks. Only Fergus the bartender acknowledged him with a nod, already setting a glass on the polished bar.

      “What’ll it be, lad?” Fergus asked.

      He was a middle-aged fellow, balding and with a thick gut and broad shoulders. Lynch had been in the Royal Oak a number of times over the last year, and he’d never seen another man behind the bar, so he presumed Fergus was the owner.

      Lynch stepped up and nodded to the taps. “I’ll have a Smithwick’s, if you please.”

      Fergus nodded and picked up the pint glass, holding it under the spigot and pulling the tap handle. “A taste of the old country, eh?”

      Lynch just smiled and nodded.

      Fergus eyed Lynch’s rank insignia. “That third stripe looks new.”

      Lynch glanced down at his sleeve. “Aye, less than a month.”

      “Ye earn that in Norway, did ye?” Fergus asked.

      Lynch nodded. News of the successful raid on Vaagso Island had been broadcast before the Commandos’ troop ships had even returned to Scapa Flow. It didn’t take long for the inhabitants of Largs to figure out that the Commandos responsible for the raid were those who were stationed here. Once 3 Commando returned to Largs, it was some time before any of them bought their own pints.

      Fergus reached behind him and took a wooden cane from a peg on the wall. He rapped the end of it against his right leg, the impact producing a hollow wooden sound. “Went over the top in ‘16 and caught a wee limp from a Spandau,” he said. “All but took me leg off at the knee, but I was the lucky one in the family. Me brother and two cousins never came home.”

      “My father came home,” Lynch replied, as Fergus handed him the pint. “Although to be sure, his lungs were never right after the war. Gas attack, so I heard. He died when I was just a babe.”

      Fergus nodded. “Many grew up in those years without a father. But enough talk of old times, lad. Ye are expected upstairs.”

      Lynch reached into his pocket to pay for his drink, but Fergus just shook his head and winked, then gestured towards the nearby stairwell with his thumb. “On with ye now.”

      “Many thanks,” Lynch replied, raising his pint in a gesture of appreciation before moving to the alcove next to the bar. There, a narrow set of stairs led up to a private space above the taproom, where a half-dozen men in uniform sat around an old wooden table.

      At the head of the table sat Captain William Eldred, the new commander of 3 Commando’s No. 4 Troop. The previous captain, Algy Forrester, had been killed leading an assault against the headquarters of the German garrison in Vaagso. Eldred was an older man for a Commando, in his early 30s, with a face scarred from shrapnel and a slight limp courtesy of the German army, but Lynch had served under Eldred during their unit’s time in North Africa, and knew the captain was a skillful and experienced leader.

      The other officer at the table, however, was still a bit of a mystery. Lieutenant James Stambridge was in his late 20s, tall and lean, with jet-black hair sweeping back from his forehead in a widow’s peak. His features were sharp to the point of appearing cruel, and his grey eyes were cold and predatory. While Stambridge’s predecessor Lieutenant Price gave an impression of the classic English gentleman-warrior, Stambridge always looked like a hungry wolf, about to catch its prey and savage it to pieces.

      “Lance-Sergeant Lynch, good of you to finally join us,” Stambridge said, as Lynch emerged from the stairwell.

      Lynch saluted the officers at the head of the table. “Sorry, sir. Cleanup after the day’s exercises took longer than anticipated, given the weather.”

      Stambridge curled his lip into a sneer. “I would expect you to anticipate that and plan accordingly, Lance-Sergeant.”

      “Yes, sir. I shall do so next time, sir,” Lynch replied.

      “Have a seat,” Eldred cut in, “and let’s begin, shall we?”

      Lynch walked over to the table and sat down next to Dougal McTeague, his old squad sergeant. McTeague was now the sergeant-major of No. 4 Troop, having been promoted after the Vaagso raid. McTeague had been incapacitated early on in the fighting, knocked unconscious by the handle of an exploding German stick grenade. With McTeague out of the fight, and Lieutenant Price wounded shortly after their squad had come ashore, Lynch had taken command of the squad and led it for the rest of the raid.

      After they’d returned from Vaagso, Lynch had been promoted to Lance-Sergeant, taking over for McTeague while the Scotsman recovered from his injury. The rank had been confirmed once the extent of 3 Commando’s losses was fully realized, with some eighty men killed, wounded, or returned to their units after the operation. No. 4 Troop had been hit particularly hard, having been given the task of assaulting through South Vaagso and neutralizing the German garrison. Only now, some two months later, was the troop’s fighting strength fully restored.

      Along with McTeague and Lynch, there were three other sergeants present at the table. Howard Peabody had led one of Eldred’s squads during the North Africa missions and was a solid fighting man. Across from Peabody sat Donald Howe, who had followed Stambridge from the Long Range Desert Group, the irregular reconnaissance force which carried out extended operations in North Africa deep behind enemy lines. Lynch knew little of Howe and the man didn’t seem inclined to become friends with any of the troop’s other non-coms, preferring to keep to himself or in Stambridge’s company.

      Last, but certainly not least, was Sergeant Archie King, who’d transferred in from No. 6 Troop. King was a big man, almost as tall as McTeague and a touch wider in the shoulders, with a freckled face, a shock of brilliant red hair, and a mouth full of the biggest, whitest teeth Lynch had ever seen. And Lynch saw those teeth a lot, because King was always talking, laughing, shouting, or otherwise carrying on about one topic or another. But, while King got on the nerves of a few of the more reserved men, there was something about his open, gregarious nature that lifted the spirits of all those around him.

      “Oi, what’ve you got there, Tom?” King asked, taking a long sip from his own pint glass.

      “A Smithwick’s, Arch,” Lynch replied.

      “That’s a lovely red ale,” King replied. “I had Fergus pull me a Boddington’s, but ever since the old brewery was lost in the Blitz, the taste just isn’t the same.”

      “It’s the steel vats,” Peabody interjected. “I heard they’re using new steel vats. Makes the ale taste different.”

      “All of ye, shut yer gobs!” McTeague growled. “There’s a war to win.”

      “If you didn’t want us to discuss ale,” Archie replied. “we shouldn’t be meeting above a taproom! Pardon, lieutenant, captain.”

      Eldred smiled and picked up the heavy glass tumbler in front of him, filled with more than a dram’s worth of amber fluid. The Commando captain studied the Scotch in his glass for a moment before taking a sip and nodding.

      “We’re meeting here,” Eldred said, “because when we’re done, this meeting will never have happened. It is not official, and neither is the operation we’re here to discuss.”

      There was silence for a moment, before King carefully set down his glass and scratched at his chin. “Beg pardon, Captain?”

      Eldred looked to Stambridge. “Well, James? This is your mission, you tell the lads.”

      Stambridge, the only man at the table without a drink at hand, cleared his throat and leaned forward. “Two days ago, the War Cabinet met to discuss the details of Operation Biting. I presume all of you are familiar with the actions in Bruneval last week?”

      All the men at the table nodded.

      “Good,” Stambridge continued. “Well, upon hearing of the mission’s success, the P.M. declared he wanted Combined Operations to accelerate the tempo of raids against the mainland. The paras proved that a small, well-armed force could strike along the French coast and hold off any early reinforcements long enough to be recovered and brought back home.”

      “So it’s another raid, is it?” Peabody asked. “Doesn’t seem like that should warrant all this cloak-and-dagger work.”

      Stambridge glanced at Eldred, who nodded, and Stambridge continued. “We intend to land at the end of the month, at the same time and in the same area as another mission. We have been given unofficial permission to act, but if word reached those planning the other, larger operation, ours would no doubt be scrubbed.”

      “So we’re keeping it secret from our own people,” Lynch ventured. “Where do we plan to land, the Calais region again?”

      Stambridge shook his head, then leaned to the side and pulled a rolled-up piece of paper from a valise next to his chair. Standing, he leaned over the table and unrolled the paper, which appeared to be a hand-drawn map. “Pint glasses on the corners,” he said.

      Lynch took a long gulp from his ale and placed his glass on one of the map’s corners. Leaning closer, he saw the map had clearly been traced over another, government-printed map of the lower peninsular region of western France. The coastline, roads, rivers, geographical contour lines, and population centres had all been meticulously rendered with a fine, steady hand. The port town of Saint-Nazaire was evident in the bottom-centre of the map.

      “In case you were wondering,” Stambridge said, “I copied this map myself. The captain and I agreed it would be best if no official copy had been requested from the cartographer’s offices.”

      “Excellent detail, sir,” Peabody said, clearly impressed.

      “No man leads an LRDG patrol into the deep desert without knowing how to draw an accurate map,” Howe replied, a hint of defensiveness in his voice.

      “Our target is near here,” Stambridge continued, pointing to a small notation on the map. “The commune of Crossac.”

      Lynch looked at the area, which seemed to be nowhere near any major town or city, and away from the coastline. “That’s rather far inland, so it is,” he said.

      “About fifteen miles east of where we’ll land,” Stambridge answered. “But we’ll need to cover close to twice that in order to stay off the roads and remain hidden.”

      “That’s at least two days’ travel,” McTeague replied.

      Stambridge nodded. “And we’ll have to move fast, because we’ll be operating on a strict timetable.”

      “And what’re we doing when we get there, sir?” King asked, a worried look on his face.

      Stambridge produced a photograph from his valise and placed it upon the map. It was an aerial photograph of a large chateau, although at the height from which the photo was taken, the building was but a small rectangle in the middle of a large estate, surrounded in turn by a swath of thick forest.

      “This is the Chateau de Lorieux. It was originally the home of a French lord, built around the eleventh century. It has been altered and rebuilt over the ages, and was used in the 18th century as a hunting estate. Until the war, it’d been the home of a retired French colonel of artillery.”

      “And now, sir?” Lynch asked.

      Stambridge looked at Lynch, his gaze steady and unblinking. “Now, it is what the Germans used to call a Lustschloss, which translates roughly into ‘pleasure palace’.”

      “I’ve seen the inside of a few pleasure palaces in my time,” King said quietly, his eyebrows waggling.

      “That’s enough out of you, King,” McTeague grumbled.

      Ignoring the crude comment, Stambridge continued. “I say Germans, because they took over ownership of the chateau after the fall of France.”

      “Took it over how, sir?” Peabody asked.

      Stambridge’s lips drew into a thin line for a moment. “The Waffen-SS uses it as a holiday destination for those who’ve earned the Iron Cross. They are rotated away from the front and sent to the Chateau de Lorieux, where they have the run of the estate grounds, fine food, a well-stocked wine cellar, and all manner of other luxuries.”

      Lynch and the other sergeants looked at Stambridge with bemused expressions on their faces.

      “So, what are we supposed to do there?” Lynch asked.

      Stambridge smiled, something Lynch had never seen the lieutenant do before.

      “We’re going to visit the Germans at their Lustschloss,” Stambridge said. “And then, we’re going to slaughter them to a man.”
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      Chateau De Lorieux Estate, Near Crossac, France

      March 21st, 2300 Hours

      

      Moving silently through the trees, SS-Sturmscharführer Klaus Kurzmann paused, eyes narrowing as he scanned the woods ahead of him for any sign of movement. He’d been stalking his prey for twenty minutes, and although he’d had glimpses of his quarry in the evening gloom, he’d not been able to get a clear shot.

      Slowly, with a smooth, measured pace, Kurzmann moved to just inside the edge of the treeline. Beyond, a field still dotted with patches of old snow extended for several hundred metres. Kurzmann knew his quarry was out there somewhere, trading the concealment of the forest for the ease of covering open ground. But the sky was cloudy, the moonlight fickle. Right now, the field was nothing more than a murky plain dotted here and there with patches of light grey. Even with his keen eyesight, his quarry would be nearly invisible.

      Kurzmann leaned against the trunk of a tree, wincing with pain as the still-tender scar tissue near his groin pulled with the movement. He’d been split open by an artillery shell fragment four months ago, and he hadn’t gotten proper medical attention for days afterward. Because of this, the wound had never healed properly, a constant reminder of his last days on the Ostfront. He’d made three kills before the artillery found him, and then his position had been pulverized, his two assistants turned into ragged shreds of meat.

      Kurzmann had lain covered in dust and rubble, near-dead and written off by comrades who’d seen his position hammered apart by Soviet heavy artillery shells. After three days, he was revived by the sound of Ivans approaching the German lines, their movements hidden and undetected. Summoning every ounce of his will, Kurzmann had killed four men, two of them officers, and his fire had drawn the attention of the German defenders, who responded by counter-attacking and destroying the battalion-strong Soviet assault.

      Kurzmann’s hand moved to his tunic and his fingers touched the fabric of his Ritterkreuz ribbon. He’d been given the notification of the award while still in the hospital, and he’d paid little attention to it at the time. Kurzmann had already been presented with the Eisernes Kreuz - both Second and First Class - for actions in Poland and the Ukraine, respectively. Not one to suffer from Halsschmerzen, Kurzmann never fought with the goal of winning an award, unlike some who suffered from a “sore throat” and sought to receive such an honor.

      No, Kurzmann was only interested in one thing - the hunt. He’d been taught how to stalk and kill game with his father, a veteran of the Great War, and the skills of the hunter had evolved naturally into the skills of a battlefield sniper. He’d started out as a mere rifleman before the war, but as his expertise in marksmanship, camouflage, and fieldcraft became evident, his superiors found a more focused use for his talents. By the time of Operation Barbarossa, Kurzmann was completely at peace with his role, roaming the edges of the front lines, finding and eliminating Soviet officers, pinning down heavy weapons teams, killing tank commanders, and gathering intelligence through hidden observation.

      But for Kurzmann, all of that was simply an excuse, because once he discovered the thrill of stalking and killing human beings, nothing else was even remotely comparable. He’d been intrigued by the idea ever since, as a young man, he’d read Connell’s “The Most Dangerous Game” translated into German. The notion of man hunting man stuck with him, and once der Führer came into power, Kurzmann joined the Schutzstaffel, and later the Waffen-SS, not because of political ideology, but more because, deep down, he knew that one day, the party would give him the opportunity to realize his verboten desire.

      Just then, the cloud cover over the field opened for a moment, and Kurzmann spotted movement in a low drainage ditch along the southern edge of the field. Without conscious effort, Kurzmann raised his rifle, a well-preserved Scharfschützen Gewehr ‘98 with a 3x Goerz telescopic sight. The weapon had cost him a dozen gold watches acquired during the invasion of Poland, but for Kurzmann, it was practically a holy artifact. He wrapped the rifle’s sling around his arm, aiding him in bracing the weapon, and within moments he’d found his quarry in the scope’s reticle.

      Kurzmann tracked his target as it moved along the ditch, the range a hair over two hundred metres. He took in a breath, exhaled a bit to release the pressure on his muscles, and at the perfect moment, his finger squeezed the trigger, which broke smooth and clean, like snapping a thin glass rod. The rifle bucked against his shoulder, and before he even recovered and checked the target through the scope, Kurzmann knew the shot had struck true. He lowered the rifle while working the bolt and pocketing the spent brass cartridge, preferring to not leave it behind.

      Keeping his rifle at the ready, just in case, Kurzmann moved to his left and began circling out and around the side of the field, making his way towards his downed quarry. His long legs ate up the distance quickly, and a few minutes later he stood over his target. The young man was face-down in a pile of dirty, ice-crusted snow, a crimson wound in the center of his back. Kurzmann’s bullet had broken the man’s spine, the bullet no doubt fragmenting and tumbling as it shredded the heart and shattered the sternum before exiting the body. Kurzmann turned over the corpse and examined the exit wound, a ragged hole some three centimetres in diameter, flecked with bits of broken bone.

      It had been a perfect killing wound. Kurzmann knew that some snipers bragged about making head shots, but Kurzmann rarely bothered, only resorting to one if most of the target’s body was behind cover. The head was small, moved constantly, and was often protected by a helmet, meaning a glancing shot at long range might only stun the target. On the other hand, the torso was big and broad and moved a lot more deliberately, making it far easier to hit, especially at long ranges. Kurzmann also knew that there was little need to make a headshot in order to ensure a target’s demise, for a solid hit from a 7.92mm Spitzer bullet was lethal at more than two kilometres, far beyond the effective range of even his prized Gewehr ‘98.

      Kurzmann’s impassive gaze moved to the dead man’s face. A young Soviet rifleman captured back in September, he had wasted precious German resources while held in captivity for months, until a few discreet inquiries by Kurzmann’s commanding officer had the man, along with a number of his fellow prisoners, shipped west to the Schloss de Lorieux. After all, even though he was officially still on medical leave, it wouldn’t do for Kurzmann’s lethal skills to atrophy while away from the front.

      The rattle of automatic weapon fire a half-kilometre to the north brought Kurzmann’s head up, his senses alerted for any sign of danger. But after a few moments there was no more gunfire, and Kurzmann smiled, nodding to himself. It was only Brune, finally cornering and dispatching his own quarry for the evening. He noted that he hadn’t heard anything from the south, but of course, Stahl almost never used his sidearm while they were hunting. The Sturmmann preferred...other weapons.

      Still, if Brune had dispatched his quarry, it was time to return back to the Schloss. And, like many hunters, Kurzmann wanted to keep a trophy from each of his kills. Slinging his rifle, Kurzmann drew a short, razor-sharp hunting knife from a sheath on his belt. Kneeling, he picked up the dead man’s hand by the thumb so it stuck out, away from the palm.

      With a hunter’s precision, Kurzmann began to cut.
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      Three Miles West Of Assérac, France

      March 26th, 0030 Hours

      

      Lynch came ashore in the frigid, knee-deep surf, wading the last fifty feet in a scuttling crouch, his Thompson at the ready. Every time he made an amphibious landing on a hostile beach, his imagination plagued him with an unseen machine gun nest, or a mortar team pre-sighted on the beach, ready to turn them all into offal. His eyes scanned the shoreline for any dangers, but they’d picked a night when the moonlight was at a minimum, and there were no residences within sight. As far as Lynch was able to discern, they were alone.

      “Alright lads, secure the beach. Bren teams on the flanks, the rest of you, look sharp now.”

      The eleven other members of Lynch’s squad moved forward and away from him, forming a shallow arc some hundred yards across along the beach. As their shadows disappeared into cover to each of his flanks, Lynch waited, counting to sixty silently. When there was no sign of the enemy, Lynch unclipped an electric, red-lensed torch from his belt and pointed it out to sea, flashing it in a particular coded pattern. A few seconds later, he saw a single red flash in reply. Lynch turned from the water and kept watch inland, kneeling in the scrub brush some thirty yards from the water.

      They’d come ashore at the southern edge of a shallow, mile-wide cove, which was in turn surrounded by a much larger natural harbour some thirty miles across, between Carnac and Guerande. Navigating these waters had been rather perilous, as the Commandos had been ferried over from England aboard a pair of armoured gunboats modified for nighttime operations. Still, there had always been the possibility that a German air or naval patrol would spot one of the ships outlined against the horizon, or the phosphorescence of their wake. Thankfully, the gunboats sported 20-millimetre automatic cannons and armour plating, and there would have been some hope of being able to fight free if detected - a far cry from the days when Lynch and the other Commandos had come ashore from a militarized fishing trawler.

      As he waited for the rest of the Commando troop to arrive, Lynch thought back to that first covert landing, near the small town of Merlimont. Their force had consisted of just twelve men, no more than the squad Lynch now commanded, and along with a force of resistance fighters, they’d defeated the better part of a German motorized company. But it had cost them a number of lives, both French and British, and his second landing, near Calais, had been even more costly to their squad of twelve.

      Now, a year later, only seven of them remained in the fight, and only Harry Nelson remained in his squad, serving as his corporal and assistant squad leader. McTeague, White, and Hall were part of the troop’s command section, while Bowen and Johnson were part of the weapons squad. Although they still served together as part of the same troop of fifty-four men, Lynch felt a certain uneasiness at the idea of those who referred to themselves as “the Calais men” not fighting in the same squad anymore.

      Lynch turned and looked to his left, towards where Nelson was hidden, serving as leader of the second section. Although the blustering Cockney hid it well, Lynch knew Nelson wished their old squadmates were close at hand. Men who fought together as long and desperately as they came to know how each man moved and sounded, how they reacted to enemy fire and how they fought back. It turned the squad into something far greater than the sum of its parts, and when the squad was broken up, and the synergy was lost, so too was that greatness.

      An owl hooted once nearby, and Lynch froze. The sound came again, a few seconds later, and pointing his Thompson towards the direction of the hooting, Lynch did his best imitation of the sound. There was silence for several long seconds before the owl hoot came again, a bit to his right, and much closer. Lynch shifted his aim slightly and kept his finger from the trigger, making the hooting noise again.

      “Fish and chips,” an accented voice whispered, no more than twenty feet away.

      “Bangers and mash,” Lynch whispered in response, his body tensing in anticipation of an attack, despite his best efforts to remain calm.

      A moment passed, and then there was the sound of a twig snapping under a foot, and a dark shape emerged from behind a bush only ten feet from Lynch. The newcomer stepped out into the dim moonlight, and Lynch saw a tall man in civilian clothes, carrying a German Kar 98K rifle.

      “Your name?” Lynch asked, his weapon still at the ready.

      “I am called Le Chasseur,” the man said in a quiet voice.

      “Very well, come closer,” Lynch replied, rising to his feet.

      The Frenchman took several more steps, until he was within arm’s reach. Lynch smelled the man’s body odor, strong but not repugnant. This close, Lynch saw that Le Chasseur was of middle age, perhaps in his mid-40s, and over six feet in height, with broad shoulders and a trim waist. His lean, hard-featured face was covered in a thick, dark beard, and a woolen cap sat low across the Frenchman’s brow. The man wore a brown woolen coat, open at the front to reveal German web gear and ammunition pouches, and he carried a haversack slung at his left hip. At his right, the coat was tucked back to reveal an unbuckled pistol holster, of the kind used to carry a German P-38.

      Although not privy to the particulars of how the arrangements had been made, Lynch knew that Le Chasseur was one of the Maquis, the French resistance fighters who struggled against all odds to make life difficult for the German occupying forces. The Maquis had seen to it that Le Chasseur would act as their guide on the mission, but he was under no obligation to fight with them - such human assets were too valuable to the resistance to be put in such a dangerous situation, especially since the entire mission was dangerous to begin with.

      As Lynch took in the Frenchman’s appearance, he saw that Le Chasseur was doing the same to him. Face and hands blackened with greasepaint, Lynch wore a green woolen beret and khaki battledress, as well as his web gear and a heavy rucksack. He was armed with not only a Thompson submachine gun, but a Browning automatic holstered on his right hip. On the left, Lynch wore a pouch with three spare magazines, as well as his Fairbairn-Sykes dagger. Clipped to his web gear, Lynch carried four No. 36 “Mills bomb” hand grenades. His ammunition pouches were stuffed with six 20-round magazines apiece for his Thompson, and Lynch carried another dozen magazines in his rucksack, as well as a pair of 30-round magazines for the squad’s Bren guns.

      “I hope you are strong, mon ami,” the Frenchman said. “You are carrying a great deal, and we have far to travel tonight.”

      “Speaking of carrying things, I have something for you,” Lynch replied. He picked up another, lighter rucksack from the ground next to his feet, and handed it to Le Chasseur. “That has everything you requested as part of our bargain.”

      The Frenchman did not bother to examine the contents of the pack, but instead slung it over his shoulder, then nodded towards the shoreline.

      “The rest of your comrades have arrived,” he said.

      Keeping his Thompson pointed in the Frenchman’s general direction, Lynch turned and saw seven inflatable rafts landing along the shore, each of them containing a half-squad of Commandos.

      “Captain Eldred and Lieutenant Stambridge will want to meet with you right away,” Lynch said. He turned to a bush immediately to his right. “Nigel, take Gibson and Frost, and push ahead two hundred yards.”

      The bush rustled softly, and trooper Nigel Herring emerged, carrying a German MP-38 machine pistol, much to the surprise of Le Chasseur, who took a step back in alarm.

      “Evening, guv’ner,” Herring said softly, teeth gleaming in the moonlight as he grinned, knowing the Frenchman hadn’t realized he’d been hiding only a few feet away. With a quick salute to Lynch, Herring moved off to his right, gathering the two nearest riflemen to him before the three Commandos moved soundlessly to the east, soon disappearing into the brush near where Le Chasseur had appeared.

      “That man, he is very good, yes?” Le Chasseur asked. “Was he a hunter?”

      “Herring? If he hunted anything in his life, it was likely flash toffs stumbling out of pubs in the wee hours of the night,” Lynch replied.

      The Frenchman furrowed his brows. “I do not understand what you mean by this.”

      Lynch smiled. “Not to worry, Herring knows what he’s about. Come now, off we go to meet the officers.”

      And with that, Lynch escorted Le Chasseur back to where the rest of No. 4 Troop was assembling.
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      Chateau De Lorieux Estate

      March 26th, 0100 Hours

      

      With a sigh of contentment, Kurzmann tipped the bottle of cognac upside down and watched the last drops fall into his glass. He set the bottle down with an unsteady hand, picked up the glass, and took a long sip of the VSOP-grade liquor. The bottle cost more than he earned in three months, but fortunately he and the men he sat with that evening didn’t have to pay anything to enjoy it, one of the many benefits of their holiday at the Lustschloss.

      At the table with him sat Stahl and Brune. The three men had adjoining rooms on the top floor of the chateau, and while Kurzmann had never met them before, they’d all become amiable comrades during their two weeks of leave rotation. Sturmmann Stahl was short-statured and wiry, with a bald pate, the sharp features of a weasel, and long-fingered, dexterous hands. Oberscharführer Brune, on the other hand, was a thick-shouldered beast of a man, taller even than Kurzmann, and built like some kind of great primeval beast, with thick, black hair across his arms and chest, and heavy brows over dark, murderous eyes. A ridge of scar tissue the width of a man’s thumb circled the outer orbit of Brune’s right eye, and it gave that eye a permanent squint that did little to soften Brune’s features.

      They were in one of the chateau’s several parlours, the table’s white cloth cluttered with the empty bottle of cognac, two empty bottles of wine, the long-finished remnants of their evening meal, and a silver ashtray piled high with cigarette butts. In addition, Stahl had laid out several different knives, along with a sharpening stone and some oil, and he was meticulously cleaning and honing each weapon while chain-smoking cigarettes. Brune was absentmindedly flipping through a dog-eared deck of pornographic French playing cards and occasionally chuckling to himself. Kurzmann had his feet up on the table, chair tilted back on two legs, staring up at the ceiling and listening to the phonograph in the corner as it played a Handel concerto.

      Of the two other tables in the room, one was occupied by four men playing cards and arguing drunkenly with each other, while at the other table, a lone soldier snored softly face-down, an empty bottle of port near his hand. On the couch by the fireplace, two of the snoring man’s companions were captivated by a plump-bosomed French whore, who was in the process of removing her stockings, the last item of clothing she’d worn that evening. Kurzmann watched the young French girl for a few moments, but looked away, feeling nothing. Thanks to the Soviet artillery shell, he no longer possessed the physical requirements for lovemaking, and found dwelling on it only depressed him further.

      The sight was not lost on Brune and Stahl, however. The larger sergeant nudged his companion with an elbow the size of an artillery shell.

      “Tits,” Brune grunted.

      Stahl glanced over at the whore and shrugged. “Just another French slag.”

      Brune continued to stare at the whore, the playing cards in his hands forgotten. Kurzmann noticed the big man beginning to grow flush, and it wasn’t due to the cognac.

      “They should share,” Brune muttered. He picked up his glass and drank half of its contents in one greedy swallow, his eyes never leaving the whore, who was now sitting between the two men, giggling as their hands began to roam.

      “Go to the cellar,” Stahl told his companion. “Plenty to choose from down there.”

      “I want her,” Brune said, finally taking his gaze from the woman to glare at Stahl.

      Kurzmann began to grow concerned. Brune had already been in two fights here at the chateau, both times over women. Looking to Stahl, he saw that the smaller man had arrived at the same conclusion.

      “Come now,” Kurzmann finally said. “She’s for those other two, not you. If you’d wanted a whore sent to you tonight, you should have made arrangements this morning.”

      “I like big tits,” Brune muttered. “The slags downstairs are all too skinny.”

      “Meat is meat, and a hole is a hole,” Stahl replied. He let out an exasperated sigh. “But if you want her, tell the staff. They’ll see to the details for tomorrow night.”

      “They should share!” Brune repeated, this time with anger in his voice. The big sergeant set his glass down hard and shifted in his seat, gathering himself as if to stand up, but he froze at the click audible from underneath the table.

      Kurzmann brought up the cocked P-38 automatic and rested its butt on the edge of the table, the muzzle pointed at Brune’s heart. “That’s enough, SS-Oberscharführer. You know the rules, especially since you’ve already broken them twice. Save the fighting for the Popovs.”

      Brune turned his head slowly, like the turret of a Panzer, and fixed Kurzmann with his gaze.

      “You’re pulling a goddamn gun on me?” he asked, his voice a dangerous rasp.

      “That’s right,” Kurzman answered, the barrel of the pistol unwavering. “I outrank you, and you’re acting a drunken fool. Go to the cellar and exhaust yourself, then in the morning, arrange for her return. Those men have every right to enjoy themselves without you barging in amongst them.”

      Brune stared at Kurzman for a long moment, the big man’s face darkening in anger, but Kurzmann didn’t so much as blink. Finally, Brune huffed a long breath out his nostrils like a snorting bull, and his shoulders visibly slumped. With a snarl, he snatched up his tumbler and flung it into the fireplace, the act so sudden and violent Kurzmann nearly shot him out of reflex. Then Brune stood up, adjusted his trousers to hide his physical discomfort, and stomped out of the parlour, heading towards the staircase leading down into the cellars.

      The room had gone silent, and once Brune left, all eyes turned from Brune’s back to Kurzmann and his pistol. The whore had drawn herself up into a terrified ball on the couch between the two bemused men, while one of the card players had frozen with his hand outstretched mid-bet.

      “What was that all about?” the betting man asked.

      “Too much cognac,” Kurzmann replied. “Nothing to worry about.”

      The soldier looked dubious, but after a second glance at Kurzmann’s pistol, he nodded and went back to placing his bet.

      With Brune out of the room and stomping down the staircase into the chateau’s cellar, Kurzmann de-cocked the Walther and set it down on the table. Glancing over at Stahl, Kurzmann noticed the man returning a gleaming, razor-edged bayonet to the table. Stahl had been ready to act, but Kurzmann wasn’t sure whose side the Sturmmann would have chosen in a fight.

      “You’re going to have to watch your back from now on,” Stahl said without much emotion.

      Kurzmann shrugged. “I always watch my back. Besides, I know I am faster than he is.”

      Stahl shook his head. “Brune has been shot four times, and he is still strong enough to break your spine with his bare hands. You could have emptied that Walther’s magazine into him and he’d still have ripped your arms off.”

      “That’s good to know,” Kurzmann said. “Do you know how he earned his Crosses? He never mentioned it to me.”

      “They gave him his first piece of tin for fighting in France,” Stahl said, “some place called La Paradis. The second he earned while breaking out of a Popov encirclement with a handful of men a couple of months ago. The pig farmers had shot him three times, but Brune still made it out of the Kessel with the remnants of his platoon.”

      Kurzmann nodded. “I’ve heard about the fighting around Demyansk. They say Totenkopf and the other divisions are suffering heavy casualties, but still holding strong.”

      Stahl began sliding his sharpened knives into their sheaths. “He doesn’t talk about it much, but he said he’s requested permission to fight his way back into the Kessel. I think he wants to go back to Demyansk so he can die with the rest of his division.”

      Kurzmann frowned and shook his head. “Such a waste of loyalty. We should have never gone into Russia.”

      Stahl glanced around the room, then narrowed his eyes and gave Kurzmann a hard look. “That isn’t something you say with men such as these nearby.”

      “I know,” Kurzman muttered. He picked up his glass and finished its contents in one long swallow. “I forget myself when I drink too much. It is a bad habit.”

      “It is a habit that can get you pushed against a wall and shot,” Stahl replied. He gathered his knives, gently placing them in a cloth knapsack hanging from the back of his chair, then stood and slung the knapsack over his shoulder.

      “I am going back to my room,” he said.

      Kurzmann yawned and took his feet from the edge of the table, then stood himself. “I’ll follow you up. It’s been a long evening.”

      The two men left the parlour, Stahl giving a long look as they passed the French whore and the two men on the sofa. The woman had recovered from her fright at Brune’s outburst, and was now working to unbuckle one man’s trousers, while the other planted kisses all over her body.

      As they walked down the marble hallway, the two passed the doorway leading down into the cellar. The heavy wooden door was slightly ajar, and from the cellar depths beyond, they heard the muffled cries of a woman in distress, and Brune shouting vehement curses, punctuated by the sounds of a belt striking exposed flesh.

      “He’s just getting started,” Stahl said mildly. “She’s in for a long night.”

      Kurzmann didn’t answer. While he didn’t care what happened to some Popov girl, the hunter’s instinct to kill prey quickly made such torments unappealing to him. He quickened his pace until the sounds from the cellar no longer reached him.

      Leaving the hallway, the two entered the main foyer and nodded to the pair of soldiers standing guard. Each of the Waffen-SS men had an MP-40 slung over their shoulders, and they nodded and saluted Kurzman and Stahl, who returned the salutes before turning and ascending the main staircase. All around them, artwork and finery adorned the walls, a large crystal chandelier hanging from the top floor some ten metres overhead down through the gap made by the stairwell.

      As they stepped onto the third floor hallway, Stahl suddenly paused and turned to Kurzmann. “Let me show you something.”

      “What is it? I’m barely on my feet as it is,” Kurzman grunted.

      “You’ll find this interesting, trust me.” Stahl turned and walked down the hall, running his hand along the polished stone walls until he suddenly stopped, and with a smile to Kurzman, gave the wall a quick push. Kurzmann heard a klunk, and a narrow segment of the wall swung in, to reveal a dark, narrow opening.

      “A secret passage?” Kurzmann asked.

      Stahl nodded. “I found it three days ago, when we had that storm. Walked past and felt a soft breeze on my cheek. Thought it was just a quirk, the wind coming through a chink in the masonry somehow, but instead I discovered the whole section of the wall was false, just wood fronted with thin stonework to make it blend in.”

      Kurzmann stepped up and peered into the doorway. There was no light, and even his keen eyesight didn’t penetrate the dark beyond the first few metres. A twinge of claustrophobia ran down his spine; the passage was barely half a metre wide, and he would have to duck his head to enter.

      “Have you explored it?” he asked Stahl.

      The little man nodded. “It leads to a very steep staircase that descends down to another short passage on the second floor, and then to the first floor, and finally the cellar. Beyond that, it branches off to a tunnel that runs some fifty metres to the stables, where it comes up in the tackroom.”

      Kurzmann raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Very interesting indeed.”

      “Probably how these old French aristocrats snuck out to shag their serving wenches,” Stahl said, smirking at the thought. He eased the door back into place and felt it click home. Unless one knew where to look, Kurzman thought, the door was invisible.

      As Stahl turned and began to walk towards their rooms, Kurzmann paused, then used his thumbnail to scratch at the secret door’s stone facade, until he left a small, innocuous-looking mark. Then he followed Stahl down the hallway.

      Kurzmann did not hear Brune return to his room until it was nearly morning.
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      One Mile North Of Saint-Lyphard, France

      March 26th, 0700 Hours

      

      Lynch watched the German patrol as they motored past the hedge. A small, two-door civilian car with an open top passed first, leading the way. The passenger sat with an MP-40 poking over the doorframe, his head up and keen for any signs of trouble. One hundred yards behind, a pair of old Renault flatbeds lumbered along, each with a half-dozen Germans sitting on the bed with their legs dangling over the sides, looking bored and still half-asleep. Above and behind each cab, a soldier stood and manned a pintle-mounted machine gun of a design Lynch had never seen before.

      Lynch stayed perfectly still while the three vehicles passed his position, as did the other dozen men lining the hedgerow. The only thing that moved was their eyes, as the Commandos watched the Germans pass within a few yards before the patrol continued on, unaware they’d motored right past certain death if any of them had raised the alarm. Every Commando along the hedgerow had a weapon at the ready.

      When the Germans were far enough away, Lynch turned to Le Chasseur, lying on the ground next to him.

      “I didn’t recognize the machine guns on those lorries - were they French?” Lynch asked.

      The partisan nodded. “Mitrailleuse model 1931 machine guns, used in tanks and along the Maginot Line. The Boche salvaged them and use them in their second-line units, along with everything else. Your own army’s materiel is also used, weapons and vehicles left behind after you retreated across the Channel.”

      “The Jerries were much better equipped when we were here a year ago,” Lynch replied.

      Le Chasseur shrugged. “That was before the invasion to the east. The Russian bear consumes everything, so the Boche here in France make do with the leavings of war.”

      Lynch processed that information as he chewed on the last of his breakfast, a biscuit with an absurdly large dollop of marmalade precariously balanced on top. The troop had been wrapping up its morning meal when Bowen, at the farthest end of the hedgerow, had signalled the approach of the German patrol. It was the first traffic they’d seen since settling into their hiding place, a small, overgrown field behind a hedgerow along the western side of a narrow road leading between Saint-Lyphard and Herbignac. They’d reached the field an hour ago, as the sky was lightening to the east, and Le Chasseur, whose decisions on movement and navigation were to be taken as gospel by the Commandos, declared there was too much risk in crossing so close to sunrise.

      As Lynch finished the last of his biscuit and washed it down with the dregs of his tea, he glanced at the Frenchman, watching as the man ate the last of a bit of hard cheese and chewed on the end of a stale baguette, which he softened by dipping in his mug of tea. For a man easily twenty years Lynch’s senior, the partisan was in amazing physical condition. Although he carried as much as Lynch and the other Commandos, Le Chasseur marched along with them as if he was being held up by their pace, a pace trained into them through countless twenty-mile night marches carrying a full kit and weapons. In addition, the Frenchman saw like an owl in the dark, and his ears caught sounds no one else noticed, even Bowen.

      What was more, Le Chasseur had navigated them across what Lynch estimated was nine miles of wilderness without ever once consulting a map or compass. Every road and trail, every river and stream, every copse of trees and darkened farmhouse - the Frenchman knew them all, and wound the troop past obstacles with the surety of a man who’d passed that way many times before. Lynch suspected Le Chasseur had a mental map of this entire region of France, although how long the man had been fighting as a member of the resistance wasn’t known.

      “If I may ask,” Lynch said to Le Chasseur, “what happened to your unit when the Germans invaded?”

      The Frenchman gave Lynch a thin smile. “I was a civilian when the Boche came the second time.”

      “Second time?” Lynch asked. “Oh, you mean in ‘40? Were you a soldier during the last war?”

      Le Chasseur nodded. “I fought against the Boche for three years, before I was wounded and sent to hospital. By the time I recovered, my family, they had all been taken by God, either the war or the sickness of 1918. So, as many young men did, I joined Le Legion.”

      Lynch frowned for a moment, then raised his brows. “Ah, you mean the Foreign Legion?”

      “Oui. I marched for twenty years. When I left Le Legion, I returned to France, and I saw that war was coming, that the Germans would not end their ambitions with annexing small territories. When they invaded Poland, I knew France was next.”

      “So, what did you do?” Lynch asked.

      “I prepared for war,” Le Chasseur said. “I spent most of the money I had saved from my time in Le Legion, buying supplies of food, of medicine, and the many other things one needs when you live alone, hunted by your enemies.”

      “You didn’t think we’d win against the Germans?” Lynch asked.

      The Frenchman shook his head. “Not after I learned of what happened to Poland. The Boche move too fast, they strike too hard. The armies of France are brave, but they are slow, and they think of war as it was fought when I was a young man. I kept some measure of hope in my heart, but in my mind, I knew we would not stand against them and win.”

      “I was at Arras,” Lynch said, “and for a short time, there was hope. But then Jerry turned his eighty-eights on our Matildas, and pushed forward his panzers and his half-tracks, and the hope was ground into the mud, so it was. After that, it was the long walk to Dunkirk, where we waited to sail away, or die on the beach.”

      Le Chasseur looked away for a long moment, then gave a small nod. “I was there, at Dunkirk. I hid for a week, watching you and the other Englishmen. I told myself that if enough men escaped Hitler’s wrath, France would one day find hope again.”

      “Well,” Lynch replied, nodding to the Thompson next to him, “we’re here again, so we are.”

      The resistance fighter smiled and gave Lynch a pat on the shoulder. “You are most welcome, mon ami. Most welcome indeed.”

      For the rest of the day, the men of No. 4 Troop moved about as little as possible, each squad taking turns to watch the road while the other three slept, ate, and otherwise conserved their energy. The sun overhead was bright and warm, with only a few clouds in the sky, but it was early spring, and small crusts of snow still survived unmelted along the base of the hedgerow, the ground cold enough that the men slept wrapped in their greatcoats.

      As afternoon slid into evening and the sun dipped closer to the western horizon, Lynch and the other squad leaders roused the men and made sure they ate something substantial before the troop broke camp around 2000 Hours, just as the sun began to touch the tops of the taller trees. They hadn’t seen any signs of movement along the road in several hours. and with twilight making it difficult for anyone to see them, the Commandos slipped across the road, moving by squads, and began the second leg of their journey.

      Like the night before, Lynch’s squad led the troop, following their Maquis guide as the Frenchman picked his route unerringly across the countryside. The troop moved through the bocage with little difficulty, as Le Chasseur always led them to a carefully-formed gap in the hedgerows which allowed the squads to pass through unhindered. As the night wore on, it became more evident to Lynch that not only did the Frenchman know this area very well, he had clearly prepared their route, making sure they would be able to move through the hedgerows without wasting time skirting around them or hacking through the tough brambles.

      At one point, while the troop took a ten-minute rest inside a small hedgerow, Herring pulled Lynch aside, glancing at Le Chasseur as he did so.

      “Tom, how do we know this bloke is on the up and up?” Herring asked. “For all we know, he’s going to walk us through a hedge and into the muzzles of a Jerry MG line.”

      Lynch gave a small shrug. “If that was the plan, it’d have happened last night, to be sure. Little point in marching us all over bloody France, now is there? Bloody Germans are too efficient for that, so they are.”

      Herring shot a questioning look towards Le Chasseur, who was busy talking to Eldred and Stambridge. “What d’you suppose drives a man like that? To spend the last two years almost always on his own, slogging about the woods, no mates to watch your back? Seems bloody lonesome to me.”

      “Some men just take to it, I imagine,” Lynch replied. “And having mates with you doesn’t always mean more safety. Bouchard had what amounted to a troop of Maquis with him, and they all wound up in the bloody ground. At least, most of them did.”

      “From what you told me, you and the others, the Butcher was a bleedin’ madman, did more to get his lot killed than the bloody Germans did.”

      Lynch shook his head. “I used to think a lot worse of Bouchard, but I’ve grown soft on him since we last talked at the wedding, back in December. I think the poor sod knows his soul has a lot to answer for, and I think he’ll do what he can to make things right.”

      “Still, the blighter was out to slit Jerry throats after his wife and young’un were done in by the Boche. A thing like that’d drive anyone barmy. But this one here,” Herring jerked his head towards their guide, “I’m still not sure he’s on the level.”

      A quiet command from Sergeant McTeague got everyone to their feet, and the men began to form up by squads again. Lynch gave Herring a slap on the shoulder.

      “That’s the great thing about the army, Nigel,” Lynch said, grinning. “You don’t have to be sure of anything, you just need to do as you’re told.”

      “Bloody hell,” Nigel muttered, “you’re taking to that third stripe a might too easily.”

      As Nigel walked away, Lynch glanced down at the three white stripes on his sleeve, the insignia of a lance-sergeant. Not as easily as you might think, he thought to himself, before shifting his rucksack to sit better on his shoulders and moving to take his place at the head of his squad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Near the Chateau

      March 27th, 1700 Hours

      

      Kurzman froze, nothing moving except his eyes. He scanned the treeline in the distance, breaking down his field of view by sections and analyzing each before moving on to the next. A minute passed, and then another, and he didn’t hear the sound again. With near-infinite patience, Kurzmann waited, the soft tick tick tick of his wristwatch uncommonly loud in the quiet.

      It had been the sound of a thin branch breaking under pressure, of that he was sure. It was a distinct sound, different than something falling onto a forest floor, or branches scraping against each other in the cool breeze of late afternoon. It was the sound made by an incautious man as he brushed against a dead tree limb, a sound too clear and precise for a branch already laying on the ground. And no animal would have made that sound, for there were few big enough to cause it, and those would have been too cautious in the first place.

      No, Kurzmann knew there was someone in that treeline. His hunter’s instincts, his soldier’s gut feeling, told him the sound meant he was being watched. But he didn’t see any movement, any glint of sunlight off of metal or glass, any unnatural lines or shapes. Alone, with only the P-38 holstered at his side, he had little intention of engaging whoever was out there in the trees. Likely, it was one of the locals, perhaps a farmer looking for an animal that had gone missing, or maybe someone who, like him, was enjoying the day’s bright sun and pleasant weather. If he approached or called out, they’d likely flee in terror, afraid of what a German wearing SS insignia might do to them.

      But a tendril of fear coiled in Kurzmann’s gut, because there was another possibility. He knew of several Partisan attacks along the more northern coastal regions of France over the last year. Some of them had been supported by British Commando forces, while others were carried out by radical elements of the French underground. The infamous ‘Butcher of Calais’ had been captured by an Einsatzkommando unit last summer, but not long after, a Luftwaffe pilot had been assassinated in the town of Abbeville. Rumor had it the Maquis had barged into a restaurant where the fighter ace had been celebrating with his squadron mates, and the whole lot had been machine-gunned where they sat, the ace’s head blown away with a shotgun. A fitting reprisal had been carried out to punish the townsfolk for what’d happened, but that did not mean there weren’t those in and around the Lustschloss who wouldn’t mind seeing Kurzmann lose his head to a farmer’s shotgun.

      There was still no movement or sound from the treeline, and Kurzmann finally relaxed a little. If someone had intended to kill him, they’d have taken the shot by now. Slowly, carefully, he took one step backwards, and then another, eventually reaching a point where he had enough concealment between him and the trees to move without being seen. Kurzmann then turned and began moving at a swift pace towards the chateau, covering ground as quickly as he could and still maintain concealment and quiet.

      Half an hour later, he left the woods and came onto the open ground surrounding the chateau. As was typical, there was a game of football being played behind the chateau, while another half-dozen men sat on the grass, drinking and watching the scrum, shouting encouragement or insults as the game progressed. Further off, near the barn, a pair of riders were returning on their horses, moving at a fast canter and calling out to the chateau’s stable hand. Near the gate to the chateau grounds, more servants were unloading catered food and wine from the back of an old civilian delivery truck. While the chateau staff did prepare meals for the men during the day, the evening meals and the daily resupplies of liquor arrived in late afternoon from the nearest town.

      One of the sentries near the gate spotted Kurzmann immediately, and the young SS rifleman gave him a wave. The teenager was still limping from the injury that’d relegated him to this light duty assignment, and although Kurzmann didn’t remember his name, he remembered the young man telling him the wound had been from a Popov machine gun. As he approached the chateau, Kurzmann struggled to remember the young man’s name. As one of the senior non-commissioned officers currently staying at the chateau, it wouldn’t do to set a poor example. It was the job of men like him to look after the younger and less experienced ranks, and one of the best ways to make them feel like they were cared for was to use their names. It made the soldier think he was special, that he was recognized as an individual. Of course, this wasn’t inaccurate - it was the job of men like Kurzmann to see to the welfare of the troops - but sometimes it was the little things that added up, more than a few large gestures, that made all the difference.

      “How was your walk today, SS-Sturmscharführer?” the young sentry asked, as Kurzmann came within a few paces.

      “A beautiful day for a walk, Esser,” Kurzmann replied. “Summer feels closer than ever.”

      Just in the nick of time, Kurzmann thought.

      “You’re leaving us in a few days, yes?” Esser asked, his features livened with pride at the use of his name.

      Kurzmann nodded. “Ja, three days. And yourself? How much longer are they going to let you rest on your arse? There are plenty of Popovs and Tommies left to kill before the war is over.”

      Essen grinned at Kurzmann’s ribbing. “I have another two weeks here, and then an appointment with one of the medical officers. They must pronounce me fit for combat duty before I can return to my unit.”

      Kurzmann gave the younger man a light slap on the shoulder. “Bring him a couple of bottles from here when you go, eh? A little bribery can go a long way. We are all thankful for your service here, but take it from me - there’s nothing better than serving with your comrades.”

      “Do you miss the front, SS-Sturmscharführer?” Essen asked.

      Kurzmann glanced towards the treeline, and his mind returned to the moment when he heard the cracking of the broken branch. If that’d happened while at the front, he’d have directed mortar rounds or a few belts of machine-gun ammunition into the treeline. On his own though, with only a pistol, he felt far more vulnerable and insecure.

      “I do miss it, yes,” Kurzmann replied. “It will be good to return.”

      Essen looked around to ensure there wasn’t anyone else nearby, and leaned closer. “Will you partake in another one of your...hunting trips...before you leave?”

      Kurzmann’s lips drew together in a thin line. “Such things are not talked about, understood?”

      Essen swallowed hard and took a step back, raising his hand in a salute. “Jawohl, Herr SS-Sturmscharführer. Forget I said anything.”

      “Already forgotten,” Kurzmann said, returning the salute. “Now, I must wash before dinner, and you must return to your post.”

      Essen turned and adjusted the rifle sling on his shoulder, then walked away, glancing back at Kurzmann only once. The sentry’s comment about his “hunting trips” was a bit disconcerting, because although a few of the staff and the guards knew what took place, there was a unspoken rule that such things - not only the hunts, but the things that took place in the chateau’s basement at night - simply didn’t happen, and what did not happen, could not be discussed, ever. That one of the junior guards would have the temerity to bring it up in casual conversation was worrisome.

      As Kurzmann stepped through the doorway of the chateau and made for the staircase, he wondered if he could find out the name of the medical officer in charge of approving Essen’s fitness for duty. It would be best if the young man found himself back on the front lines sooner, rather than later, and some place where he would be guaranteed to see action against the Soviets…
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      Near The Chateau

      March 27th, 2300 Hours

      

      “I still say he’s a clumsy bugger, and he’s got no business being here with us in occupied bloody territory.”

      Lynch waved his hand towards Nelson in a shushing motion. “Watch what you bloody well say, Harry. He’s a bleedin’ officer, so he is.”

      Nelson looked around the small clearing, eyeing the other Commandos in the vicinity surreptitiously. “I don’t care if he’s the sodding Duke of Wellington reincarnated. None of us lads would have ever snapped that branch, and if we had, Sergeant McTeague would snap us in half over his knee like bleedin’ kindling.”

      “You don’t need to tell me,” Lynch replied. “But it doesn’t matter, does it now? You get heard saying such things, someone’s going to thump you on the pate good and proper.”

      The two Commandos were performing a last check of their weapons and kit, each man reviewing the other’s equipment to make sure nothing was amiss or forgotten. Once that was accomplished, each man assisted the other in securing and taping down anything which might clink or make noise, and then they took turns helping apply camouflage blacking on the other’s face and hands, ensuring there was no patch of skin that might catch the attention of a German sentry.

      It was an old routine to them by now, one they had performed dozens of times, both in practice and in the field. The process grounded and focused them, gave them something to think about other than the possibility of a violent death or permanent injury in the next few hours. A soldier’s life was never really in their own hands, or even in the hands of their commanding officers. Enemy action, a tragic accident, or a deadly twist of fate could snuff out their lives in the blink of an eye, and to distance the mind from this reality, veterans like Lynch and Nelson focused their energies on what they could control, with the knowledge that any little edge their preparedness gave them might be all the difference between life and death.

      But their pre-battle preparations only kept Nelson quiet for so long. “He’s going to lead the bloody assault, and I don’t bloody well like it. He makes an arse of himself like that again tonight, and we’ve all had it!”

      As much as he wished Nelson would just shut up, Lynch was in silent agreement with his Cockney squadmate. While reconnoitering near the target area earlier that afternoon, Stambridge - along with Lynch, McTeague, Nelson, and Bowen - had spied a lone German near the woodline they’d been hiding within. The five men had immediately moved into positions of concealment, but Stambridge had caught a branch with his sleeve. The branch had snapped with a clearly audible crack, and it was obvious by the way the German had frozen that he’d detected the noise. They’d waited for minutes, tense and ready to kill the German if he gave any indication that he was going to investigate, but instead the man had backed away slowly until out of sight.

      Fearing the German might return with reinforcements, the Commandos had fallen back towards where the rest of the force had been laid up, every precaution taken to hide signs of their passage. None of them had mentioned Stambridge’s mistake, but the lieutenant’s face had turned a deep shade of red at the time, and whenever one of the others gave him a pointed look during the rest of the day, Stambridge flushed with embarrassment.

      Now, Lynch and Nelson moved towards a gathering of the Troop’s command element, the squad leaders, and the other NCOs. As the men came together, each took a knee, while Stambridge and Captain Eldred used their Fairbairn-Sykes knives to draw a map of the chateau in the dirt. Once everyone had settled, Stambridge began to lead the briefing, talking the sergeants and corporals through the movements of their sections, identifying threats and strongpoints. Now and then, the lieutenant would gesture towards one of the men around him with the tip of his dagger, confirming a detail or questioning the man to ensure every nuance of the assault was understood.

      Lynch had long ago committed every aspect of the mission to memory, after the weeks of planning and discussion, so while one part of his mind listened to Stambridge and the others, another focused on the man himself, observing his gestures, his expressions, the cadence of his voice. Stambridge certainly seemed to know what he was doing, Lynch thought. Having spent a couple of months carrying out operations in North Africa last year, Lynch had the utmost respect for the Long Range Desert Group, and if Stambridge had come recommended by their officers, he knew the man’s service record would be exemplary. Furthermore, Lynch knew that Lieutenant-Colonel George Durnford-Slater, the commanding officer of 3 Commando, would never have accepted an officer who was in any way a liability to a mission as dangerous as this one.

      Still though, Lynch had his doubts. The LRDG was trained to gather information, to scout and observe, to find routes through the deep desert and take the measure of the Afrika Korps. And while those men were certainly capable of taking on the Germans in a fight if the need arose, they were not trained in the disciplines of shock warfare - silent killing, close-quarters assaults, hand-to-hand mortal combat, and many other skills Lynch had honed over the past two years in both training and battle. He doubted whether Stambridge had ever killed a man with a knife in the dark, or seen a comrade turned to shredded carrion by an exploding grenade. Indeed, no one actually knew whether or not Stambridge had ever even killed a man, and that was important. The previous year, when Lieutenant Price and the other eleven men in his squad - Lynch among them - had been selected for their first mission into France, a requirement for the assignment was men with proven combat experience, men who’d traded fire with the enemy. In short, men who had taken lives in the heat of combat, and were willing and able to do it again. Indeed, although Lynch knew the realities of their larger operational size over the past year meant that men without direct combat experience were recruited and assigned to Commando troops, the “Calais Men” of Price’s original squad felt superstitious about going into battle with men who had never shed blood before.

      Stambridge finally stood up and sheathed his dagger, then gave all of them a nod. “Okay, lads, enough talk and bother. Lance-Sergeant Lynch and his squad will take point and advance us up to the target area, and then we’ll take up our support positions while they initiate the assault. Any last questions?”

      Corporal Finch raised his hand. “Sir, what’s the limit on how much of Jerry’s wine cellar we can make off with? One bottle per man? Two, maybe?”

      “Shut yer gob, Corporal,” McTeague grumbled, giving Finch a hard stare.

      “Aye, Sergeant,” Finch replied with a grin.

      Stambridge looked at Finch for a moment, then ran his gaze across all of the men around him. “Make no mistake here, gentlemen. This is not a time for levity. The Germans we will be encountering today, these are the pride of the SS, their chosen men. Most of these bastards will have won their crosses performing feats of bravery and skill. Any one of them may be more than a match for the best of you.”

      Stambridge let that sink in for a moment.

      “This is why we’re not going to give them the chance for a fair fight. We’re going to hit them hard, and fast, and we’re going to bloody well murder the lot of them, do you hear me? We’re going to throw grenades into their bedroom windows. We’re going to butcher them in their sleep. We’re going to kill the bastards while they’re sitting in the lav, enjoying a fag. It doesn’t matter where you find them, or what they try when you do, you’re going to slaughter these Hun bastards and bring me every Iron Cross you find. Now, is that understood?”

      Lynch and the rest of the men gathered around Stambridge nodded and voiced their acknowledgement, although more than a couple gave each other sideways glances.

      Stambridge nodded. “All right then, attend to your sections. We move out in five minutes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside The Chateau

      March 28th, 0100 Hours

      

      Lynch crouched in the brush along the side of the narrow country lane, peering in the direction of the dark grey bulk that was the German Lustschloss. Next to him were Stambridge and Le Chasseur on his left, Nelson and Herring on his right. The rest of his squad was a few yards back behind him, the remainder of the troop a similar distance behind his squad. No one moved or made the slightest sound, and nothing was heard above the slight rustling of leaves in the wind.

      Looking across the lane, Lynch noted that there was no light coming from the chateau, the Germans demonstrating great proficiency in their adherence to blackout conditions. Lynch thought he caught the gleam of a lit cigarette now and then, giving away the position of one of the sentries as he walked the chateau’s grounds. Beyond that, however, there was no light at all, and the heavy blanket of clouds overhead prevented all but the faintest of moonlight from getting through, giving them only the barest hint of what lay in front of them.

      As far as Lynch was concerned, these were ideal conditions for the assault. He was completely at home in the dark, having trained for almost any kind of operation at night, in poorer weather than this, while marching and training in the Scottish moors. He wasn’t sure, however, what Stambridge thought of such dark conditions. The lieutenant said nothing as he crouched a few inches away, but Lynch knew the former LRDG officer was used to cloudless skies and starry nights, often illuminated by a gleaming silver moon. Lynch had fought in the deep desert at night, and knew that to Stambridge, the thick cloud cover above them must be more than a little bit oppressive.

      Finally there was a touch on Lynch’s forearm, the signal from Stambridge to withdraw back to the rest of the squad. Moving slowly and silently, the four men fell back until they were with the rest of Lynch’s men, well within the cover of the brush beyond the edge of the road. Stambridge leaned in, whispering directly into Lynch’s ear.

      “Are you confident you can make the assault without raising an alarm?” he asked Lynch.

      Lynch nodded, then realized Stambridge might not recognize the gesture in the dark. He turned and put his lips to the lieutenant’s ear.

      “I’ll take Herring, and we will eliminate the sentries. Three quick flashes of my torch with the red lens will mean we’ve cleared the assault path. Two sets of two flashes means hold.”

      “Right. Well then, good luck,” Stambridge replied, giving Lynch a momentary pat on the shoulder, an unusually familiar gesture which Lynch found rather awkward.

      Lynch turned to Nelson and leaned in close. “I’ll take Herring with me, you and the rest of the lads stay ready to cross the lane and give the Jerries a good flogging if we get into trouble.”

      He saw Nelson shake his head in the dark. “I still don’t like you and that little blighter going on your own, Tom. Bit thin, if you ask me.”

      Lynch grinned, although Nelson probably didn’t see it. “I’m not asking you, Harry old son. Now, be a good bloke and watch over the squad, now. And if we holler, come running, if you don’t mind?”

      Nelson gave him a friendly punch in the arm, the gesture far more welcome than Stambridge’s pat, and Lynch shrugged off his rucksack, sensing that Herring was doing the same thing a few feet away. Unburdened, He slung his Thompson across his back where it would be out of the way, and he unbuttoned the flap of the pistol holster at his side. Drawing the Browning, Lynch carefully worked the slide, chambering a round, before sliding the weapon back into the holster. He heard a similar sound from Herring’s direction as the trooper readied his .45 automatic. Without another word, the two men moved forward.

      At the edge of the lane, Lynch and Herring paused. There was no sound, and Lynch was unable to see the glow of a cigarette any more. Either the guard had finished his smoke and didn’t light another, or he’d moved to where the cigarette was no longer visible. Either way, they would have to get considerably closer before pinpointing the location of the sentries. Lynch reached out and tapped Herring on the forearm, and the two men moved at a crouch across the lane, making no sound.

      Once across, Lynch took point, moving towards the gap in the low stone wall where the chateau’s drive was located. The wall was only about a yard in height, but there was little need to try and climb over it, as the drive wasn’t gated, and easily wide enough for two vehicles to pass through side by side. Lynch had been somewhat apprehensive at the thought of the Germans employing guard dogs, but Le Chasseur had assured them he hadn’t seen any dogs when scouting the chateau in the daylight, and as they crouched just inside the drive, waiting to see if they’d been noticed, Lynch convinced himself they hadn’t been detected by man or beast.

      Herring tapped Lynch on the shoulder, then pointed towards the grounds along the left-hand side of the chateau. Lynch didn’t see anything at first, but he turned his head slightly and scanned the area using his peripheral vision, an unusual technique, but one he’d learned in training. The instructors had taught them that it had something to do with how the human eye was constructed, that it saw things in front of you in greater detail, but that specialization meant the center part of the eye wasn’t as good at other things, like seeing in the dark. Lynch had never asked a Medical Officer how this was possible - it was enough for him to know that the technique worked, and tonight, it allowed him to see the two tiny sparks of lit cigarettes as they bobbed along in the dark, dangling from the mouths of a pair of sentries.

      Moving slowly, Lynch and Herring shifted their position to the left, staying low to the ground. Soon, they were kneeling next to the low stone wall, watching in perfect stillness as the sentries walked by only a couple yards in front of them. At that distance, Lynch saw both men carried rifles, but the weapons were slung over their shoulders. One man had something in his hand, a small object Lynch took to be an electric torch. The Germans were silent as they passed by, save for the sound of their boots swishing through the short grass of the chateau grounds, and the faint rustle of their kit, the soft scrape of a wooden rifle stock against a metal buckle.

      Lynch waited until the sentries had passed, then applied gentle pressure to Herring’s elbow. The wiry Londoner needed no further urging. Lynch heard the whisper of steel on canvas as Herring drew his preferred edged weapon, the sword-bayonet of a Lee-Enfield No. 1 Mk III rifle, a weapon which Herring had carried until recently, when Stambridge had assigned Herring the German MP-38. The SMLE’s sword-bayonet had a seventeen-inch long blade, too awkward in Lynch’s mind for close-in work, but Herring was a shorter man who found the length of the blade to be very advantageous.

      As he rose to his feet, Lynch drew his own steel, a Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife. Nicely balanced, with a double-edged blade seven inches long and tapering to a needle-sharp point, the “F-S knife” as the Commandos called it was their standard issue combat blade. Over the course of the last year, Lynch had killed several men with it, both in France and North Africa. Unlike Herring, who seemed to relish the chance to kill with cold steel, Lynch was ambivalent about it. Shooting a man, even at close range, still had a degree of impartiality. But stabbing or slicing into another person’s flesh, feeling the blade bite into muscle and organs, grate against bone, feel the other man’s body react violently to the killing blows, that was something Lynch knew he would never get used to, no matter how many times he had to do it.

      And now, he had to do it again. Lynch and Herring manoeuvred themselves behind the two sentries, and slowly increased their pace until they were only an arm’s length behind the two Germans. They kept that distance for a few paces until the two sentries slowed for a moment to shift direction, at which point the two Commandos struck. Lynch stepped up close, right behind the sentry, and grabbed the man under the chin, pulling up and back as hard as he could, using his shoulder as a fulcrum against the back of the German’s neck. The sentry tried to cry out, but Lynch’s hand prevented him from opening his mouth, and a split-second later, Lynch drove his knife into the side of the sentry’s neck, pushing it hard until the point of the blade broke through the other side. Then, with a vicious sawing motion, Lynch cut forward and out the front of the sentry’s throat, severing his windpipe as well as both carotid arteries. The German’s body spasmed and he let out a bubbling gurgle as air escaped through a fountain of blood, but in seconds, the man’s legs gave way and Lynch lowered him to the ground. Next to him, Herring was dragging the long blade of the sword-bayonet out of the other sentry’s kidney as the man lay shuddering on the ground. Herring then plunged the bayonet into the side of the man’s throat, stabbing twice in quick succession. Herring’s victim twitched several times, then noisily loosened his bowels.

      Grimacing at the stink hitting his nostrils, Lynch took the rifle from the dead man at his feet. Working quietly, he cycled back the Mauser’s bolt and manipulated the bolt retaining catch, allowing him to slip the bolt free from the rifle’s receiver. He tossed the bolt aside, set the rifle down, and pulled a stick grenade from the dead man’s webbing, tucking it into his own belt. Herring did the same with his own victim, and they nodded to each other when they were ready to move on. Le Chasseur had told them that at night, the chateau was patrolled by two sets of two sentries, working on four-hour shifts. If the Frenchman’s observations were correct, the other two sentries were right now on the other side of the estate grounds, heading in their direction. Lynch and Herring grabbed their dead sentries by their shoulder straps, and careful to make as little noise as possible, dragged the men away from the most likely path the other sentries might take.

      That task completed, they settled in to wait, and ten minutes later, another pair of bodies lay at their feet, dispatched as easily as the first two. Lynch couldn’t help but feel a momentary pang of guilt at how easily the Germans had been killed, despite the fact they had been on patrol duty, supposedly alert and looking for any sign of an intruder. He knew that his and Herring’s skills at moving and stalking in the dark were finely honed, but during both killings, it had been clear the Germans were not expecting any kind of trouble. And why would they? The chateau was a military target only in the loosest sense of the term. It was not a coastal defence bunker, an ammunition depot, or an airfield. Except for the fact that there were several dozen highly-decorated German soldiers quartered at the chateau, the grounds had no value as a target whatsoever. The soldiers stationed at the chateau as security probably considered it a plum assignment, a world away from the horrors of the Eastern Front, or the heat and sand of North Africa. Lynch was sure they’d never dreamed of being attacked by a raiding party in the middle of the night.

      With the sentries eliminated, Lynch unclipped a red-lensed torch from his webbing and pointed it across the road, in the direction of the rest of the Commando troop. In a matter of seconds, he’d flashed the all-clear signal.
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      The Chateau

      0120 Hours

      

      They crossed the road in half-squads, six men at a time. While the Commandos moved quietly, it was the quiet of men trained to minimize noise while moving in the dark, and it was clear speed was not being sacrificed for silence. It was only a matter of time before those still awake in the chateau - whether they were other guards and support staff, or guests who hadn’t gone to bed yet - noticed something was wrong. The Commandos needed to be in position and ready before that time came to pass.

      Lynch moved back towards the opening in the low stone wall, flashing his torch once to get the attention of the command section. Eldred, Stambridge, McTeague, Le Chasseur, and the other squad leaders converged on his position, skirting the gravel of the drive and padding silently across the grass. Up close, they all knelt and leaned in to each other so no one had to raise their voices above a whisper.

      “Both sentry details are eliminated, so they are,” Lynch informed them.

      “Any other signs of Jerry awake and alert?” Eldred asked.

      “No sir,” Lynch replied. “At this hour, I doubt there are many still awake, and if they are, they’re either bored or pissed on French wine.”

      “It’s settled then,” Eldred stated. “Lynch, assemble your squad and prepare to take the ground floor of the chateau. Once you’ve secured that, Sergeant King will take second squad in and assault the staircase, clearing the first floor. Sergeant Howe will follow and take the second floor, while you secure the cellar and provide additional support where there’s heavy resistance. Sergeant Peabody’s weapons squad will maintain security along the perimeter, while the command section serves as a floating reserve and maintains communication between those inside and out. Understood?”

      Everyone spoke up in agreement, and the meeting dissolved, the sergeants going their separate ways to gather their squads and move to their assigned locations. Lynch saw a group of men moving towards him, led by a bulky figure he instantly recognized as Nelson. Without speaking, the ten men making up the remainder of his squad followed Lynch and Herring as they moved at a careful, measured pace towards the stone steps leading up to the large double doors at the front of the chateau. The squad slowed as they reached the steps, and Lynch turned, seeking out the two men carrying the squad’s two Bren light machine guns. He pointed to each machine-gunner and gave them a gesture with the open flat of his palm, indicating that they, and their attending loaders, should stay behind and not make entry into the chateau. It was a significant reduction in his squad’s firepower, but the Bren guns were big, bulky weapons that needed space to be used effectively, a poor choice in the room to room fighting they were about to undertake. Even without the Brens, Lynch wasn’t concerned with the lack of firepower, since between them, the eight men had four submachine guns and four rifles, plus grenades and sidearms. Unless there was an entire German infantry platoon waiting in ambush on the other side of the double doors, the Commandos would have an overwhelming advantage in firepower.

      Treading carefully, Lynch advanced up the stairs, followed closely by Nelson. Each man had three other Commandos behind him, and they formed two files along the sides of the chateau doors. In position, Lynch tucked the stock of his Thompson submachine gun into his shoulder, confirming with the familiar touch of his hand that the weapon’s twenty-round magazine was firmly seated in place, the bolt locked back and ready to fire. He looked to Nelson, the big Cockney hunched over his own weapon, one hand on the door’s latch, and he saw the faint glint of Nelson’s teeth, revealed in a broad grin. Lynch held up his hand and gave three fingers, then two, and finally one, then gripped the latch to his door, thumbed the release, and pulled it open.

      The heavy oak door, black with age and strapped with wrought iron, must have weighed as much as three men, but it opened almost silently on well-oiled hinges. Inside, a large foyer revealed a broad staircase which turned right at the floor above. Wide hallways extended away from the foyer on either side, and the space was lit by a pair of electric lights designed to look like candles in sconces on either side of the double doors. Immediately in front of Lynch there was a ornately-carved wooden bench, upon which a German soldier sprawled, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, a book in his hand. An MP-40 machine pistol hung from the corner of the bench’s back near the man’s booted feet.

      The German didn’t even look up from the book in his hand until Lynch had stepped through the doorway, followed by Nelson and several of the other Commandos. When he did, the cigarette dropped from his open mouth, his eyes growing wide in alarm. For a second, Lynch contemplated the notion of taking the man alive, but the German made the choice for him, awkwardly lurching forward as if trying to touch his toes, reaching for the machine pistol dangling just out of reach. The German realized he would never be able to get to his weapon in time, and threw his body sideways, attempting to roll out of the bench and away from the muzzle of Lynch’s weapon.

      The German hadn’t even hit the floor before a weapon roared, shockingly loud in the confined space of the foyer. A burst of heavy .45 calibre slugs from Nelson’s Thompson chopped into the German, turning his roll into a shuddering flop as the man sprawled, lifeless, onto the stone floor. As the sound of the gunfire echoed off the stonework, there were shouts in both German and French from both of the hallways, as well as from the upper levels of the chateau. The reactions were far too swift to have come from men who’d been awakened by the shooting, so it was clear there were still a number of men still awake even at this late hour.

      Lynch looked to Nelson and chopped his hand through the air in a signal to the corporal to take his men down the right-hand corridor. Then, Lynch took a small tin whistle from his battledress pocket and blew three times, the sharp notes cutting through the growing sounds of shouting and the distant running of feet. Immediately, Archie King led his squad through the front doors, the affable sergeant giving Lynch a jaunty salute while his men readied themselves in preparation for the assault up the staircase. Lynch raised his weapon and the three men of his section fell in around him, Herring moving up to his side, MP-38 at the ready.

      They pushed into the hallway, which was perhaps twenty yards long. A door to their left slammed open, and four Germans stumbled out, their uniforms half-fastened, helmets sitting askew on their heads. Three of them carried rifles, while the fourth was dragging back the bolt on a machine pistol. They spotted Lynch and his men, and one of the riflemen snapped off a hasty shot which tunneled the air between Lynch and Herring. Before the other Germans brought their weapons to bear, the two foremost Commandos raised their weapons and raked the four enemy soldiers with economical bursts of automatic fire, each man taking several bullets to the center mass. Within seconds, the Germans formed a blockade of bodies in the doorway of the room they’d emerged from, a room which appeared to Lynch to be the ready room for the sentries who had night duty. Firing a single shot into the head of a man still struggling to rise, Herring stepped over the bodies and into the room, sweeping it with the muzzle of his weapon for a moment before backing out again.

      “All clear,” he said to Lynch.

      They advanced down the hall, and Lynch kicked in another door to the right, revealing a small sitting room. Cowering in the corner were two middle-aged Frenchmen in servant’s uniforms, hands over their heads, weeping freely and no doubt expecting to die. Lynch took a few seconds to ensure there were no Germans skulking in a corner or behind a piece of furniture, then he gave one of the men a reassuring pat on the shoulder as he left, a gesture that nearly caused the man to faint in mortal terror. Lynch closed the door as he exited the room, and the four men formed up to face the large set of interior double doors at the end of the hall.

      There was the sound of automatic weapons fire behind them, coming from the top of the staircase, immediately followed by the sound of machine gun fire from outside the chateau, the deep rattle of multiple Bren LMGs firing long bursts of powerful .303 calibre slugs. Lynch heard the hammering of bullets against stone and plaster, the smashing of wood and glass, as the Bren teams shredded the windows of the floors above them. Near the staircase, a grenade exploded, the blast strong enough to send vibrations through the stone at Lynch’s feet. He knew from the sound it was a British Mills bomb, no doubt lobbed up onto the floor above them to clear the landing for King’s assault.

      A painful jab to the arm from Herring reminded Lynch that they hadn’t finished the task at hand, and they moved up to the doors leading into what was likely some kind of large parlour or dining room. Lynch thought of changing magazines but dismissed the thought - he’d only expended a handful of rounds, and there was no more time to lose. Rearing back, he lashed out with a boot and smashed the doors open, ducking back and crouching low as they swung wide. A pistol shot cracked out, and then two more from the same direction in quick succession. Lynch saw an arm poking out from around an overturned dining table near the furthest corner of the room. He raised his Thompson and sawed a line of slugs sideways across the table, and the arm’s owner toppled out from behind his flimsy cover, half his skull blown away.

      The room was indeed a large parlour room, with a number of round tables arranged around a pair of couches and a fireplace in the center of the far wall. There was a well-stocked dry bar against one wall, and several bookcases along the other. Paintings and other artworks hung from the walls, and chandeliers of electric lights hung overhead, illuminating the room. Most of the tables were overturned, and Lynch saw the tip of a German soldier’s boot sticking out from behind one of the couches. Not knowing how many others inside might be armed. Lynch pulled a Mills bomb from his webbing and indicated that the two riflemen with him should do the same, while Herring covered the room with his machine pistol. In seconds, the three Commandos lobbed their munitions into the room, aiming to land them behind barricades which might hide the most Germans.

      There were several shouts of alarm, and Lynch saw one grenade go skittering back out into the open, kicked away by someone with quick reflexes. The Commandos ducked back as their grenades exploded, the shock of the blasts accompanied by screams of pain from inside the room. Lynch leaned away from the wall again and signalled for his men to follow as he charged into the room, a haze of dust, wood splinters, and upholstery stuffing hanging in the air. They moved fast, trusting in the shock of the explosions to disorientate the Germans, and within seconds, it was over. Lynch counted eight dead men in the room - three killed by the grenades, the rest by gunfire. A quick search of the space showed no one hiding under a couch, or a well-hidden door where someone might have fled.

      “Well now, lads, that wasn’t so bad, now, eh?” Lynch asked his men.

      Another grenade exploded somewhere upstairs, followed by the sound of Thompson fire and the more powerful bark of Mauser rifles.

      The fight for the chateau was by no means over.
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      The Chateau

      0150 Hours

      

      In the first few seconds, Kurzmann thought one of the other guests at the Lustschloss had gotten drunk and either acquired one of the guards’ weapons, or used one of their own, and was either simply causing trouble, or possibly engaged in a quarrel over cards or women, the way he’d nearly had to shoot Brune the other day. It wasn’t the first time someone has fired a weapon there - it had happened on two occasions while Kurzmann had been staying at the chateau, and one of the guards, who had been stationed there for six months, said it happened a couple of times every rotation.

      But as the gunfire continued, his ears picked up the different sounds, and he was instantly up and out of bed, his bare feet hitting the worn rug, his hand reaching for the unholstered P-38 on the nightstand next to his bed. He quickly debated whether it was better to dress and be better prepared, or immediately take action against what he was sure was a Maquis attack, when his door slammed open. He had the intruder firmly in his sights, finger on the trigger, when he recognized the silhouette of Stahl against the illuminated corridor outside the room.

      “It’s the Tommies!” Stahl shouted, rifle in hand. The lean man had his uniform blouse on but unbuttoned, his web gear slung over a shoulder. Kurzmann saw that Stahl had taken the time to put on his boots, so he reached for his own.

      “How many?” Kurzmann asked, struggling into his trousers.

      Just then, a burst of machine gun fire slashed across the room, cutting through the blackout-curtained window and punching a half-dozen holes in the opposite wall, each the size of a man’s fist. Stahl didn’t flinch, even as one bullet impacted half a metre away. Kurzmann shoved his feet into his boots and began lacing them up.

      “Several squads,” Stahl replied, “platoon strength, possibly more. Someone saw at least a score of men outside, all over the grounds, and they’ve taken the ground floor already!”

      Kurzmann finished lacing his boots and moved at a crouch to his closet, careful to keep below the level of the bullet holes running across the wall like some kind of deadly high-water mark.

      Just then, Brune loomed over Stahl’s shoulder. “What are you doing? There’s Tommies to kill!” he shouted, brandishing his machine pistol. It was a wooden-stocked MP-28, practically an antique now in the age of stamped metal and mass production, but the SS had been equipped with many second-line weapons, older guns like the MP-28 among them.

      “Is there much resistance?” Kurzmann asked, getting his web gear around his shoulders and slinging his hard leather rifle case across his back. There would be no reason to use the long gun now, its size and telescopic sight more of a hindrance than an asset in such close quarters, but he would not leave it behind.

      “Most of the fighting is one floor below us,” Brune stated. “We’re holding them on the landing, but we don’t have enough armed men. Stupid shits! This is enemy territory! Who doesn’t bring a weapon with them?”

      Kurzmann grunted in reply. While officially these men on leave weren’t supposed to have weapons with them, France was still an occupied territory, the civilian population cowed, but not in any way friendly. However, only about half of those who came to the Lustschloss brought weapons with them, and most of those were personal arms, often trophy pistols taken from dead enemies, or particularly prized weapons they wouldn’t part with, such as Brune’s machine pistol, or Kurzmann’s own rifle.

      Another machine gun burst tore through the curtained window, one of the bullets missing his head by a few centimetres. The volume of fire outside was definitely increasing, and a pair of grenade explosions one floor below, neither of them German ordnance, signalled that the Tommies were bringing more weight to bear in the assault. Ducking low, Kurzmann crossed under his window, then approached it from the side, pulling back the heavy curtain only a centimetre so he could peer out. Below, he saw light spilling out from the building’s front entrance, as well as muzzle flashes from at least a half-dozen machine guns. In the flickering light of the muzzle blasts, he saw the khaki uniforms of British soldiers, and his sniper’s eye, trained in information gathering, counted at least a score of men, maybe more. Given those numbers, as well as what he heard below, there might be as many as fifty enemy soldiers attacking them. A tidbit of information popped up in his memory - that number was the approximate size of a British Commando troop. This was, then, likely a raid, although one that made little sense, since the Lustschloss had no real military value.

      And then it came to him. They were the value. There were several dozen highly-decorated SS soldiers in this one location, lightly guarded and largely unarmed. A successful raid against them by the British would mean killing a goodly number of Germany’s bravest and most decorated men, each of them a prized asset to their country and to the war effort. Their skills and their fame were worth more than any airfield of fighter planes or munitions depot. You could always build more Bf-109s or artillery shells, but every man at the Lustschloss was unique, a hero of the Fatherland, and therefore, irreplaceable.

      As soon as he realized this, Kurzmann knew what they had to do.

      “Stahl, the secret door,” he said.

      Stahl nodded, immediately understanding Kurzmann’s intent, if not necessarily the reason. Brune just looked confused.

      “What secret door? Come on, you worthless shits, we have to fight!” he snarled.

      “There’s no time to explain,” Kurzmann snapped at the larger man, herding Brune and Stahl out of his room.

      Outside in the corridor, the sounds of gunfire were staggeringly loud. Kurzmann heard men shouting in both English and German, and he smelled the gunsmoke, explosive residue, and the slaughterhouse reek of blood and offal that comes from violent death. Near the top of the staircase at the end of the hallway, four Germans were arranged in a defensive position, weapons pointed down the staircase. Only one of them had a rifle, while the other three held an assortment of pistols. One of them saw Kurzmann and the other two approach with weapons in hand and his expression brightened.

      “Brune, you goddamn maniac, get that machine pistol over-”

      The man’s head detonated as a pair of bullets tore through the side of his skull. A moment later, a captured stick grenade bounced against the wall and fell in front of the remaining three men, landing just two steps below them. The three threw themselves backwards, but one of them was too slow. The explosion tore him nearly in half. The two survivors, stunned, began to pick themselves up.

      Kurzmann saw a tremor pass through Brune, and he realized it was uncertainty, a fear that he would die here, at the top of a staircase in France. Just then, they reached the spot where Stahl had found the hidden door, and he popped it open.

      “Come on, quickly!” Stahl told his companions, stepping inside the hidden passageway.

      Brune hesitated, looking from the secret door back to the top of the stairs. One of the two survivors was fitting a new five-round clip of ammunition to the top of his Mauser rifle, while the other had a pair of pistols, one in each hand, and was methodically firing one after the other, a shot every few seconds, down the staircase, using the bodies of the other two men as cover. There was more gunfire on the level below them, and Kurzmann realized that the Tommies were moving from room to room, killing anyone they found. The number of men and their firepower was irresistible.

      “If we stay here, we maybe kill one or two, and then we die!” Kurzmann shouted to Brune. “But if we run, we can become the hunters, not the hunted. We can kill many more Englishmen.”

      That seemed to finally change Brune’s mind - the chance to kill more of his enemies. He gave a last look to the two men defending the staircase, who’d either forgotten about them or decided to ignore them, and the big man turned and began to wedge his considerable bulk down the passageway. Once he’d gotten far enough along that Kurzmann was confident Brune wouldn’t become stuck, he stepped in himself, closing the secret door just as he heard a shout from the stairs, the pounding of booted feet, and the roar of a machine pistol.

      The last he heard, as they navigated the secret passageway in the darkness, were voices in the corridor speaking English.
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      The Chateau

      0200 Hours

      

      “You don’t want to go down there, Lance-Sergeant. Bad business, so it is.”

      Lynch stood in front of a guard posted to the cellar door, another Irishman named Finley, one of Sergeant Howe’s men. Finley had a bloody bandage wound around his forearm, where a bullet fragment had torn through the muscle but, thankfully, didn’t break the bone or hit any arteries. Finley was one of the seven Commandos wounded in the assault, although thankfully one of the five who’d suffered relatively minor injuries. Two of the wounded were in a bad way, and Oliver Hall, the troop’s medic and one of Lynch’s former squadmates, thought one of them might not survive to see the morning. If that was the case, the poor sod would join the three others who’d died in the attack, two of them from Peabody’s squad, another from Howe’s. Fortunately, only one of Lynch’s men had been wounded, a trooper named Frost, who’d taken a sharp stone fragment above the eyes, covering his face in a frightful mask of blood but doing little real damage.

      Now the Commandos were searching the chateau, and rumors of what was found down in the cellar were beginning to circulate. However, Eldred and Stambridge wanted to keep the rabble from getting in everyone’s way, so Finley had been put in place to keep the unnecessary away.

      “I know it’s bad, Fin,” Lynch replied. “but my lads found it, and what am I, if I can’t go where they went?”

      Finley thought for a moment, then took a half-step aside, signalling that Lynch could proceed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you now, Lance-Sergeant.”

      Lynch adjusted the sling of the Thompson on his shoulder, then took the first few steps down into the cellar. The stairway took a right-hand turn, and as he came around the corner, he found the half-dressed body of a German soldier sprawled face-down on the stairs, wearing his uniform blouse but naked below the waist. There were several messy exit wounds in the German’s back, evidence that he’d been killed by submachine gun fire while coming up the stairs.

      Lynch gingerly walked around the dead German, taking care to not step in the blood pooling on the stairs, and continued down until he exited the stairway and entered a room evidently used to store various consumables, as well as racks upon racks of wine bottles. There was another dead German here, this one naked save for his helmet and his boots, a bloodstained bayonet several feet from his outstretched right hand. There was one large exit wound in the German’s back, most likely caused by a Lee-Enfield at nearly point-blank range.

      “Who’s that?” Stambridge’s voice came from the next room. “Authorized personnel on-oh, it’s you, Lance-Sergeant.”

      The lieutenant stepped out of the next room, a displeased expression on his face. “No one called for you, Lynch. What are you doing down here? Haven’t you got anything better to do?”

      Lynch saluted his commanding officer, then gestured towards the other room. “Corporal Nelson discovered the room, sir. Wouldn’t tell me what he found, then he staggered outside and was sick. We’ve fought together for a year, sir, and I’ve never seen a bloody thing that’d make Harry Nelson sick.”

      “Looking to indulge your more depraved sensibilities, Lance-Sergeant?” Stambridge asked.

      “No sir, Nelson’s one of my lads, sir,” Lynch replied. “Whatever he’s seen or found, I should see for myself. It’s my job, sir.”

      Stambridge grunted, then turned slightly to the side and gestured back towards the next room. “Suit yourself, Lynch. I’ve got to go topside, see to the collection of the medals and the destruction of the enemy armaments.”

      Lynch nodded, then watched Stambridge as he walked past. For all his dismissive nonchalance, Lynch thought the lieutenant looked particularly pale, his jaw clenched tight, a line of sweat running from his brow. It had been sheer willpower that’d kept Stambridge in that room as long as he had been, Lynch realized.

      Steeling himself, Lynch continued through the storeroom, and entered the larger room beyond. Even before stepping through the doorway, the smell of human waste, unwashed bodies, and the fetid reek of blood, both old and new, assailed his nostrils, and Lynch swallowed hard, involuntarily raising a hand to his face.

      “Bloody hell,” he muttered.

      “That about sums it up, Lance-Sergeant,” Captain Eldred remarked.

      Lynch took a look around, and he felt his blood go cold. The room was relatively large, at least fifteen paces to a side, and split roughly down the middle. On one side, several crudely-constructed cages made from heavy timbers and iron bars stood with their doors open, but inside, blankets and chamber pots indicated people had been held prisoner for some time. Indeed, a number of civilians were both inside and outside of the cages, all of them sitting on the stone floor, several of them being attended to by Commandos offering them food, water, or simply comfort.

      Of the dozen civilians in the room, nine were women, all of them young, thin, and showing signs of physical abuse. Of the three men, two were also young, probably eighteen or nineteen years, while one of them appeared to be in his early thirties, although his sickly, disheveled appearance meant he could be younger. Lynch saw Hall kneeling next to young girl, barely out of puberty, who sported a bloody gash above her left eye. Hall was carefully winding a gauze bandage around the girl’s brow.

      After a moment, Lynch began to notice other, more disturbing details. The half of the room not constrained by cages contained various pieces of furniture - low stools, benches, and several chairs. The center of the room contained a small dining room table, capable of seating six, and a blood-stained blanket draped over the center of the table hid what could only be a dead body, still dripping blood onto the floor. Makeshift bindings and chains with manacles were fitted to most of the furniture, and Lynch saw a small, feminine hand protruding from the edge of the blanket on the dining room table, a leather strap bound so tightly, the hand was purple. Soon, a horrific picture began to form in Lynch’s mind, and the reason for such furniture and their fittings became obvious. To make matters worse, hanging from the walls, there were various implements of pain and suffering: barbed leather flails, iron pokers, broad wooden paddles like cricket bats, riding crops, and several long, wicked-looking knives, their blades stained dark with dried blood.

      “It’s...this is a…” Lynch couldn’t even finish the sentence.

      Eldred stood up from giving a piece of bread to a crying girl no more than sixteen years old. He turned and looked at Lynch, then nodded, his face set in a stoic mask.

      “Yes, it’s precisely what you think it is,” Eldred said. “Apparently the SS high command wanted to ensure their heroes were able to indulge in whatever pleasures they wished while staying here, no matter how...diabolical.”

      The older male prisoner slowly, painfully, got to his feet, aided by one of the other Commandos. Lynch saw the man was badly malnourished, and showed signs of repeated beatings. The man took a tentative step forward, then cleared his throat.

      “Thank you, Englishmen,” the man spoke, his voice cracking with the effort. “You invade France now? So soon?”

      Eldred turned to the man. “You speak English?”

      The man nodded. “Da, and German. I study at university, before the war. This is why, the Germans, they keep me here. Months, I have been here. So many, so many of the young. They all are killed, but not me. I speak German, so I live.”

      “What is your name?” Eldred asked.

      “My name is Anatoly Lubanov. I lived in Leningrad, was given rifle to fight the Germans, but I was wounded,” Lubanov touched a thick rope of scar tissue along the side of his head. “Germans put me on a train, send me here with the others. They would shoot me, but when they hear I speak both languages, I am kept alive.”

      “How do you speak both German and English?” Lynch asked. “What did you study?”

      Lubanov gave Lynch a small smile. “I study to become professor. I want to teach history. As a young man, I visit London, visit Germany.”

      “Why would the Germans send a man here who speaks two other languages? Languages of their enemies? Seems like a bit of a waste to me, so it does,” Lynch said, a tone of suspicion in his voice.

      “Yes,” Eldred murmured, “Why were you not sent elsewhere, to support the war effort? They could have you translating documents, listening to radio transmissions.”

      Lubanov shook his head, then sagged, his body seeming to collapse in on itself. He sobbed, then fell to his knees. The Commandos around him watched, confused. Finally, after a long moment, Lubanov dragged a dirty, ragged shirt sleeve across his face. and sucked in a lungful of air.

      “They use me, to lie to those who come here, the other Soviets,” he told the Commandos. “If I lie to them, I live. That is my purpose here.”

      “What do you lie about, then?” Lynch asked.

      “I lie to them,” Lubanov said, blinking back tears, “and I tell them they will leave here alive.”
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      Kurzmann crouched in the candlelit gloom with Brune and Stahl at his side. Above them, they heard the muffled tramp of booted feet. The three Germans made no sound, they simply crouched in the small confines of the secret room underneath the stables, blinking away the dirt that filtered down through the cracks in the heavy timbers overhead. To Kurzmann’s left, a ladder of thick wooden beams offered escape, but it was narrow, only able to fit one man at a time, and if there was an enemy above when one of them emerged, discovery would mean certain death for all of them.

      So, they sat and waited, the flickering of the single candle on the ground between them the only movement in the room. Kurzmann glanced again at the luminous dial of his watch and saw they’d been under the stables for half an hour, although it felt much, much longer. He did not like the claustrophobic nature of the secret chamber, the timbers so low over their heads that Kurzmann and Brune had to bend nearly double to move without crawling on hands and knees. Further, the room was small enough that a single step in any direction, and you could reach out and touch one of the chamber’s four walls. While Stahl seemed to be at peace, sitting in a corner, chin resting on his drawn-up knees, Brune was not handling the situation well at all. The big man sat with his machine pistol clenched in his hands, knuckles white, sweat glistening on his head, lips drawn tight and eyes wide with barely-controlled panic. Twice already, Kurzmann had to reach out and clamp his hand around Brune’s forearm, as he saw the big man begin to sit up and move towards the ladder, a muttered curse on his lips. As much as such a confined, subterranean space was against the instincts of a sniper, one who needs long, open sight lines and concealed routes of ingress and egress, Kurzmann was able to manage his discomfort. Brune, however, was on the verge of suffering a panic attack that might draw lethal attention to them.

      Not for the first time in the last half hour, Kurzmann contemplated whether or not he needed to kill Brune in order to ensure his own survival. Even if they escaped from the underground chamber without being detected, he feared Brune would throw their lives away on a futile charge towards the Tommies, guns blazing. Kurzmann knew the only way they would exact any kind of revenge for the assault was if they escaped and brought word of the raid to the closest garrison. There were only two vehicles currently on the estate’s grounds, and together they’d be able to transport less than half of the enemies’ estimated number. That meant a retreat on foot to the coast, and if that was the case, Kurzmann would see to it that they were run down and butchered in the lanes and hedgerows between here and the ocean.

      But none of that would come to pass if Brune ruined it all by emptying the magazine of his machine pistol at the first group of Tommies they saw once they reached the surface. Keeping the big soldier alive was dangerous, that was for certain, but Kurzmann was more concerned with how he could possibly kill the man quickly and quietly, and not be killed in the process. A gunshot, even if Kurzmann muffled the report of his P-38 by pushing the muzzle of the weapon into Brune’s body, still might be heard by keen ears near the stables. He would have to kill Brune silently, either with a blade or some other hand-held instrument, and Kurzmann knew that in such a contest, he was sorely disadvantaged. Even if he could drive home a fatal blow, the odds of Brune killing or badly wounding him in retaliation were higher than he was willing to gamble against.

      Kurzmann’s gaze shifted towards Stahl. The little man would, he knew, be able to kill Brune and get away unscathed, but Kurzmann was unsure of Stahl’s loyalties in their three-way dynamic. Kurzmann had re-played the incident in the parlour in his mind many times since that night, and he still wasn’t able to discern if Stahl would have moved in support of him or against him. The Sturmmann was, however, a coldly calculating thinker, and if Kurzmann made the situation obvious, he felt fairly sure that Stahl would take action to make sure Brune did not throw their lives away with his. However, with the three of them in a room little bigger than the troop compartment of a half-track, there was no way for Kurzmann to confide in the other man and gauge his opinion on the matter. He would have to wait, and hope they would be able to control Brune’s urges until the odds of revenge were more in their favor.

      There was a shout in the stable above them, the angry tone of a voice that carried the weight of command with it, either an officer or a sergeant. Kurzmann heard other voices, their tone much more subdued, immediately followed by the sound of feet scuffing through the packed earth above them, and the thump of a heavy wooden door closing. Most likely, the men in the room above had been shirkers, hiding from their duties while smoking cigarettes or drinking looted liquor, and they’d finally been caught and chastised by one of their superiors. Kurzmann and the others waited, eyes looking up into the darkness over their heads, heads cocked slightly to the side, straining for any sound that might give away an Englishman in the room above.

      Five minutes passed, and there was no noise from overhead. Finally, Stahl looked at Kurzmann and pointed towards the ladder, his eyebrows raised in query. Kurzmann nodded, then slid his pistol from its holster, handing it to Stahl butt-first. The wiry man checked to make sure the P-38’s chamber was loaded, then moved to the ladder, tucking the pistol in his belt. With extreme caution, the smaller man ascended the wooden rungs of the ladder, and there was a faint creak of old wood as the trap-door was raised. Kurzmann held his breath, hands firmly gripping his rifle, but after a few seconds, Stahl ducked back down and signalled that all was well.

      Moments later, the three men were standing in a tack-room, surrounded by the smell of oiled leather and the more unpleasant odor of fresh cigarette smoke lingering in the air. Kurzmann could not help but smile to himself, for it appeared that even the vaunted “Commandos” of the English had laggards and layabouts among their ranks. It helped calm his nerves a little to remember that, despite the overwhelming defeat they’d just suffered at the hands of the Tommies, the enemy was still human, with human weaknesses that a good soldier - a careful soldier - might be able to exploit.

      Stahl moved to the room’s only door and carefully cracked it open. After looking out for a few seconds, he glanced back at the other two men. “We are in the clear, there isn’t anyone in the stable.”

      “So what do we do?” whispered Brune.

      Kurzmann stepped over to the one window in the room and peered outside. The window faced to the south, away from the main building, and so he was unable to spot any of the enemy. However, he did see that the nearest hedge was only about thirty metres away. Running his hands along the window frame, he found a latch and hinges - the window could be opened.

      “We climb out this window,” Kurzmann told the others, “and we make for the hedge. If we stay low, and we keep the stable between us and the chateau, we stand a good chance of escaping unseen.”

      “And if we are seen?” asked Brune. “Then what?”

      Kurzmann gave him a stern look. “Then you lay down covering fire while Stahl and I make for the hedge. Once we’re there, we’ll cover you until you join us, and then together, we run like madmen.”

      “Where do we go?” asked Stahl.

      Kurzmann looked at his watch. “We’ll figure that out when we’re beyond the hedge. Come, we are wasting time, and every second we stand around, we risk discovery.”

      Despite his worries over the time, Kurzmann opened the window slowly and carefully, breathing a sigh of relief when the hinges made no sound. One by one they clambered out of the window, Brune grunting in pain as he forced his bulk through the opening. Once outside, the three men dropped to a low crouch, and keeping the barn between them and any potential enemies, they made their way to the hedges. It was the furthest thirty metres Kurzmann felt he’d ever covered, but they slipped through the branches without incident, emerging on the other side of the hedge and into the edge of a clearing.

      “Well, we made it this far,” Stahl whispered. “Where do we go from here?”

      Kurzmann thought for a moment. “We go north, try for the village of Crossac. There’s no garrison there, but there could be a patrol bivouacked for the night, and we can find a telephone and contact someone in Sainte-Reine. I heard they keep a small garrison there. We can then -.”

      The sound of approaching vehicle engines caught their attention.
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      Lynch’s head snapped around at the sound of lorry engines to the north.

      “Vehicles approaching!” he called out. “Look alive now!”

      All around him, men were taking their weapons in hand, looking for their squadmates and the nearest bit of cover. Lynch brought around his own Thompson, then looked for members of his squad. He didn’t immediately see anyone, so he moved towards the road, where he encountered Higgins, who was holding his Bren gun steady while his loader unfolded the weapon’s bipod legs. Near the edge of the gate, where the lane turned onto the chateau grounds, the two men of the Boys anti-tank rifle team readied the enormous weapon. Lynch realized the engines might not mean lorries, but armoured cars. His mind flashed from their first adventures around Merlimont, to the deserts of North Africa. They’d faced off against such odds in the past, but even with the Boys rifle, the chances of friendly casualties were high.

      “Get into cover and don’t fire until ordered,” Eldred’s voice carried across the chateau’s lawn. “And aim for the drivers if you have to fire, but try to keep the vehicles serviceable. They might be our means of escape.”

      After a few seconds of milling about, the Commandos vanished into every shadow or nook they could find, at least half of them disappearing into the chateau. Lynch began to move back towards the building as well, but Eldred called out to him.

      “Lance-Sergeant, you’re with me,” Eldred commanded.

      Lynch approached his captain, joined by McTeague, who stepped out of the shadows, Thompson at the ready. Lynch looked around but didn’t immediately see Stambridge.

      “Where’s the lieutenant?” he asked McTeague.

      “Inside. Never mind that, now. Here comes Jerry,” McTeague growled.

      The three men crouched behind a clump of bushes near the side of the chateau. From their vantage point, Lynch saw a trio of open-topped cargo lorries approaching down the narrow lane leading to the turnoff onto the chateau grounds. Each vehicle shone light from slits in the blackout covers fitted to their headlamps, the illumination just enough to drive along the dark road without running off into a ditch or smashing into the tailgate of the vehicle in front. As far as Lynch was able to discern, there weren’t any troops in the back of the lorries - their cargo beds were empty.

      “Just the drivers?” he wondered aloud.

      The others didn’t have time to reply before the lorries turned off from the lane and began to stop in front of the chateau. Just as the drivers cut the engines, Lynch tensed, guessing now was the time to act, when the front door of the chateau opened, and a figure wearing an SS uniform stepped out and threw the drivers a hasty salute. The closest driver shouted something with a sense of urgency, and the man in the uniform - it took Lynch a moment to realize it was Stambridge - gave a tired-sounding reply. The lieutenant was wearing a German uniform jacket and helmet, and he’d thrown on webbing fitted with magazine pouches for the MP-40 cradled leisurely in his hands.

      “Bloody hell,” McTeague whispered to no one in particular.

      By now the drivers had disembarked, one for each vehicle, and a fourth man with the uniform insignia of a Gefreiter stepped down from the passenger side of the lead lorry. The Gefreiter began urgently speaking to Stambridge, who nodded while knuckling his eyes in an imitation of one who hadn’t had a lot of sleep. The Gefreiter stopped talking and looked at Stambridge with exasperation, gesturing towards the chateau's entrance.

      With a nod, Stambridge half-turned, then swung back around, his MP-40 rising up, the muzzle spitting flame. One long raking burst took down the Gefreiter and his driver, while the other two Germans each took a short burst of slugs, the last man stitched across his back as he turned to flee. The four Germans were dead in as many seconds.

      A long moment passed in silence, then Eldred stepped out from behind cover and cleared his throat dramatically. “Good show, lieutenant. Smart bit of theatre, that was.”

      Stambridge nodded without turning to look at Eldred, the muzzle of the MP-40 still covering the Germans. “Thank you, sir.”

      “What did these chaps want?” Eldred asked. “I’m going to guess they had word of the operation to the south. Bit of a late hour to come calling otherwise.”

      “Just so, sir,” Stambridge replied. “They were coming to collect the security detail, as well as any of the guests who were willing to volunteer. Then they were headed straight for St. Nazaire.”

      Lynch had emerged from cover along with Eldred and McTeague, and he gave the two officers a perplexed look. “Pardon, sirs, but what’s going on in St. Nazaire? Is that the location of the raid taking place at the same time as ours?”

      Stambridge frowned and looked to Eldred, who hesitated before replying. “The details are on a need-to-know basis, Lance-Sergeant, but suffice to say, there is, indeed, an operation taking place right now in the port of St. Nazaire, one that it is significant enough to draw much of the German strength to the south of us, giving us a clearer route back to the coast once we are done here.”

      Lynch nodded, not pushing by asking any further questions. Although there was always a balance to be struck between the need for secrecy and the need to provide helpful information to those who can best use it, the rule was you were only told what you needed to be told, lest your capture and interrogation lead to compromised information. He remembered that the window of time in which their raid here took place had to be very specific, but nothing else was discussed. The raid to the south, in one of the larger ports of this region of France, was no doubt what had determined when they could carry out this attack.

      “Alright, you gaggle of layabouts!” McTeague snarled at the Commandos standing around the dead Germans. “Drag these poor bastards out of the way, and let’s put these lorries to use.”

      At a gesture from the sergeant, men stepped forward and tended to the bodies of the four Germans, stripping them of grenades, ammunition, and any other valuables in a matter of moments. Once the looting was complete, the Commandos dragged away the bodies by their heels, leaving the corpses where they wouldn’t interfere with those moving in and out of the chateau.

      Lynch found himself at something of a loss, not having anything to do for a moment. He approached the nearest lorry and peered inside the cab. The vehicle was a civilian model, a Renault confiscated and pressed into service by the Germans, painted in military colors but otherwise unchanged from when it carried barrels of wine or sacks of turnips. Although at least a decade old, the lorry looked to be in good repair, although Lynch imagined that one of the men with more automotive experience might want to look over the engine before they departed.

      A glint of glass under the driver’s seat caught Lynch’s eye before he extinguished his torch, and he reached under the seat to feel the smooth glass of a brandy bottle. A swift turn of the wrist while holding the bottle by the neck proved it was mostly full, and he idly wondered if it was any good. Before he was tempted to pull the cork from the mouth of the bottle, though, he sensed someone next to him, and he turned to find Stambridge at his side.

      “A bit of contraband, Lance-Sergeant?” Stambridge asked him.

      Lynch hesitated for a moment before offering the bottle to the lieutenant. “Sorry, sir. Found it underneath the seat. Wasn’t looking for a tightener while on the job, sir.”

      Stambridge gave Lynch a smirk, then took the bottle and held it up to his eyes to read the label. “Hmmm...Sempé Armagnac...some variety of frog brandy, I presume.”

      And with that, Stambridge pulled the cork free and took a long slug from the bottle, holding it in his mouth for a moment before swallowing, his eyes closed. Stambridge smiled and gave a small nod to Lynch,

      “They might not have known how to fight the Germans on the modern battlefield, but the bloody frogs know how to make something worth drinking.” Stambridge offered Lynch the bottle. “Go on, Lance-Sergeant. I trust your Gaelic constitution will stand up to one tot of good French brandy.”

      Lynch took a curious sniff at the mouth of the bottle, noting the strong, sweet odor of brandy, different from the lighter scent of Irish whisky. With a final look to Stambridge, who did nothing but raise an eyebrow, a gesture Lynch took to be a challenge of sorts. Lynch tipped the bottle back and took a generous mouthful of brandy, the warm liquid burning as it went down his throat, settling into a fiery glow in his belly.

      “Ohhhh, but that’s smooth, to be sure,” he said softly, handing the bottle back to Stambridge, who put the cork back in place, then tucked it into the thigh pocket of his battledress trousers.

      Stambridge gestured to the other two lorries. “Give them a look and see if there’s anything else we can scavenge, and make sure they’ve got full tanks of petrol. We’ll need every square foot of space in the back of these, and we’ll strain their springs to the breaking point.”

      Lynch nodded. “Aye, sir.”

      “Captain Eldred and I have discussed the complications presented with the Russian prisoners,” Stambridge said, with a small nod back towards the chateau.

      Lynch saw several of the Russians emerging from the building, each wrapped with a blanket around their shoulders. “Can’t very well leave them for Jerry, can we, sir? Poor blighters will be shot the moment the first Germans show up and find this mess.”

      “Yes, quite,” Stambridge agreed. “So we’re going to take them with us. It’ll be difficult, but we figure with these transports and the two other vehicles on the grounds, we can accommodate everyone, although we might all find ourselves a little more familiar with each other after this is all over.”

      Lynch thought for a moment. “Some of the lads will grumble about this, so they will. Civilians will slow us down, panic and make noise when we’ve got to move quiet, get in the way when there’s fighting to be done. Men might die because we bring them along with us.”

      “Anyone who signed up for a Commando unit and worries overmuch about being killed in combat lacks more than a little sound judgement,” Stambridge replied.

      “Being killed by some clever Jerry bugger’s one thing, but being killed because some daft Russian knocks you into a bullet while in a panic, that’s just bollocks, so it is, sir,” Lynch told him.

      Stambridge barked a short laugh and shook his head in amusement, before his face took on a more serious cast. He patted the bottle in his trouser pocket. “Thank you, Lance-Sergeant, for joining me in toasting my first dead Germans.”

      “Aye, sir. You’re welcome, sir,” Lynch replied. “And to many more in the future.”

      Stambridge nodded and turned to walk away.

      “They’re good lads, sir. All of them,” Lynch said. “They might grumble about the Russians, but I’ve seen how the lads look at ‘em. This business, it’s bloody awful, so it is. Puts a fire in the lads. I bloody well pity any bastard Jerries we find, so I do. The lads will massacre them.”

      Stambridge looked at him for a moment, then simply nodded and walked away. Lynch watched the lieutenant depart for a moment, then turned towards the next lorry.
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      North Of The Chateau

      0300 Hours

      

      “Those bastards,” Brune snarled. “Those stinking bastards.”

      “What’s done is done,” Kurzmann snapped at the bigger man as they pushed on, making their way through the underbrush of the French bocage as silently as they were able.

      “We just walked away from it,” Brune continued, each word laden with his rage. “We ran like dogs.”

      “And if we had stayed and tried to save them?” Stahl interjected. “What then? The Tommies would be throwing us on the same pile of bodies. Maybe there would be fewer Englishmen in the world, a handful fewer, but then we’d be dead.”

      “I don’t see the problem with that!” Brune rounded on his much smaller comrade, teeth bared and visible in the moonlight. “I know a lot of dead men, and they’d be better company than you!”

      “Well I’d rather keep breathing!” Stahl shot back. “I like being alive! I like good beer and cheese and Swiss chocolate and women who take their clothes off for money. I’ve also got plenty of friends who are dead, but I don’t want to join them any time soon!”

      “We’ll be joining all our dead friends sooner than you think,” Kurzmann growled, “if the two of you don’t shut the hell up!”

      Stahl and Brune glared at each other, but the two men became quiet, and the trio continued on in silence for several minutes. Kurzmann knew that none of them were happy with running away from the Englishmen, but there was simply no other option that didn’t involve doing something suicidal, and - despite Brune’s protests to the contrary - there was nothing brave or noble about getting killed for nothing but the satisfaction of snuffing out a few Tommies.

      After about half a kilometre, Kurzmann called for a halt. Thankfully, the three men were in excellent shape, and their kits were little more than their clothing and personal weapons, so none of them were so much as breathing hard, although the wound in Kurzmann’s side was protesting a little. As they stood in the complete shadow of a large tree, Brune and Stahl looked at him expectantly.

      “I say we stick with my earlier plan,” Kurzmann told them. “The village of Crossac is perhaps another kilometre, a kilometre and a half north of here. We go there, we rouse any Germans we find - even if it is only a squad of Heer troops - and we use whatever communications they have in the village to alert someone higher up the chain of command as to what happened. Then, once we’ve made them aware of the attack, we take whatever manpower is available to us, and we return to the chateau.”

      Stahl looked unconvinced. “Those Tommies...they were Kommandos. A squad of Heer riflemen won’t be nearly enough.”

      Kurzmann nodded. “You are correct. We won’t attack, we will just maintain contact. As long as we know where they are, or where they are going, we can always send runners and bring reinforcements. The Tommies will be making for the coastline, as fast as they can. Once we know where they will rendezvous with their transportation, we surround them and butcher them on the beach.”

      This idea seemed to have merit to Stahl and Brune, who nodded in agreement. With the renewed energy of purpose behind them, the three made good time, deciding to use the road to Crossac, despite the remote possibility that the Tommies would travel this way using their captured lorries, and catch them unawares on the road.

      It took them about half an hour to reach the outskirts of Crossac, a small village of no concern to the German war machine other than the fact that its inhabitants were largely responsible for providing food, liquor, and other sundries for the Germans at the Chateau. Kurzmann had never been in the village, as he’d arrived from St. Nazaire, to the south. From all accounts, there was nothing in Crossac worth guarding with a garrison, but Kurzmann was sure there’d at least be a squad of second-line Heer soldiers, likely those who were recovering from injuries and assigned to light duty in occupied territory. Most of these men belonged to units that were chopped up into tiny fragments and scattered throughout occupied territory, ensuring the locals were kept in line with the sight of the Swastika and the armed men bearing that symbol.

      Kurzmann was surprised, however, to find there was, in fact, activity in the town at this late hour. Blackout curtains were still in place across windows, but here and there he saw slivers of light escaping from where a curtain had been pulled aside and not put back with proper care. Glancing at his wristwatch, Kurzmann saw it was 0330 hours, too early even for the local farmers to be up and about.

      “Something’s afoot,” he whispered to Stahl and Brune. “Keep your eyes up and your weapons ready. The Tommies might have carried out other attacks in the area.”

      The other two men nodded, shifting weapons in their hands. The three moved out of the middle of the road and closer to the nearest buildings, not wanting to be spotted in the open and mistaken for enemy soldiers by a wary sentry. They passed a church, the structure so much larger and ridiculously more ornate than any of the other meagre structures in the village that it made Kurzmann chuckle to himself. While Germany was certainly not without its churches in every town and village, he was always astounded by the fervency of the faithful among the French. No matter how loathsome and pitiful the village, there was bound to be a church there, towering over everything else, doubtless worth more than half the village’s assets combined. God did little to keep us out of your country, Kurzmann thought to himself, no matter how devout your prayers, or how tall your church steeples.

      Shortly after passing the church, they approached a small bakery, and the smell of warm bread reached them. Kurzmann’s stomach growled, and he realized he was ravenously hungry. Stepping up to the bakery door, he drew his P-38 and thumped the butt of the pistol against the door several times. He heard floorboards creak inside, and after a moment, the door’s latch rattled and the door swung open a few centimetres. A portly, older man in a flour-dusted apron peered outside, his body mostly blocking the light spilling outside from within.

      “Oui?” the Frenchman asked.

      Kurzmann realized he didn’t have anything to pay the Frenchman with, not that such was much of a concern. Deciding that he didn’t care at the moment, Kurzmann simply leveled the muzzle of his P-38 at the Frenchman’s face.

      “Pain, maintenant s'il vous plaît,” Kurzmann demanded in rough French. The baker swallowed hard and backed up a couple of steps, his hands raised past his shoulders. He motioned with a trembling hand that Kurzmann and his men should come inside.

      Shutting the door behind them, the smell of baking bread was almost overpowering. The front of the bakery was taken up by a couple of small round tables, each with two chairs. There was a counter, and a display area, both of which were empty. The baker made his way around the counter and into the back of the bakery, where he busied himself with plucking three small baguettes from a cooling rack and putting them in a paper bag, while repeatedly looking over his shoulder in fear of being shot by Kurzmann. Emerging from the back of the bakery, he paused and took three small glass pots of fruit preserves and dropped them in the bag as well. With a still-trembling hand, he held the sack out to Kurzmann, who took it with a nod.

      “Merci,” Kurzmann said, holstering his pistol. He turned to the others.

      “Do either of you have any money?” he asked.

      Brune let out a dismissive snort. “You must be joking.”

      Stahl made a face, then reached into the breast pocket of his tunic. He pulled out several bills and thumbed through them, handing three to Kurzmann, who passed them to the baker. The Frenchman was too shocked to even take the money, until Kurzmann gave him an exasperated look and shook the bills in the baker’s face. The man took the money and gave a nod that nearly turned into a bow.

      “I’m going to vomit,” Brune grumbled. “Let us go, before I kill this man.”

      “You idiot,” Stahl replied. “If you kill him, where will we get bread for breakfast? He probably bakes the bread and pastries we have every day.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Kurzmann snapped, and the three men turned to leave the bakery, when Kurzmann had a thought. He turned back to the baker.

      “Où est la garnison?” he asked.

      The baker looked confused for a moment, likely wondering why this German was asking where his own garrison was located. But then he seemed to notice their disheveled look, and pointed down the street, in the direction they’d been proceeding.

      “Deux cents mètres?” he said with a shrug, unsure as to why Kurzmann was asking.

      Kurzman nodded, and the three men departed. Kurzmann handed the others each a baguette and one of the pots of preserves, and they took a moment, standing outside in the darkness, to tear into the bread and dip it into the preserves, the baguettes still hot and steaming when ripped into pieces, fresh from the oven.

      “They might not fight worth a damn,” Stahl mumbled around a large mouthful of half-chewed bread. “but they certainly know how to bake.”

      Kurzmann gestured further along the road, in the direction the baker had pointed. “Let’s go, eat while you’re moving.”

      They walked and ate for several minutes, and as they approached a large wooden townhouse, Kurzmann noticed a Kübelwagen and a couple of French trucks parked out front. A limp swastika hung from a short flagpole in the dark shadow next to the building, From within, they heard the muted crackle of a wireless radio set, and the urgent bark of the voice coming through the receiver. Inside, someone answered the radio transmission, their tone agitated and confused.

      “Something’s wrong,” Kurzmann said, turning to look at the others. “There must have been another attack.”

      The building’s front door banged open, light slashing across the street, and two armed figures strode outside.
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      The Village Of Crossac

      0345 Hours

      

      “Who the hell are you?” the first man out of the doorway demanded.

      There was enough light coming from inside the building for Kurzmann to see the insignia of a Leutnant on the man’s uniform, so he came to attention and snapped out a salute. Stahl and Brune, momentarily confused, followed suit a moment later.

      “Sir, I am SS-Sturmscharführer Kurzmann, and this is SS-Oberscharführer Brune and Sturmmann Stahl. We managed to escape the attack at the Lustschloss Lorieux. We figured this was the closest garrison, and came here to give our report.”

      The Leutnant gave a hesitant salute in return, his expression one of annoyed confusion. Kurzmann saw the junior officer was young, likely no more than twenty years old, and he walked with a limp, probably on light duty while recovering from an injury.

      “Lorieux? What are you talking about?” the officer asked. He turned and looked at the man next to him, bearing the insignia of a Gefreiter. “Klaus and the others went to Lorieux, yes? To fetch the SS men?”

      “Jawohl. They were to proceed straight to St. Nazaire,” the Gefreiter answered.

      It was Kurzmann’s turn to look confused. “What does St. Nazaire have to do with anything? The Tommies attacked us at Lorieux. Everyone there except us is dead. Your men in the lorries - they are almost certainly dead as well, for they were fired upon as we made our escape.”

      The Leutnant grew more angry at this. “What does St. Nazaire have…? There has been an attack at St. Nazaire, you idiot! The goddamn Tommies are swarming through the town, hundreds of their bastard Kommandos throwing grenades and blowing things up wherever they go! Every man who can stand is being mobilized to St. Nazaire. You were supposed to be collected and taken there, while we coordinated with my commanding officers to continue assembling the reinforcements.”

      “Well then, Leutnant, St. Nazaire wasn’t the only British target tonight. A strong force of well-armed infantry, possibly their Kommandos, assaulted the Lustschloss a couple of hours ago. They had the advantage of surprise and overwhelming firepower. As far as we know, we’re the only survivors.”

      The Leutnant shook his head. “There’s no way that British troops made it from the port to Lorieux already.”

      “Then there’s more than one operation taking place right now,” Kurzmann stated. “For all we know, there might be Kommando forces all over France. This might be the beginning of a much larger attack, a series of night-time raids designed to confuse us and scatter our forces.”

      The Leutnant opened his mouth as if to say something, then frowned and pointed at the remnant of baguette that Brune was still holding. “If you’ve been fleeing the British, where exactly did you find that?”

      Brune gestured down the road, in the direction of the bakery. “We knocked on the door. He gave it to us. We even paid for it!” Brune let out a derisive snort, as if the idea of paying for the food offended him.

      “Something about this doesn’t smell right,” the Gefreiter said, his eyes narrowed. “I think these three were out prowling around, looking to find their way under the skirt of some farm girl. If Lorieux was attacked, these three weren’t there. How did you-”

      The Gefreiter didn’t have a chance to finish his accusation, for Brune had dropped his baguette and lifted the man half a metre into the air by the straps of his webbing,

      “I saw good men die tonight, cornered like rats in a barrel, and you accuse me of lying to you about it?” he roared. “I ought to kill you right now! I should break you in half and rip your guts out with my goddamn teeth!”

      The Leutnant stumbled back several paces, fumbling for the MP-40 slung over his shoulder. Kurzmann stepped over to Brune and put a hand on the big man’s shoulder.

      “Put him down,” Kurzmann told Brune. “These men don’t know us, and have no reason to believe us. He has every right to be suspicious.”

      Brune snarled like a maddened animal, but he let go of the Gefreiter, letting the man drop to the ground, stumbling to maintain his balance. The young Leutnant had by now gotten his machine pistol unslung and in hand, although he had the presence of mind to keep it pointed at the ground. In the dark, Kurzmann didn’t see whether or not the MP-40’s bolt was drawn back and ready to fire.

      Deciding that prudence was the best course of action, and having no wish to get shot by another German, Kurzmann carefully raised his hands up to the height of his shoulders.

      “Leutnant, please, listen to us,” Kurtzmann said. “Lorieux was attacked tonight, by British soldiers, and we are likely the only ones who survived. We are not deserters, or drunkards, or men prowling for farmers’ daughters. I have received the Ritterkreuz for fighting the Ivans. My companions have been awarded the Eisenkreuz for bravery in combat. If you say you sent three lorries to Lorieux, then I am telling you, those men are almost certainly dead. The English are here, tonight, only a few kilometres away.”

      The Leutnant let his machine pistol hang from its sling, and he exchanged a long look with his Gefreiter. “I suppose it isn’t something you’d lie about, is it?” the Leutnant finally said. “Let’s go inside, get on the telephone and the wireless.”

      After several minutes of trying to get through to the chateau using both forms of communication, the Leutnant, whose name was Haas, agreed that something was amiss. There was no response to repeated radio hails, and the telephone switchboard operator couldn’t connect them to the chateau’s telephone, as the line seemed to be cut somewhere along the way. That was enough to convince Haas that something was seriously awry at Lorieux.

      “Taube, when are the reinforcements expected to arrive?” Haas asked his Gefreiter, a taciturn man who appeared a couple of years older than him.

      Taube thought for a moment. “We’re expecting another twenty men in the next half hour. Until then, it’s just my squad of ten.”

      Haas considered this information, then looked to Kurzmann. “Take a half-squad of men and one of the lorries out front. Go back to Lorieux, but do not engage the Tommies if you encounter them.” He looked to Taube. “Go with them, and confirm what happened. Take the Kübelwagen with the wireless, have one of the men drive you. Once you have a sense of the situation, radio back a report.”

      “Leutnant, what if the Tommies have left the area?” Kurzmann asked. “We don’t want to lose contact with them.”

      “I agree,” Haas replied, nodding. “But if they aren’t at Lorieux, and you can’t determine their route, you are to return here immediately. I don’t want to keep losing men a handful at a time, when I can escalate the situation and bring in more support from battalion HQ. But we need to have a better grasp of their numbers and a general location, before anyone will give us more support, because there’s a small army of Tommies already rampaging through St. Nazaire as we speak.”

      The five-man detachment formed up within a few minutes, and Kurzmann looked them over with barely-concealed disappointment. They were Heer second-line infantry, men recovering from injuries or otherwise unsuitable for front-line combat duty. Each of them, at least, had a Kar 98K with a full ammunition load, grenades, and a complete field kit. Taube carried his own MP-40 and a pair of 3-magazine pouches. Kurzmann and the other SS men took the opportunity to have some coffee and fill any gaps in their own kit, particularly grenades. Each of them filled a haversack with several Stielhandgranaten. If they encountered a superior force of British Kommandos, the long throwing distance of the “stick” grenades would give them an advantage in falling back and breaking contact.

      The five Heer men seemed less than enthused at being assigned to go and make contact with several dozen British soldiers, but Haas - thankfully - seemed to accept the seriousness of the situation, and in short order the men were loaded into the flatbed of one of the two lorries. Brune rode with them in the bed, while Stahl claimed the driver’s seat. Kurzmann decided to ride in the Kübelwagen with Taube, leading the way.

      The two vehicles covered the distance quickly, and half a kilometre from Lorieux, they pulled onto the side of the narrow road and dismounted. Taube made it clear that he was going to reconnoiter the chateau with Kurzmann, so Brune stayed behind, glowering at the Heer troops and bullying them into a half-decent position where they covered the road and remained concealed. Stahl came with Kurzmann.

      Half an hour later, the entire patrol was walking the grounds of Lorieux, looking around as if in a daze. There were bodies everywhere, both inside and outside the chateau, and all of them were German. Most of them were in a state of partial undress, some killed before they even had a chance to pull on trousers or boots.

      Kurzmann moved among the dead inside the chateau, noting with grim disgust that watches, rings, and other personal items were missing from the men, and all the rifles they found - the pistols and automatic weapons having been taken - were inoperative, their bolts removed and discarded. Looking inside the bedrooms, he was relieved to see that no one had died in their beds - at least these men had died fighting, albeit hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. It wasn’t a great death, but they’d given it their all, and from the occasional blood stains he saw on the stairwell, a few Tommies had paid for this outrage.

      The sudden blast of a grenade on the ground floor snapped Kurzmann back into the present, and for an instant he feared they’d been ambushed by the Tommies, but there was only the shouting of several men coming from the floor below. He realized the Kommandos had left behind a booby trap, and likely more than just the one.

      Kurzmann moved to the top of the stairs and leaned over the railing. “Nobody touch anything!” he shouted down at the Heer, who were all frozen like statues, looking at the ground around them as if they were standing in the midst of a minefield.

      “The goddamn Tommies have booby-trapped this place,” he told them. “Don’t open any doors or move any bodies. Don’t meddle with anything. Go back outside and keep an eye towards the perimeter, in case they return.”

      Taube came into view below and looked up at Kurzmann. “He’s dead. Blast nearly tore his goddamn head off. Looks like they booby-trapped the liquor cabinet.”

      Kurzmann grunted and nodded, then turned away from the stairs, a sudden worry coming to mind as he recalled the condition of the rooms he’d looked into. Moving carefully and cautiously, he went to his own room, checking the doorway for tripwires or any other concealed traps. Finding none, he moved inside, and as he feared, the Tommies had ransacked the room, tearing open the drawers of his wardrobe and the nightstand near the bed. Kurzmann wondered what they’d been looking for, when his gaze fell upon the hard leather medals case lying open on his bed. The small, velvet-lined case had a couple of his more trivial decorations inside, but Kurzmann noticed that his Iron and Knight’s Crosses were missing.

      Kurzmann felt rage at the violation. It wasn’t because the Tommies had taken the medals - Kurzmann didn’t care for the “pieces of tin” the way so many others did, seemingly coveting the medals more than their own lives. It was because the British were able to muck about in his personal belongings and steal his personal property at their leisure. Kurzmann, like so many other soldiers throughout history, accepted the practice of battlefield plunder, but taking something from him without fighting him for the right to claim it felt distinctly blasphemous.

      Glancing behind him to make sure no one was watching from the doorway, Kurzmann knelt and removed the drawer from the nightstand, then reached inside the recess, all the way to the back. He found what he hoped was there, and his hand emerged holding a leather pouch. Kurzmann opened it and quickly determined that its contents had been undisturbed, then he slipped the pouch into his trouser pocket. Standing up, he took one last look around, his gaze lingering on the medals scattered on his bed, before Kurzmann left the room.

      After searching several other bedrooms, it became clear that the Kommandos had come to Lorieux not just to kill the SS soldiers vacationing there, but specifically, to kill men who’d won the highest military honors given by the German High Command, and moreover, steal those medals and bring them back to England as trophies for some Tommy general’s office. Every room he looked into, not only were men’s personal belongings ransacked, but more than one medal case was left on a bureau or on the floor, open and without any Iron Crosses or Knight’s Crosses.

      Kurzmann descended the stairs and saw Taube emerge from the cellar doorway, his face pale, eyes glassy and vacant. Kurzmann knew what Taube must have thought of the evidence no doubt everywhere in the cellar that pointed to some of the activities practiced down there, and given the man’s silence upon seeing Kurzmann, the SS man didn’t doubt that Taube lumped him in with all the others who’d sated their desires in that underground chamber.

      “I told all of you not to explore,” Kurzmann snapped at Taube. “The Tommies might have booby-trapped the cellar. You could have ended up like your squadmate.”

      Taube’s lip drew back in disgust. “What I found down there,” Taube gestured towards the cellar behind him, “that will be in my report.”

      Kurzmann shrugged. “Report whatever you like. You think such sport went on without the knowledge of our superiors? Such things were...rewards...for outstanding bravery and service to the Reich.”

      “The SS might condone such things, but my superiors in the Heer will be less amused,” Taube replied.

      “I don’t give a shit what the Heer thinks,” Kurzmann shot back. “They have no power over me or my men. Now, have you found anything else, or are you going to continue to blush and grow faint over the abuses of subhuman trash like the Ivans?”

      Taube drew his lips into a thin line, and his brows drew together in anger. “There are no signs as to where the British may have gone. They ransacked the pantry and the kitchen, and I don’t know the state of the wine cellar before their arrival, but it is looking rather vacant at the moment. No working weapons that we’ve been able to find, although the spent casings seemed to indicate the fight was short-lived, and most of the shooting was done by British weapons. Lots of expended .45 calibre pistol ammunition from their Thompsons, and .303 brass fired from Enfields. But we also found nine millimetre casings in places that seemed out of place for the defenders.”

      “The Tommies were using our own weapons,” Kurzmann replied. “Captured MP-40s, perhaps.”

      Taube nodded. “That was my thought. Either they brought them here for the mission, or perhaps they attacked another unit before they struck here, stripped them of their weapons?”

      “It is pointless to speculate now,” Kurzmann answered. “But it does mean we cannot trust our ears when we hear our own weapons firing, and that is a disadvantage.”

      The two men turned to the outside entrance as Stahl and Brune stepped into the chateau’s foyer. “We’ve finished the sweep of the grounds. Nothing but the bodies of our own men. We found no dead French or Ivans, either.”

      “The Tommies must have either released them to fend for themselves, or took them wherever they went,” Kurzmann said.

      “Do you suppose the French staff were part of this?” Taube asked.

      Kurzmann shrugged again. “Who can say. They must have known we will suspect them of treachery, and after what happened here, my superiors aren’t likely to be believing, or lenient. Any of them who are found will probably be interrogated, tortured, and finally, shot.”

      “Did you find anything to explain this?” Stahl asked. “Other than simply trying to kill us all?”

      “They were after our pieces of tin,” Kurzmann answered. “Everyone’s room was searched. None of our Crosses are here. The Tommies even left the other medals behind. It was only the Crosses that mattered to them.”

      Stahl and Brune looked at each other for a moment, their expressions a mix of anger and bemusement.

      “But why...that makes no sense!” Stahl finally blurted out.

      “I can only guess it was upon the order of some general,” Kurzmann replied. “None of the other, lesser medals were taken.”

      “Yours are gone?” Brune asked. “You checked?”

      Kurzmann nodded. “All three. And I looked in your rooms as well, both searched, no doubt taken. It didn’t seem like anything else was missing. Be careful if you go up there, though. One man is already dead from a hidden grenade.”

      Taube cleared his throat. “We need to radio in a preliminary report, and then we’ll likely be ordered to either depart for St. Nazaire, or sent looking for these Kommandos. Either way, we’re wasting time.”

      Kurzmann jerked his thumb towards the staircase. “If you two want to get anything, you’ve got five minutes. Then we’re on the move.”

      Stahl and Brune nodded, then headed for the stairs. Kurzmann turned to Taube.

      “All right, let us have a talk with your Leutnant, and tell him what we’ve found.”
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      Near Saint-Joachim, France

      0415 Hours

      

      “Bollocks,” Lynch muttered, peering ahead through the windscreen of their commandeered sedan.

      “Can you elaborate on that statement, Lance-Sergeant?” Stambridge asked from the back seat.

      “Sorry, sir,” Lynch replied. “Roadblock up ahead, looks like. And we’re heading the wrong way, as it is. No way they’re going to let us pass without a look.”

      The Commandos were several miles west of Lorieux, traveling in a convoy of five vehicles - the sedan, three lorries, and a smaller flatbed truck bringing up the rear. Lynch had no doubt that they could quickly overcome any resistance offered at the checkpoint, but they’d hoped to get to the coast in a matter of hours without incident. And now, they wouldn’t be able to pass through the tiny hamlet of Saint-Joachim without shooting it out with some Germans.

      It was impossible to see how many men occupied the roadblock, as blackout conditions were being enforced, but one man was flagging them down with a red-lensed electric torch. Lynch had been driving with the driver’s side window lowered already, and his Browning 9mm automatic was next to his leg on the seat, cocked and locked. He was wearing a German helmet and uniform tunic on over his own. The garment was snug, but the poor fit would be unnoticed if they passed another vehicle in the night.

      The ruse wouldn’t fool a checkpoint sentry for an instant, though. Lynch glanced towards Herring, sitting next to him in the front passenger seat. The trooper also wore a German helmet and tunic, and his MP-40 lay in his lap, its stock folded. Herring drew back the weapon’s bolt, careful to avoid pointing it at Lynch as he prepared the weapon. A look in the rear-view mirror showed Le Chasseur, sitting behind Lynch, draw his P-38 and check to make sure a round was chambered. The Frenchman was also wearing a German helmet and uniform, and his rifle sat, barrel up, between the tall man’s knees.

      “Is there any hope of us bluffing our way through?” Lynch asked the resistance fighter.

      “Non. This village has a telephone line, and by now, they must know about the attack to the south. They will want to know why we are going the wrong way.”

      “Then we’re sticking to the plan, Lieutenant?” Lynch asked.

      The sedan’s rear seat springs creaked slightly as Stambridge leaned forward. “I’m sure our friend is right, we won’t fool them for an instant. Carry on as we planned, and no hesitations.”

      “No worries there,” Herring muttered.

      Lynch shifted gears, slowing the vehicle. Closer, he saw a five-man section of German soldiers manning the checkpoint, a wooden pole barrier blocked the road. The man with the red-lensed torch had an MP-40 slung across his chest, while two other men carrying Mausers stood nearby. A few yards off of the other side of the road, there was a sandbagged machine gun position, where Lynch saw two men hunched over an emplaced weapon. Although it was hard to make out in the dark, the machine gun looked to have a magazine sticking up in front of its gunner, so Lynch presumed it was a captured British Bren gun, or more likely, a French M29 light machine gun. Either way, its .30 calibre slugs would cut through the sedan with no trouble at all.

      Lynch brought the sedan to a stop a few feet from the lead German, a Gefreiter from the look of his uniform insignia. The junior non-commissioned officer, his rank equivalent to a corporal in the British army, approached the sedan and shined the beam of his torch in Lynch’s face.

      “Papiere, bitte,” the Gefreiter said, asking for Lynch’s papers.

      “Jawohl,” Lynch replied with a nod, raising his Browning automatic from behind the door.

      The German only had time to look agog at the pistol before Lynch shot him three times at point-blank range. The bullet impacts walked up the German’s chest as the recoil drove the pistol up with each shot, the last bullet catching the German in the hollow of his throat. The Gefreiter took a single awkward stumble back before pitching onto the ground with a gurgle, dead before he understood what had happened.

      A heartbeat later, the checkpoint exploded with gunfire. Herring leaned out his window and blazed away with his MP-40 at the machine gun nest, while Lynch opened his door and threw himself out onto the ground, as the two German riflemen fumbled with their Mausers, one of them firing a wild round that blew a fist-sized divot out of the earth a foot from Lynch’s head. Somewhere further back in the convoy, the deep roar of a Thompson sounded, and the two Soldaten jerked with bullet impacts, tumbling to the ground dead.

      There was a long burst of machine gun fire from the emplacement on the other side of the car, and Lynch saw the body of the sedan vibrate with the impact of high-velocity slugs, broken glass falling onto the ground all around him. A second later there was the lethal crack of a grenade burst, and half a man’s shredded hand landed, glistening, in the beam of the dropped torch.

      “All clear!” Herring shouted from the other side of the sedan.

      Lynch got to his feet, sweeping the area with the muzzle of his Browning. He gave a worried glance behind him, half-expecting to see Stambridge and their French guide dead in the back seat of the auto, but the two men were picking themselves up off the ground, having bailed out of the vehicle as Lynch himself had done.

      “Casualties?” Stambridge hollered.

      “I’m right as rain, Lieutenant,” Herring answered.

      Lynch patted himself for a moment, carefully brushing away the shards of broken glass as he did so. “Everything as it should be, sir,” he replied. “No bits or bobs missing, and no unexpected leaks, either.”

      “A simple ‘unharmed’ would suffice, Lance-Sergeant,” Stambridge said, checking the bolt and muzzle of his MP-40 for any dirt or debris.

      There was a shout from the darkness beyond the checkpoint, and a Mauser fired, the muzzle flash illuminating a kneeling German for an instant. A bullet snapped through the air between Lynch and Stambridge. Le Chasseur knelt and fired back with his rifle, although Lynch didn’t see whether the German was hit. Several more voices shouted in German from within Saint-Joachim, and more muzzle flashes lit up the night, the air suddenly alive with the snap-crack of bullets passing nearby.

      “Skirmish line!” Stambridge shouted.

      Lynch moved to retrieve his Thompson from the cab of the Sedan, but a burst of slugs rore up the ground between him and the vehicle, several bullets thumping into the vehicle’s open door, so he knelt and grabbed at the MP-40 slung around the neck of the dead Gefreiter by his feet. The strap was caught, wrapped around and pinned under the dead man’s arm. Lynch wasn’t able to free the weapon until he drew his dagger and quickly sawed through the strap. Suitably armed, he retrieved a spare magazine from one of the dead man’s pouches, stuffing it into his belt. More gunfire cut through the air, but it was now answered by the bark of Lee-Enfield rifles and the short bursts of Bren guns. Commandos were pushing up towards the checkpoint, several troopers moving into the machine gun nest and wrestling around the weapon there, getting it pointed in the opposite direction.

      “The civilians, sir,” Lynch warned Stambridge. “They’ll be right in the middle of this.”

      Stambridge grunted, then turned towards the men moving up to their position. “Watch your fire, lads,” he told them. “We’ve got civilians in those houses.”

      Several of the men gave brief acknowledgements, and the rate of British fire dropped, becoming more deliberate. As Lynch knelt in the dark, he estimated the German forces ahead of them as no more than a squad, maybe two.

      “Lance-Sergeant, take your squad and push to the left!” Stambridge shouted. “Sergeant Howe, take your men and push to the right. Envelop the defenders and snuff them out. The longer we sit here, the faster the Germans catch up with us.”

      “Third squad, to me!” Lynch shouted over the din of gunfire. “Corporal Nelson, where the bloody hell are you?”

      A dark form moving up to his position resolved into the hulking shape of his long-time squadmate. “Right here, Tommy. No need to shout, eh?”

      “Do you have the others?” Lynch asked.

      “Like ducks in a row,” Nelson jerked a thumb over his shoulder. Lynch saw a file of men, hunched over with weapons at the ready, moving up behind Nelson. Herring, moving through the shattered cab of the sedan, emerged from the vehicle and held out Lynch’s Thompson. Lynch took it from him and gave him the spare MP-40 magazine.

      “Might want to lose the feldgrau, eh?” Herring said, pointing at the German uniform tunic Lynch wore over his own uniform.

      Lynch quickly removed the helmet and his stolen garment while focusing his attention in front of their position. The German firepower was growing steadily, the rapid-fire sounds of Mausers accompanied with the crackle of MP-40s, and somewhere off to the right flank, in front of Howe’s squad, there was heavier roar of a machine gun. A man screamed, the sound prolonged and hideous, and Lynch knew one of his fellow Commandos had just been injured grievously. There was nothing he could do about it but press forward, to go on the offensive and push through Saint-Joachim.

      Lynch turned to Nelson and gestured towards the town. “Off we go, then. Low to the ground and fast, no one trips and shoots his mate in the dark, got it?”

      There was a chorus of acknowledgements, and the eleven other men in Lynch’s squad followed him into the darkness.
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      Saint-Joachim, France

      0430 Hours

      

      Lynch ducked as a Mauser bullet cut through the air an inch above his head. Raising his Thompson, he triggered a short burst, and in the flickering illumination of the parachute flare slowly drifting down over the town, he watched the German slump against the corner of a rock wall thirty yards away, his legs collapsing in death. To his left, Gibson, one of his squad members, knelt and fired three rounds rapid from his SMLE, nearly as fast as Lynch could have fired three aimed shots from his Browning automatic. To his right, Higgins and his loader lay on the ground, their Bren gun braced on its bipod. Higgins was firing the weapon in short, controlled bursts of three or four bullets each, shifting his fire to engage the hunched forms of German defenders as they fired and displaced from position to position.

      “Nelson, take some lads and secure a position behind that wall!” Lynch shouted.

      The hulking corporal nodded and moved at a crouch, slapping the backs of three other men as he moved. Another flare jumped up into the air on a column of sparks and smoke, rising from somewhere further back inside Saint-Joachim. Whoever was defending the town was making a real fight of it, slowing the British push north into the town while illuminating the area with a flare pistol, making any advancing Commandos easy targets for the dug-in German defenders.

      Lynch watched as Nelson and his men scuttled to the low rock wall surrounding the backyard of a wood-and-stone home, glancing into the yard before each man took turns rolling over the top of the wall, exposing as little of themselves as possible before they were back into cover again. A couple of Mauser bullets knocked chips of stone from the wall, but none of the men were hit. Soon, the four Commandos were setting up a base of fire on the opposite side of the wall, engaging the Germans further to the north.

      Although they’d been advancing for only a couple of minutes, Lynch was already impressed by the tenacity of the German defenders. All four of the Commando squads had now deployed, and they were pushing out into a sweeping envelopment of Saint-Joachim. Lynch’s squad had shifted further to the left, while Archie King and the men of Second squad had formed the centre at the roadblock. Sergeant Peabody had distributed the men of the special weapons squad among the envelopers, holding their firepower in reserve if it was needed. The overall result was a slow but inexorable push north, the British squeezing the Germans towards the opposite end of the village.

      When a lull came in the German fire, Lynch ordered the rest of his squad ahead, and within seconds, they’d moved into the cover provided by the low stone wall. They were less than two hundred yards from the opposite end of Saint-Joachim, and from the muzzle flashes of the enemy, there were less than a squad of defenders left in the fight. The British had the overwhelming advantage in men and firepower, but the Germans were dug in, holding a small stone and wood framed house surrounded by a stone wall not much different than the one Lynch was crouched behind. The Germans were in a vicious crossfire, but although the rock wall was taking a terrible pounding, the Germans were more than capable of picking off any group of men that tried to rush their position.

      Lynch ducked back into cove and turned to the nearest man, a trooper named Frost. “Don’t fancy taking a walk out there, do you now?”

      “You’re having a laugh, aren’t you, Tom?” Frost growled at him through clenched teeth, as a burst of German machine-gun fire battered the wall above their heads.

      “What we need,” Lynch replied, “is some indirect -”

      Before he finished his sentence, Lynch heard the stonk of a mortar firing from their rear, and a few seconds later, the crack of high explosive as the mortar bomb detonated just outside the Germans’ defensive perimeter. Another bomb arced overhead a few seconds later, and this one landed plumb inside the walled yard. It was immediately followed by four more rounds over the course of a minute, each impacting somewhere within the German position. Although they’d only brought with them the two-inch light mortar, Lynch knew that its high-explosive bombs, each a little over two pounds, were easily as effective as a hand grenade, if not more so, and he knew all too well the infantryman’s instinctive fear of mortar fire, how it felt like each bomb was seeking you out, and no matter where you hid, there was always the grim possibility it would find you.

      Apparently he was not the only one who experienced that kind of fear. Shortly after the last of the mortar bombs landed, there was a hoarse shout from the German position, and a scrap of white cloth waved in the air at the end of a rifle bayonet. Lynch and the other sergeants called for a cease fire, and after a few seconds, the British gunfire slackened and died away.

      “What do we do, Tom?” Frost asked Lynch.

      “Keep the bastards in your sights,” Lynch replied, “and wait for your orders.”

      Turning to his right, Lynch saw Stambridge and Captain Eldred, along with McTeague and several other Commandos, begin to approach the German position, moving up cautiously along Saint-Joachim’s only real road. Lynch debated moving up with them, but then thought better of it, deciding it was best to hold their flank and provide covering fire in case of an ambush. He knew that if either of the officers wanted his presence, they’d make it clear to him through the use of a runner.

      Five minutes later, the surrender was concluded. Lynch gathered his men and joined the other squads at the northern end of the village. The Germans numbered seven survivors, only three of whom were combat effective, out of a total garrison of two squads. The Feldwebel in charge was propped against the stone wall, his left leg bound tightly with strips of cloth slowly turning crimson as his blood soaked through. The Commandos policed the Germans, stripping them of their Mausers, the rifle bolts removed and each smashed several times with a heavy sledge found in a nearby barn. A box of stick grenades, three MP-40s, and a pair of French M29 light machine guns were also confiscated along with their ammunition.

      “Bit of a problem, Captain,” Lynch overheard Peabody speaking to Eldred nearby. “We can only find eighteen Jerries.”

      Eldred looked to Stambridge, who shook his head. “Could be their squads were understrength, that’s not unusual. But it’s more likely they sent runners to the nearest garrison. Maybe on foot, maybe on bicycles. No one heard a motorcycle or an auto, so that’s good, at least.”

      “No sign of a wireless, sir?” Lynch asked.

      Stambridge shook his head. “No wireless, although as Le Chasseur said, there is a telephone line running through the village.”

      Eldred glanced over at the German sergeant. “If he was smart, he would have attempted to get a call through right away, maybe even keep a man on the telephone through most of the fight, to pass along any information about us they can provide to whomever comes looking for us. Once the fight looked unwinnable to them, he sends a couple of runners and tries to keep us here as long as possible.”

      Stambridge walked over to the Feldwebel, crouching next to the man and offering him a cigarette. The German hesitated for a moment, then nodded, and Stambridge shook one out of the carton. The German took it and put it between his lips, and Stambridge lit it, allowing the German to take a couple of long draws before offering him a drink from the bottle of good French brandy he’d taken from Lynch back at the chateau. The German shook his head, but after Stambridge unstoppered the bottle and had a sip, the German took the bottle and gave it a speculative sniff, his eyebrows rising in surprise.

      “Now there’s a fellow who appreciates that good Frenchie brandy, to be sure,” Lynch said to Nelson, standing nearby.

      “What’s this about good bloody brandy?” Nelson asked.

      “Back at the chateau, under the seat of one of the lorries,” Lynch replied. “I shared it with Stambridge and he took the bottle.”

      “Some bloody friend you are, tosser,” Nelson grumbled.

      Lynch and Nelson then turned to their men, and over the next few minutes, the four Commando squads tended to their wounded, reloaded weapons, distributed ammunition, and several industrious men even took the time to produce spirit stoves and brew cups of tea for their squadmates. Lynch learned that they’d lost one man in Howe’s squad, and two others were wounded, although neither injury was serious. So far, the troop had gotten off with relatively few casualties, but Lynch feared their luck wouldn’t hold, especially if the German military forces in the area caught wind of several dozen Commandos running amok.

      Once the men reformed at the Lorries and everyone embarked, Lynch examined the sedan they’d commandeered. The windscreen had been all but shot away, the last of the glass fragments knocked out of the frame with the butt of a rifle. A number of holes perforated the front of the vehicle, but thankfully the tyres remained intact and the radiator hadn’t sprung any leaks. Lynch climbed into the driver’s seat after sweeping it clear of any remaining glass fragments, and breathed a sigh of relief when the engine turned over and caught on the first try.

      Lynch shifted the sedan into gear, and the five vehicles in their convoy moved through the town. Here and there Lynch saw a thin gleam of light, as the residents of Saint-Joachim peeked out from behind blackout curtains and watched the victors pass by. No one emerged from their home or called out to them, and Lynch realized that, although he and the other Commandos had won the brief skirmish, these locals did not have the ability to simply drive away from what had happened. Le Chasseur had gone from door to door and spoken to the villagers, trying to get them to understand that they were British military forces, and that they were leaving the area. Lynch hoped no one here was blamed for the German loss, that the Germans who had surrendered would not somehow implicate the locals in their defeat. Powerless to do anything to try to help them, and knowing anything they did for the villagers would just make it worse for them once the British left, Lynch understood why none of the locals cheered or even emerged from their homes. If those Germans left alive in the village saw the residents support the British or in any way or accept any gifts, their lives might be forfeit.

      Lynch picked up Stambridge at the other end of town.

      “Did the Jerry tell you anything, sir?” Lynch asked.

      In the rear-view mirror, Lynch saw Stambridge rub his face with his hands, then look out the window.

      “It was as we thought, Lance-Sergeant,” Stambridge replied. “They’d managed to get a telephone connection to the garrison in Crossac, so they know where we are, and our approximate numbers. They’d also gotten two runners away before we overwhelmed them. The Germans are going to be pressing us hard from now on.”

      “Bloody hell,” Lynch muttered. “Still, very polite of him to tell us all that. He could have told you to stick a bayonet someplace very uncomfortable. Did you leave him the rest of that brandy?”

      Stambridge didn’t reply for a minute. When he finally did, his voice was so quiet, Lynch barely heard him.

      “I offered it to him, but he was already dead.”
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      Crossac, France

      0500 Hours

      

      Kurzmann, Brune, and Stahl stood to the side, as the men under Haas’s command readied themselves for action. Between his report over the wireless from Lorieux, and the telephone report from Saint-Joachim only a few kilometres away, it was clear the British were operating in strength, and they weren’t heading south towards St. Nazaire, but were instead moving west, towards the coast.

      A quick discussion between Kurzmann, Haas, and Taube had concluded with everyone agreeing that this force of Kommandos wasn’t part of the harbour raid, but was instead an independent force operating in the area at the same time, either using the confusion in St. Nazaire as cover, or causing more chaos and confusion in order to delay German reinforcements moving south. Either way, they agreed that not only did they need to escalate the event up the chain of command, they needed to pursue and maintain contact with the British, in order to pin down where along the coast the Tommies would be awaiting extraction, as that had to be their plan. And, since daylight was fast approaching, and the British would never attempt an extraction during the day, the British would go to ground and wait an entire day before the next window of opportunity. That gave the Germans plenty of time to track them down and wipe them out.

      Unfortunately, convincing Haas’ battalion HQ of what was going on took more effort than they’d expected. With the mobilization in response to the attack to the south, and partisan activity throughout the area over the course of the last year, Haas’ superiors were reluctant to let them off the leash and allow them to hunt these British, never mind provide them with reinforcements. Of late, too many small-town garrisons were guilty of panicked requests for support to fend off hordes of bloody-minded Maquis, or Tommies skulking through the dark with explosives and daggers in hand. It took ten minutes of detailed reporting, followed by waiting for HQ to attempt to raise the Saint-Joachim garrison on the telephone, before Haas was granted permission to pursue the British west. In addition, a reinforced platoon would be detached from a sizable body of motorized troops being sent south from Rennes, some eighty kilometers to the north. While it would take that unit several hours to reach them, Haas asked that the new arrivals meet up with them in Assérac, a number of kilometers to the west and much closer to the coast.

      Although Kurzmann did not say anything out loud, he was concerned that their numbers wouldn’t be anything near enough to deal with the British Kommandos. He knew they possessed machine guns and possibly heavier weapons, such as mortars, and between what he’d experienced at Lorieux, and the report they’d received from Saint-Joachim, the British numbered upwards of fifty men, all of them highly trained, well-equipped, and extremely motivated. They’d gone through the Saint-Joachim garrison - twenty men - in a few minutes’ time. Realistically, with their weapons and training, the British force was worth at least twice their number in the calibre of rear-echelon, garrison-quality troops the Germans were able to field against them. Kurzmann knew all too well that, between North Africa and the Ostfront, Germany’s most capable units were nowhere to be found in France. If they weren’t careful in how they engaged the British, Haas and the other Heer men would be little more than meat fed into a sausage grinder.

      By the time Kurzmann and Taube’s half-squad had returned to Crossac, Haas’ two other squads had arrived, led by a Feldwebel named Vogt, an older man with gaunt features and fringes of grey in his close-cropped hair. Vogt sized up Kurzmann and the other two SS in a single glance, giving them a respectful nod. Kurzmann wondered if Vogt chafed at being put under the command of a junior Leutnant near to half his age, but in the way Vogt acted around Haas, Kurzmann saw that, no matter what the older man’s thoughts might have been, he was good at keeping them to himself. There was no disrespect, no insubordinate tone. Vogt was clearly a professional soldier who’d likely served under a number of officers over the years, and just kept his head down and did his job the best he could. Kurzmann respected that attitude, and hoped he’d be able to form a good relationship with Vogt.

      Ten minutes after concluding the telephone call to Haas’ superiors, the platoon was ready to move out. Vogt’s two squads had arrived in a pair of old French lorries commandeered as troop transports, bringing the number of vehicles at their disposal to four lorries and the Kübelwagen. Haas and Kurzmann would ride in the smaller vehicle, along with a driver and a another man in the front passenger seat, who was responsible for the French-made Reibel light machine gun in a pintle mount on the passenger-side dashboard. The remaining men were distributed between the four lorries, along with Stahl and Brune riding with the first two transports.

      Although they were more than thirty men, there were only a handful of machine pistols among Haas and the NCOs, and aside from the Reibel, their force only possessed two French magazine-fed light machine guns. Even with their numbers and training notwithstanding, Kurzmann knew they would be severely outgunned by the British. As they departed from Crossac and headed west, towards Saint-Joachim, Kurzmann leaned towards Haas and expressed his concerns.

      “Do you not have access to better weapons?” he asked Haas.

      The Leutnant shrugged. “What we have now is what we had when I came here three months ago. As far as I know, we haven’t had MG-34s, or mortars, or German-made vehicles in almost a year. Everything was requisitioned for the front-line units. The remainders were deemed suitable for keeping the peace here in France.”

      Kurzmann looked at him with raised eyebrows. “So is there not a single quality machine gun in the whole country?”

      Haas laughed grimly. “Oh, I’m sure the units along the coasts have better weapons and equipment, but those of us here, well beyond what is deemed to be the coastal defence network, we’re only expected to face off against the occasional band of partisans. You have to admit, even the French machine guns are adequate against that rabble.”

      “These Kommandos have many more MGs and machine pistols than we do,” Kurzmann pointed out. “The Lorieux garrison didn’t have a single MG among them, they only had rifles and a couple machine pistols. We didn’t stand a chance when the Tommies attacked.”

      Haas was silent for a moment, looking out towards the other side of the road. Finally he turned back. “I am sorry about what happened there, and I am also sorry we didn’t believe you at first. It just seemed too ridiculous. But listening to Taube, about what he saw there, heroes of the Fatherland shouldn’t die like that.”

      “I can think of worse ways for a hero to die,” Kurzmann replied. “I’ve seen enough horrible death to know that. What angers me is that they came for us, not to with the intention of killing us, at least not because it would help their war efforts, but they came to kill us in order to take our medals. They took every Cross they could find. It was done for a very specific purpose, probably some kind of political show of success.”

      “That’s disgusting,” Haas said, his expression darkening.

      “It’s war, is what it is,” Kurzmann answered. “You do whatever it takes to win. If I had been ordered to attack a British base and kill men and steal their medals, I would do it without hesitation. It wouldn’t be anywhere near to the worst thing I’ve done so far in this war.”

      To that, Haas said nothing for a long moment, before he looked away, unable to face Kurzmann as he spoke.

      “Taube also told me what he found in the cellar of the chateau.”

      “So he told me he would. Did you pass along his report to your superiors?” Kurzmann asked.

      Haas continued to look away. “No, not yet. I will focus on finding the Tommies before worrying about the rest. But such things should not be done by soldiers of the Fatherland.”

      “There are many things that should not be done by soldiers,” Kurzmann replied. “But in war, you do them anyway. How long did you serve in the Heer?”

      Haas finally turned and looked at Kurzmann. “I received my commission two months after the fall of France.”

      “And how long were you fighting along the Ostfront?”

      “I went into Russia in the first week of October, and I was wounded two weeks later,” Haas replied, his cheeks glowing red with embarrassment.

      It was Kurzmann’s turn to look away. “Then do not talk to me of what soldiers should and should not do, Leutnant.”

      A few minutes later, they encountered the two runners sent from Saint-Joachim. Kurzmann did some mental calculations, and decided the two men hadn’t been in any great hurry to reach Crossac. They’d likely laid low somewhere with a good view of the road, waiting patiently until they were sure that the approaching vehicles weren’t carrying more British troops. They had nothing much more to say that Haas and the rest didn’t already know, aside from the fact that their Feldwebel had sent them once the British began to employ a mortar, as it was clear the remaining garrison defenders would simply be bombed to death from range if they didn’t eventually surrender. Haas ordered the two men to jump aboard one of the Lorries and accompany them.

      Upon reaching Saint-Joachim, they were greeted by the six remaining members of the garrison, only three of them unwounded. The men stated that the British had disarmed them and tended to their wounded as best they could in the short time they remained. Their better weapons had been taken, while their rifles had all been rendered useless. The telephone wire into the village had been severed, of course, and they’d been locked in the cellar of one resident’s home, but the locals had let them out after a few minutes, probably fearing that if they didn’t, they might be considered in league with the British. Haas considered bringing them along with the two runners, but after discussing it with Vogt and Kurzmann, it was decided that even if the three unwounded men would be worth bringing, that would mean leaving their injured comrades behind.

      In the end, the six men were instructed to commandeer a wagon and horses from the locals, then the three uninjured men were to take the wounded back to Crossac, where they would be tasked with manning the telephone and the wireless set left at Haas’ platoon headquarters. The men readily agreed to this, clearly unwilling to face off against the British again. Several of Haas’ men helped the Saint-Joachim defenders round up the horses and prepare the wagon, then load the wounded men aboard. The two runners staying with Haas watched their departing comrades with envious expressions.

      Just before they departed for Assérac, Vogt approached Kurzmann and Haas.

      “The survivors said one of the Tommies gave their Feldwebel a cigarette and a drink before he bled to death, and it looked like the Feldwebel was giving the Tommy information before he died. They don’t know what he told the British, but I can’t imagine it was anything too important.”

      “Did you know the man?” Kurzmann asked.

      Vogt glanced over to where the bodies of the garrison’s dead had been laid out along one side of the road. “Not really, no. Different company, and we’re all pulled together from somewhere else anyway. Hardly anyone here in this area served together in the same units a year ago.”

      Kurzmann glanced at Haas, who was in conversation with the Kübelwagen’s driver, then leaned in towards Vogt. “Why is a grey-hair such as yourself stuck here, watching over the likes of him?” he nodded towards Haas. “He doesn’t seem a bad sort, but I would think you’d be of more use on the front somewhere.”

      Vogt smiled at him, then tapped the left side of his chest. “Took a piece of shrapnel the size of my thumb through the lung six months ago. Now, I get winded if I run or march with a full kit. So, they sent me here. It’s not so bad. I’ve been in uniform since two months before then end of the last gottverdammt war. If I don’t see another battlefield, that’s all right by me.”

      “And now you’re chasing these bastard Tommies, eh?” Kurzmann said, smiling.

      Vogt shrugged. “If I die today or tomorrow in a French field, that’s all right to me as well. I’ve given my whole life to the Fatherland. Not sure I want to end up like all those poor wounded bastards who drank themselves to death on cheap Korn or Schnapps after the first war.”

      “No one is waiting for you when the war is over?” Kurzmann asked.

      Vogt smiled and patted the MP-38 slung across his chest. “This is my only true love.”

      A moment later, Haas called to the two men, and once they boarded their respective vehicles, the convoy was on their way to Assérac.
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      Four Miles North-West Of Assérac, France

      0630 Hours

      

      “If the Jerries find us here,” Nelson muttered, shaking his head, “we are well and truly buggered.”

      Lying prone in the thick brush along the side of a road, Lynch found he was inclined to agree. After two hours of carefully negotiating a labyrinth of roads, back roads, and cart trails, led by Le Chasseur, the Commandos had managed to reach a largely uninhabited peninsular region to the north-west of Assérac, about a mile north of where they’d first come ashore. It was isolated from major traffic routes, and its geography meant that the Germans couldn’t bring in immediate reinforcements from anywhere other than east of their position. According to Le Chasseur, since the peninsula lay within the mouth of a much larger bay, and the area surrounding it was under more regular surveillance, there wouldn’t be any shore garrison between them and the ocean, especially since there was no local population to support a garrison.

      Of course, it also meant they were trapped, with nowhere to go if the Germans found them. This side of the peninsula was perhaps a mile and a half wide and a mile deep, and while that was enough space to hide sixty people for a short period of time, if the Germans knew where to look, they’d be well and truly stuffed. Lynch thought back to Dunkirk, the days of waiting on that cursed beach, as Stukas dropped bombs and strafed with their machine guns, and all the while there was the inevitable pressure around the evacuation site, the slow, inexorable grinding away of the Allied troops forming the bulwark that protected almost four hundred thousand men.

      But back then, Lynch reflected, they’d had the RAF in the air above, doing their damnedest to fend off the Stukas. And they’d had the Royal Navy, bravely sailing their destroyers close enough to the beaches to get men aboard, using the hundreds of civilian vessels swarming about like a mass of ducklings surrounding their mothers. Today, they had no air support, and there was no surface fleet to defend them or ferry them to safety. There were only the two lightly-armoured vessels that dared not approach until the cover of night had fully cloaked the ocean.

      Lynch glanced at his watch and estimated they’d need to evade the Germans for at least eighteen, maybe twenty hours, before they could begin getting off of French soil and back to Blighty. Until then, it was the duty of his squad to observe the road running north-south in front him, and ensure that the others had plenty of time to take action if the Germans arrived.

      “Alright Harry, take your section and push one hundred yards south,” Lynch said, gesturing to his right. “Make sure your Bren team has a good field of fire down the lane, but no shooting unless there’s no choice in the matter, or you hear my lads fire first.”

      “Oi, you sound like one of those ponces on the training grounds!” Nelson replied. “That extra stripe has turned you into a right git, it has.”

      “Well, this git is telling you to take your position and stop being a bell-end, now,” Lynch shot back.

      Nelson gave him a grin and nodded, then threw a poor excuse for a salute, before turning and rounding up the other five men of his section and moving south.

      The rest of the Commandos had set up a small encampment a hundred yards behind Lynch’s position. From there, it was about a mile to the beach, and there were several rough, narrow roads and trails leading in that direction. Le Chasseur had told them the area was used for picnics and recreational camping before the war, so the terrain would be easily crossed on foot, even in the dark. This would be both a blessing and a curse, because any ground that made movement easy for them, made it easy for the Germans as well.

      Eventual discovery by the Germans was, however, a secondary concern at the moment. Now that they’d stopped and everyone had disembarked from the vehicles, the Commandos were forced to deal with the Soviet prisoners they’d brought with them. Abused, terrified, malnourished, and thoroughly traumatized, they were not only useless in any sort of tactical situation, they were going to be a constant distraction during a time when the Commandos couldn’t afford a moment’s lapse in vigilance. Lynch sympathized with how horrible their situation was, and he didn’t question that bringing the Soviets with them was the right thing to do - if left back at the chateau, they would most certainly have been shot out of hand. But they were a dozen non-combatants to look after, to feed and shelter and protect from any German attacks against their position. And of course, eventually, evacuate them off the coast and back to England.

      Lynch’s attention was drawn to the sound of soft footsteps behind him, and he rolled to his side and looked back to see the Frenchman, Le Chasseur, approaching. The lanky partisan never went anywhere without his rifle and his rucksack, understandable when your life depended on the kit you carried with you, and you might have to move at a moment’s notice. Le Chasseur nodded to Lynch, then knelt down next to him, the Frenchman’s gaze sweeping across the road to their front.

      “If you have not been told,” Le Chasseur spoke softly, “one of the two men wounded badly at the chateau died a few minutes ago.”

      “Damn,” Lynch muttered. “Which of them was it? I think Page had the worst of it.”

      The Frenchman thought for a moment. “Oui, the man with dark red hair, that was his name.”

      Lynch shook his head. “Died before seeing the sunrise. Bloody hell. Poor bastard.”

      Le Chasseur said nothing for a long moment before he spoke again. “This area, it is very quiet. No homes, no farms, no reason for anyone to visit here today,” the Frenchman said. “If luck is with us, we won’t be discovered here.”

      “You don’t think Jerry will come around?” Lynch asked.

      Le Chasseur shrugged. “What the Germans do, I cannot say. The attack on St. Nazaire will draw many to the south, but they know we are in the area. However, there is much ground to cover in one day’s time, and the men sent to do this, they will not be of the best quality.”

      “Let’s bloody hope so,” Lynch replied.

      “But here, we do not have to worry about innocents finding us,” the Frenchman continued. “Too many of my countrymen have paid for the actions of our armies fighting against the Boche. If we were discovered by civilians, we would have to hold them here, and put them in danger if the Germans come. Or we would have to kill them, if they fled from us. And if we did not, they would tell the Germans, because if it was discovered that they were here, and said nothing, they would be shot.”

      Lynch shook his head. “I have fought with Maquis before, so I have. Their lives are hard enough, but at least they have the chance to fight back.”

      “Not all who live here have the strength or the will to fight the Boche,” Le Chasseur said.

      “No, I don’t blame those, for some have too much to lose, to be sure. I just feel for those who want to live their lives in peace, and the likes of me and mine come along, and make their world a shambles.”

      “The staff at the chateau,” the Frenchman said.

      Lynch nodded. “Aye, I fear for what’ll happen to them, so I do. Or some poor bastards come along here looking for a nice place to have a spot of lunch, only to find us lot lying about. No matter what we do to them, Jerry won’t bloody care a bit.”

      Just then, Lance-Corporal Hutchins, Captain Eldred’s batman and runner, approached at the double and nodded to Lynch.

      “Captain wants a word with you, Tom,” Hutchins said, then looked to Le Chasseur. “And, ah, you as well, sir. All squad leaders are meeting now.”

      Lynch climbed to his feet, then looked to Herring. “Come and get me if anything shows along the road.”

      Herring nodded once, then turned back to continue watching the ground in front of them. Lynch shouldered his Thompson, then he and Le Chasseur followed Hutchins back a hundred yards, to where the vehicles had been parked under the nearest available trees. Off to one side, the Russian civilians were huddled in a group, while a couple of Commandos passed out food taken from the chateau. The Russians wore a mix of plundered German uniforms, along with blankets and other linens wrapped around them like shawls. From what Lynch had seen of their emaciated bodies, they were so sparse of frame, the cold of an early Spring morning would be intolerable.

      On the other side of the makeshift encampment, a couple of lads were crouched around spirit stoves and getting a proper brew going. No matter the situation, Lynch noted, the British soldier could be counted upon to find somewhere to brew up a pot of char. As he approached, Lynch saw a trooper ladling tea into a tall silver teapot, no doubt plundered from the chateau, and another man carried it - on a silver platter, no less - over to a cluster of men comprising the command structure of the troop. Along with the teapot, there were a number of delicate-looking teacups arranged around the platter, and the server began pouring out cups of char and handing them around to the officers and squad leaders. Embarrassed, Lynch nevertheless took a knee alongside McTeague and accepted a cup of tea, brewed strong and mixed with sweetened, condensed milk. The first sip nearly seared his lip off, but in the early-morning chill, he didn’t mind much, realizing it was the first hot drink he’d had in nearly a day.

      Another Commando, a man from Peabody’s squad with a bandage wrapped around his head, carried over another silver platter, this one piled high with slices of thick, dark bread slathered liberally with butter, as well as sliced sausages and wedges of cheese. Lynch grabbed his fair share and began to devour his breakfast, heedless of the manners he should probably display in front of his troop captain and lieutenant. In situations like they were in now, where the enemy might appear at any moment, Lynch knew it was important to eat whenever food presented itself. And, looking around the small cluster of men, he saw he wasn’t alone, for even Stambridge and Eldred were eating with gusto.

      “So, lad, have ye had any trouble with your lot?” McTeague asked Lynch from around a half-eaten sausage link. “Keeping them all in line, are ye? Especially those rogues, Nelson and Herring?”

      Lynch took a sip of tea to clear his throat. “They’re all behaving themselves, so they are. I had thought Harry might fight me more, but he’s taking it all in stride, so he is. As for the others, they do as they’re told.”

      McTeague chuckled. “Soldiers doing what they’re told, eh? May wonders never cease.”

      “Well, you never know, do you now?” Lynch replied. “God only knows what that lot are up to back there without me watching over them. Like as not I’ll walk back and find them all drunk and dozing against the trees, a squad of Rip Van Winkles.”

      “Well, if that happens, I’ll be happy to help out in applying boot to arse,” McTeague said. “Seems like forever since I’ve had to crack a couple of pates together.”

      “Maybe you’re just getting soft in your old age?” Lynch teased.

      McTeague’s eyes narrowed and he gave a snarl around a slice of half-bitten bread. “Not so old as I can’t knock your pate inside out, ye tosser.”

      Lynch let out a short laugh and saw McTeague’s expression shift just enough that, if you knew him as long as Lynch did, you would understand the Scotsman was enjoying the banter and not about to knock anyone’s head inside out.

      “Gentlemen,” Captain Eldred spoke up, “if you’ve managed to have a bite to eat, Lieutenant Stambridge would like to review our defensive strategy for the next twenty-four hours.”

      The conversations among the circle of men ended, and all eyes turned to Stambridge, as the lieutenant produced a map from his satchel and unfolded it on the ground in front of them. Every man there leaned in to get a better view.

      “Alright, here we are, about a mile from the coast,” Stambridge noted, pointing to their location on the map. “And here’s the road to the east of us. We are isolated from three directions, and with everything happening in St. Nazaire, we can hope that the bulk of the German forces will be so preoccupied, we’ll be hunted by a token force, which will have to search a very large portion of the coastline in order to find us.”

      Stambridge paused for a moment, before pointing again at the road to their east. “However, if they do find us, they’ll be coming down that road first. After some discussion, we’ve decided the best strategy will be to establish a hard defensive line along the road. The Germans will be at their most vulnerable when they arrive, as men are disembarking from transports and shaking out into their squads and sections, so if they get here, we don’t wait for them to get organized, we hit them immediately, knock them flat and stomp them hard, before they have a chance to hurt us back.”

      “Lieutenant,” Sergeant King spoke up, “are you putting all of us on the line?”

      Stambridge shook his head. “Sorry Archie, but I’ve got to take the hatchet to your squad. I need a half dozen men, in three pairs, to stand picket duty along the shoreline to the north, south, and west of our position. Another three men will watch over the Ivans and the wounded, tend to their needs and make sure that if the Germans find us and things get a bit sticky, our non-combatants are moved out of harm’s way. Finally, the last three men will provide close security to one of our MG-34 machine gun teams, which will be situated to the north, anchoring our position there.”

      “Bloody hell,” Archie King muttered, scratching his brow and grimacing. “The lads won’t like being broken up like kindling, I’m sure of it.”

      “Then I suppose it’s a good thing their squad sergeant is so effective at making sure they do as they’re told, isn’t that right?” Stambridge replied.

      Several of the men in the circle chuckled at that, Archie King included.

      “As for the rest of you,” Stambridge continued, “Lynch, your squad will push north a hundred yards and take up position along the road, with the MG-34 team and security section on your left flank.”

      “Aye, will do, Lieutenant,” Lynch said, nodding.

      “Lance-Sergeant, if the Germans push you too hard, and your flank has to fall back, I need you to ensure that machine gun displaces before your men. It’s too valuable to lose, and too cumbersome if the team has to fall back after you.”

      “Understood, Lieutenant,” Lynch replied. “We’ll hold until they’re off the line, so we will.”

      “Right. Now, Sergeant Howe, your squad will hold the southern flank. The second MG-34 will be kept with the Command section in reserve, along with the anti-tank rifle and the mortar, but you’re to pick two of your riflemen who’ll trade roles with one of Archie’s two Bren teams. Your men will take their machine gun and kit, giving your squad three Bren teams, so that should make up for it a bit.”

      “You can count on us, Lieutenant,” Howe answered, his gaze shifting to Lynch for a moment, Howe’s expression unreadable.

      Stambridge looked at Sergeant Peabody. “We need to know when the Germans are moving in this direction as early as possible. I want you to send Bowen and his spotter beyond the road, to serve as a listening post.”

      “Will they be free to engage the Germans when they make contact?” Peabody asked.

      Stambridge shook his head. “We want to keep the Germans ignorant of our presence for as long as possible. They are not to engage unless they are discovered, or if discovery is imminent. Hutchins will go with them, and he’ll come back to alert us as soon as the Germans are detected. At that point, Bowen and Johnson are to gather as much intelligence as they can while remaining undiscovered, and then fall back to anchor the southern flank.”

      Peabody nodded, saying nothing. There was a moment of silence, as each of the men in the circle looked at the others.

      Lynch broke the silence. “Lieutenant, what are your orders if we are in danger of being overwhelmed?”

      “Protocol for falling back will be to break contact in half-squads,” Stambridge answered. “Movement and cover fire as usual, although given the limited vision in these woods, keep fall-back distances to fifty yards.”

      Lynch cleared his throat and looked away for a moment. “Sorry, sir, that’s not what I meant. What do we do if we are overwhelmed by superior forces? The Germans will be busy to the south, to be sure, but that doesn’t mean that if we get stuck in hard enough, they won’t rouse up a battalion of garrison troops and just push us right into the Atlantic.”

      No one said anything for a long while, but it was Captain Eldred who broke the silence.

      “Lance-Sergeant, you are one of the men who survived the mission into Calais, are you not?”

      “Aye, Captain,” Lynch replied. “That I am.”

      “When I took command of your squad, before we were deployed to North Africa, I read over the mission report written by Lieutenant Price. According to him, your actions during that mission were quite impressive.”

      Lynch felt himself blush. “Thank you, sir.”

      Eldred looked him in the eye. “Do you recall what Lieutenant Price said to you and the others in that Calais church? Do you remember the order he gave, when the SS and Heer had you surrounded?”

      Lynch swallowed, a lump in his throat. “Yes sir, I do. The lieutenant ordered us to hold until relieved, so he did.”

      Eldred smiled. “Well, there you have it, Lance-Sergeant. You are to hold until relieved.”
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      Two Kilometres North-West Of Assérac

      1155 Hours

      

      Kurzmann scrubbed his hand across his face and cursed the Heer under his breath for the thousandth time that morning.

      The SS sniper leaned against the side of the Kübelwagen and watched as the Heer men bumbled about in the farmer’s field, poking bayonets into hedges and not-so-subtly eating and drinking what they’d plundered from the farm. Several of the NCOs were attempting to herd their charges back to the transports, but as it was near lunchtime, and the men had been searching the French countryside all morning, there was plenty of resistance towards a hurried embarkation.

      Oberleutnant Knopf stepped out of the farmhouse, one hand holding a piece of chicken, the other an opened bottle of wine and a cloth sack. He finished stuffing the chicken into his mouth, and gave a lazy wave to Kurzmann as he approached.

      “What a worthless piece of Scheisse that man is,” muttered Stahl, standing next to Kurzmann.

      “Worthless as a man and an officer, yes,” Kurzmann agreed. “But he comes with a reinforced platoon, which is where his worth truly lies.”

      Stahl shrugged and looked back down the road behind them. Along with the lorries that had transported the SS men and Haas’ platoon, there were a further four transports - two of them commandeered French vehicles, two others English Bedford lorries abandoned and repaired after the invasion of 1940. Altogether they carried forty men, albeit rear-echelon garrison troops, but among these men, there were two machine gun teams armed with old, but reliable, MG-08 heavy machine guns, as well as a team equipped with one French 6cm mortar. Although they would be cumbersome to move and set up, the MGs would provide an impressive degree of firepower; Kurzmann valued the pair as much as he valued the rest of Knopf’s men put together.

      However, there was one last asset that made Knopf’s presence not just tolerable, but welcome - a captured British armoured car. The vehicle, a Morris CS9, was almost laughable when compared to its German counterparts, for Kurzmann knew even the humble SdKfz 222 would tear the Morris apart with its 2cm autocannon, while the Morris’ single Vickers .50 HMG would only be dangerous to its German opponent at close range. However, against light infantry such as the British Kommandos, the Morris’ mobility, armor, and firepower would be invaluable. And, even if the Tommies were able to eventually incapacitate the Morris through volume of fire or a lucky hit, they’d be so busy killing it, Knopf’s men would be able to push ahead under far less enemy fire.

      Of course, all of that was academic if they never found the Tommies, and at the pace set by Knopf, that seemed more and more likely. Although Kurzmann believed Knopf understood the situation at hand, he was simply not particularly motivated to do anything about it. For him, the orders to sweep through the coastal countryside in search of more than fifty heavily-armed enemy soldiers really amounted to an excuse for looting food and liquor from the locals. Further, it was clear that Knopf was more than happy to avoid contact with an armed enemy force, as he had mentioned more than once that morning how preferable these duties were to heading south to St. Nazaire, where there were supposedly hundreds of Tommies running amok, blowing up buildings and setting alight anything they could, all while spraying machine gun fire at any Germans foolish enough to engage them.

      No, Knopf considered this an exercise, a manoeuvre with the added benefit of having the license to poke his nose into every barn, pantry, and root cellar in a twenty-kilometre radius. And like most garrison soldiers, Knopf’s men were taking their lead from the Oberleutnant, the result being that Kurzmann imagined they very well could have passed whole companies of hidden Kommandos over the course of the morning, but if none of the Tommies had been holding a cured ham or a bottle of brandy, the Germans would likely pass them by.

      It was going to be a long, frustrating day.

      Knopf stepped up to Kurzmann and raised his purloined wine bottle in mock salute. “Alas, no Tommies found in that farmhouse. But the inhabitants were kind enough to part with some of their provisions, so thankful they were to have brave German soldiers patrolling this area, making sure the British invaders aren’t lurking on their property.”

      “Very selfless of them, to make sure you are properly fortified while going about your duties, Oberleutnant,” Kurzmann replied, his sarcasm completely ignored by Knopf, who turned to regard Haas, the younger officer hunched over the back of the Kübelwagen as he delivered another report to their superiors over the wireless. Knopf’s features darkened as Haas’ tone became one of concern and excitement.

      Haas signed off and flicked a few switches on the wireless, then turned and gave Knopf a quick salute. The man’s face was flushed - clearly something had happened.

      “Out with it, Leutnant!” Knopf ordered.

      “Oberleutnant, there has been an enormous explosion at the St. Nazaire dry dock,” Haas reported.

      “Haven’t the blasted Tommies been blowing up the whole damn city?” Knopf asked.

      “It was a ship they rammed into the docks,” Haas answered. “It...it exploded, over an hour ago. The Tommies must have packed it full of explosives, because the dry dock has been obliterated.”

      “Mein Gott,” Kurzmann muttered. “Do they have new orders for us?”

      Haas shook his head. “Nein, they want us to continue the search. They are now worried that these Tommies might be planning another large explosion somewhere nearby.”

      Kurzmann rolled his eyes. “What valuable target do your superiors think the British are going to attack? One of these farmhouses? There isn’t a viable military target anywhere along this coastline!”

      Haas merely raised his hands in a gesture that indicated he had no answer. “They want us to push north and take the road around the peninsula, then continue over the bridge at Vieille-Roche.”

      Knopf made a sour face. “Vieille-Roche? We just came from there! We’ll just be going in circles.”

      “Those are our orders, Oberleutnant,” Haas said, apologetically. “And pardon me for saying this, but I have been told to inform you that our current pace is unacceptable. I was ordered to pass along to you the Oberst’s insistence to you that this is not a time to, as he said it, “fleece the herd”. He also said we shouldn’t return to our posts until we either find the Tommies, or firm evidence that they’ve departed the mainland.”

      Knopf’s face reddened, and he discreetly tucked the bottle of wine behind his leg. “Well then, if those are our orders, we shall pick up the pace. At least the men had a chance to eat something before we mount up and depart.”

      Haas and Knopf walked away and began shouting at the Heer men around them. Kurzmann saw Taube and Vogt pick up on the urgency in their officers’ voices, and the non-commissioned officers immediately began to harangue their charges, knocking food and drink out of the hands of the men and kicking them in the seats of their trousers, driving them towards the transports.

      “Do I want to know where Brune is?” Kurzmann asked Stahl.

      “You mean, is he raping the farmer’s daughter”? Stahl replied.

      “Or the farmer’s wife. He’s not particularly picky when the mood strikes him.”

      Stahl shook his head. “You would be surprised. He has been inspecting the MG-08s, making sure they are clean and ready to use. I’ve never seen him so focused.”

      “That’s because he doesn’t intend to let this rabble fail us when we find the Tommies,” Kurzmann said. “He wants revenge, and he’s going to make sure these fools do their jobs right when the opportunity presents itself.”

      “Have we been told what our role here is, officially?” Stahl asked.

      Kurzmann’s expression turned sour. “No. At this point, I think we are along for the ride, as they say. We were nominally under the command of the SS-Untersturmführer overseeing the Lustschloss, but as he’s dead, along with everyone else, that makes me the senior SS man present, and I am outranked by Haas and Knopf, even if they are Heer.”

      “So we are responsible for, what is the term, ‘other duties as assigned’?” Stahl asked.

      “It would appear so, yes,” Kurzmann replied. “Between you and I, and Brune of course, if we encounter the Tommies, our most important job is, first, to not get killed, and second, to use Knopf and his men as best as we can influence him, in order to get our revenge.”

      A few minutes later, the convoy had embarked on their transports, and they were pushing north-west along a narrow lane, bordered on the east by the hedges of bocage, and to the west by coastal scrubland, interspersed by patches of thin woods. Fifty metres ahead of them, the Morris armoured car trundled along, it’s heavy, wide tyres digging deep into the roadbed. Kurzmann saw the helmeted head of the turret machine gunner bobbing and swaying as the car moved over bumps in the road. Kurzmann hoped the gunner was looking for any threats, because he knew the driver’s vision block was so narrow, he would never see an attack until it was too late, if at all.

      Kurzmann rode in the back seat of the Kübelwagen along with Knopf, the vehicle now driven by Knopf’s aide, a young Gefreiter missing several fingers from his right hand, whose name Kurzmann hadn’t bothered to learn. In front of Kurzmann, one of Knopf’s men manned the pintle-mounted machine gun. Kurzmann was pleased to see that the gunner was sitting up straight with his head on a swivel, scanning both sides of the road and paying attention for any threats, the weapon charged and ready. Kurzmann kept the flap of his pistol holster unbuckled, and his long-barreled Mauser was upright between his knees, loaded and ready. Looking over his shoulder as they took a slight curve in the road, Kurzmann saw each of the lorries following them, separated by only ten metres of distance apiece. He thought the transports were too close to each other, but his earlier protestations had been ignored by Knopf, who wanted all his men close at hand, instead of spread out along a greater distance of roadway. Of course, Knopf was convinced they wouldn’t find any British raiders today, never mind encounter an ambush.

      Kurzmann looked at Knopf sitting next to him, the officer attempting - but failing - to pour the contents of the wine bottle into his canteen. The uneven roadway meant that much of the wine was ending up all over Knopf’s trousers and the floorboards of the Kübelwagen, rather than in the man’s canteen. As they hit a particularly rough patch of ground, Knopf splashed the wine all over the sleeve of his uniform. Cursing, he looked to Kurzmann, then offered the bottle.

      “Care to finish it off, SS-Sturmscharführer? It’s just going to wind up all over my-.”

      The bottle exploded, spraying slivers of broken glass and wine everywhere. The crackle of disciplined rifle fire to the west was drowned out by the roar of machine guns, and the driver’s head blew apart in a shower of blood and brains. An explosion rocked the Kübelwagen, sending the vehicle careening off the road and plowing into a ditch.

      Something hit Kurzmann in the head, and there was only darkness.
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      1230 Hours

      

      “Focus on that armoured car!” Lynch screamed over the roar of automatic weapons fire.

      Lance-Corporal Higgins shifted the muzzle of his Bren and began raking the Morris CS9 with short, disciplined bursts of .303 calibre bullets. The car’s driver, responding to the attack with a degree of intelligence, turned the front of the Morris into the brunt of the incoming fire, presenting the vehicle’s heavier - and much more sloped - frontal armor towards the ambush. He then put the Morris into reverse, backing up to the edge of the road, while the gunner in the Morris’ turret, now ducked down well out of sight, brought the car’s heavy machine gun around and began sweeping the ambush site with long bursts of fire.

      Lynch ducked as several bullets cracked overhead. His Thompson useless against the Morris car, he turned to Herring, who was prone next to him, firing short bursts from his MP-40 at the underside of the Kübelwagen stuck on its side in the opposite ditch.

      “Run back and bring up the Boys rifle team!” Lynch shouted at Herring.

      The trooper nodded and scooted back, still prone, before rolling up into a low crouch and moving back towards the Commandos’ reserve position. Off to his left, Lynch heard the sound of the MG-34 firing several quick bursts, the 7.92mm bullets glancing away from the Morris’ armoured hull. The car’s driver shifted the vehicle slightly, angling against both Higgins’ Bren and the MG-34, and the Vickers gunner rotated the turret to engage the other machine gun, which went silent soon after. Lynch didn’t know if they’d been killed, or simply went to ground. The Vickers swung back towards Lynch’s position, as the driver continued to back the vehicle up slowly.

      “Keep fire on the Morris!” Lynch ordered Higgins, but the man knew what he was about, splitting his fire between the driver’s vision block and the front of the Morris’ turret.

      To his right, the other two troopers in his section were putting accurate fire into the covered cargo bed of the closest lorry. Lynch saw German soldiers climbing over the far side of the bed and falling into the ditch, and the Commandos’ rifle fire was answered by a couple of Mausers, their muzzle flashes visible under the lorry’s chassis. Lynch brought up his Thompson and emptied a 20-round magazine under the vehicle, seeing gouts of dirt and grass kick up along the edge of the opposite ditch. He didn’t know if he’d hit anything, but the fire from the Germans slackened.

      As he reloaded, Lynch wondered who’d fired the first shot. From his position, it didn’t appear as if the Germans had seen anything unusual, or indeed, if they were even going to stop and search the area. But someone off to his right had fired, and immediately, both squads of Commandos had engaged the German convoy. Someone from Nelson’s section had thrown a grenade at the Kübelwagen, and since Lynch hadn’t seen any movement from the wreck, he hoped at least that the convoy’s leadership was either dead or wounded. It would make their job a lot easier if there was no one directing the actions of the German infantry.

      But after a quick count of the lorries in the convoy, Lynch was concerned. Even if the Germans had taken significant casualties, by now the survivors were in cover on the other side of the road, and they were regrouping under the command of squad and section leaders. The sound of Mauser rifle fire was punctuated by the unmistakable rattle of machine pistols, and Lynch heard the heavier sound of a LMG he didn’t immediately recognize - perhaps a captured French design.

      The engine of the Morris car snarled with acceleration, and Lynch turned in time to see the vehicle back into, and climb out of, the ditch on the other side of the road. It was a risky manoeuvre, he was sure, as the older armoured car design lacked a lot of ground clearance, but the driver was careful and there was likely someone watching the ground behind the car from the vehicle’s rear hatch, because the Morris made it to the other side of the ditch, and from there, continued to back away from the road, moving deeper into the brush to the east.

      “Keep him busy, Higgins!” Lynch ordered. The other Commando fired off the last of the Bren’s 30-round magazine, and Higgins’ loader moved to begin the reloading process. Sensing the lull in the incoming fire, the Vickers gunner in the Morris’ turret took the opportunity to sweep the Commandos’ position with a fan of heavy .50 calibre slugs. Gouts of earth raced across the front of their position, and Lynch heard one of his riflemen grunt in pain. He turned to see Gibson, face down in the grass, his hands unmoving around the stock of his Lee-Enfield. Lynch saw the bloom of blood soaking through Gibson’s battledress around a large bullet hole near his collar. Pushing himself along his belly, Lynch moved backwards and towards Gibson. He reached the wounded man and felt over Gibson’s back, searching for an exit wound. Lynch’s hand encountered a wet, jagged cavity as wide as his clenched fist, low on Gibson’s back just above his belt. Lynch surmised that the bullet had come in above the clavicle and ripped down through the length of Gibson’s torso before leaving the massive exit wound in its wake. He grabbed Gibson’s jaw and looked at the man’s face, but Gibson’s eyes were already still and glassy, his body limp and motionless in death. The enormous .50 calibre bullet had killed the rifleman instantly.

      “Is he hit bad?” Frost, the other trooper, called out to Lynch.

      “He’s had it, so he has,” Lynch replied. “Keep your eyes front and your head down, damn you! Or you’ll be joining him for sure.”

      “Bloody Jerry bastards!” Frost cursed, snapping open the bolt of his SMLE and ejecting his last spent cartridge. Frost reloaded his rifle with two five-round chargers, and Lynch hesitated a moment before opening the magazine pouches on Gibson’s webbing, pulling free a handful of charging clips and the two Bren magazines the trooper carried. His hands too full for the Mills bombs on Gibson’s belt, he nevertheless crawled forward, giving the clips to Frost and the Bren magazines to Higgins’ loader.

      “What happened?” Higgins shouted over the sound of his Bren.

      “Gibson’s dead,” Lynch shouted back. “Keep the pressure on that damn Vickers!”

      The Morris continued to back away, and was now more than a hundred yards distant. Lynch saw Germans moving from cover to cover and falling back, the enemy working in disciplined teams to fire and move by sections. They didn’t act with the speed and precision of combat veterans, but even these rear echelon troops were trained Heer infantry, making them opponents that Lynch and the other Commandos would do well to not underestimate.

      Lynch sensed movement to his rear, and turned to see Herring crawling towards him, passing Gibson’s corpse with little more than a curious glance. Behind Herring, two men crawled, dragging the massive Boys anti-tank rifle between them.

      “There she is, lads,” Lynch told the anti-tank rifle team. “Morris car, straight ahead.”

      “Right, we’ll knock it out, Tommy,” the lead gunner assured Lynch, as he unfolded the Boys’ bipod, the loader pulling free a five-round magazine from an ammo satchel.

      Lynch turned to Herring. “Make sure they stay low, you hear? I’m going to go check on the MG-34 team. They haven’t fired since the shooting started.”

      Herring shook his head. “No need, they fell back. Two killed, and the gun’s out of action, so we’re the flank now!”

      “Bloody hell,” Lynch muttered.

      “Rifle is ready!” shouted the Boys gunner, bracing the weapon’s stock against his shoulder.

      Lynch brought up his Thompson. “Everyone fire! Pin down the gunner!”

      Lynch, Herring, Frost, Higgins, and the Boys gunner all opened fire on the Morris car. While none of their small arms had any real chance of taking out the vehicle, Lynch hoped to keep the gunner’s head down long enough for the Boys rifle to do its work. The big rifle fired with an enormous report, the muzzle brake throwing dirt and shredded grass up into the air. As fast as its massive bolt-action was cycled, the gunner fired four more times. By the time the weapon ran dry, and the loader replaced the empty magazine with a fresh one, Lynch saw a wisp of smoke rising from the front of the Morris, where he knew the engine was located. Despite the car’s heavily sloped armour, at least one of the .55 calibre armour-piercing rounds had found something vital.

      “Put another five rounds into it!” Lynch shouted. “We need to make sure it isn’t going anywhere.”

      The gunner threw Lynch an evil look, massaging his battered shoulder before settling in behind the rifle again. Lynch sympathized with the man - he’d used a Boys rifle against an Italian armoured car in North Africa last year, and knew the Boys had a savage recoil. Still, one glance at Gibson’s body convinced him that the Morris car needed to be taken out of action.

      Of course, as his gaze moved towards their right flank, and he again counted the number of lorries abandoned along the road, and saw all the muzzle flashes in the undergrowth to the east, he knew that the Morris was only one of their troubles.
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      1245 Hours

      

      Kurzmann awoke to the sounds of gunfire and the smell of wine, blood, and spilled petrol. Someone was shaking his leg, and he focused his gaze on Stahl, lying on the ground next to him, half his face a sheet of drying blood.

      “You look awful,” Kurzmann mumbled.

      “None of it is mine,” Stahl replied. “The poor bastard next to me took one in the throat. But I think most of the blood on your face does belong to you.”

      Kurzmann raised an unsteady hand and brushed it across his brow, feeling a three-centimetre gash near his hairline and a bloody lump above his right ear.

      “How long have I been out?” he asked.

      “Long enough. The Tommies hurt us, badly, but they haven’t pushed us after we made it to cover. We’ve formed up about a hundred metres back from the road,” Stahl pointed to the east, over the outer rim of the ditch. “Haas is alive, as is Vogt. Taube is wounded, but he’ll live. We’ve lost more than a dozen dead, at least as many wounded. The Morris car is burning, but they got the Vickers off before that went, too.”

      Kurzmann sat up slowly, careful to not expose himself to enemy fire. His back was to the Kübelwagen, which loomed above him, its fuel tank drained all over the ditch, along with the blood of the dead driver, who still hung half-out of his seat, arms dangling. The soldier who’d manned the machine gun was prone next to Kurzmann, peering out at the British from a gap in the lip of the ditch he’d dug out underneath the Kübelwagen. The soldat was carefully slipping the barrel of the Reibel machine gun through the gap without getting any dirt in the muzzle.

      “Never mind that,” Kurzmann told him. “One burst, and the Tommies will shred this car and us along with it. Gather up what you can before we move out.”

      It was then he noticed Knopf, sprawled out at his feet, motionless. Several bullet holes were stitched across his back, the uniform around them soaked dark with blood.

      “He tried to get to the radio,” the gunner answered, noticing where Kurzmann was looking.

      “And the radio?” Kurzmann asked.

      The gunner shook his head. “Shot through and useless. Probably the same burst that killed the Oberleutnant.”

      A sudden thought struck Kurzmann. “What about Brune?” he asked Stahl.

      The other SS man shrugged and grinned. “You don’t think another bullet wound is going to slow him down, do you? He led a section to retrieve the MG-08s, and now he’s working with Vogt to firm up our left flank.”

      Kurzmann looked around and found the butt of his rifle sticking out from underneath Knopf’s legs. He carefully extracted the rifle, breathing a sigh of relief to see that the scope hadn’t suffered any damage.

      “Are we the only ones left along the ditch?” Kurzmann asked.

      “There are a couple of wounded men too exposed to retrieve,” Stahl replied. “A few others are spread thin along the ditch. If the Tommies try to rush us, these men will slow them down.”

      “They’ll be slaughtered,” Kurzmann pointed out.

      “They volunteered. I think some of these rear echelon dishrags have a spine, after all,” Stahl said.

      “Piss off,” the Reibel gunner muttered, as he finished looting the Kübelwagen for anything useful, stuffing magazines and other items into a bulging rucksack.

      “Can you move?” Stahl asked Kurzmann. The sniper moved his head and neck experimentally, wincing from the pain. He stretched his arms and legs, rotating joints and testing his muscles. Nothing seemed broken or sprained. His hand went to his abdomen, where his old wound ached, but Kurzmann was sure that was just scar tissue pulling, and not a fresh injury.

      “I think so,” Kurzmann replied, “but we don’t have enough cover. As soon as we leave the ditch, the Tommies will tear us to pieces.”

      “We light the petrol and fall back under the cover of the smoke,” Stahl suggested. “The wind is in our favor.”

      Kurzmann nodded, and the three men moved to the edge of the ditch, readying themselves for the dash away from the road. Stahl dug around in his pocket and retrieved a matchbook. He lit one, set the rest of the matches in the book alight, then threw the small, blazing packet towards the petrol soaking the ground next to the wreck. The fuel caught, flames licking up towards the wreck, and the three men squirmed over the lip of the ditch on their bellies as black smoke rose up from the Kübelwagen, the vehicle shuddering as what little fuel and vapor left in its tank ignited with a muffled whump, sending even more smoke into the air. The breeze, coming from the west, pushed the smoke over the men, and although they choked and coughed, they were able to crawl back into cover, obscured from the Tommies, who did little other than fire a couple bursts of machine gun fire at the smoke cloud, the rounds passing well over the Germans’ heads.

      Eventually, they made their way back to a makeshift headquarters, consisting of little more than a dip in the ground obscured by a cluster of thick scrub brush a couple of metres wide. Haas, Vogt, and Taube were there, the Leutnant giving orders to a runner with a heavily-bandaged hand. Vogt was examining the feed lips on one of his machine pistol magazines, and he gave Kurzmann a nod in greeting as the three men arrived.

      “Good to see you’re still among the living,” Vogt said to Kurzmann.

      “The matter was open to debate,” Kurzmann replied. “But my skull survived its argument with a large rock.”

      “And Knopf?” Vogt asked.

      “As dead as the wireless set,” Kurzmann told him. “He died trying to send out a report, no doubt the only act of heroism he’d performed in his entire military career, and it got him killed.”

      “For the best,” Vogt said, seating the magazine in his machine pistol and peering into the open bolt, before pulling the magazine, letting the bolt move forward, and reseating the magazine again.

      Hass finished relaying his orders to the runner, who saluted, rose to a crouch, glanced at Kurzmann and Vogt, then took off, heading towards the south-east. Haas turned and looked over Kurzmann, Stahl, and the Reibel gunner.

      “I heard what you said about Knopf,” Haas said. “Keep such thoughts to yourself when in the presence of the lower ranks. We don’t need such opinions circulating among the soldaten right now.”

      “Jawohl,” Kurzmann replied. “You are right.”

      Kurzmann didn’t add that the men likely thought Knopf to have been a buffoon and a shirker, and they were likely far better off without him, but the Reibel gunner was crouching a metre from him, and he didn’t want to annoy Haas just when he needed the man’s compliance the most.

      Instead, he looked around their position, then turned to Haas. “What are your orders, Leutnant?”

      The younger man let out a long breath and scratched a thumb against the stubble along his chin. “With the volunteers along the ditch, we have sufficient warning of any attack by the Tommies. Our firepower comes from the two MG-08s, as well as the dismounted heavy Vickers. In addition, we have the French MGs, and of course, plenty of rifles and several machine pistols. That should be enough to hold this position unless the Tommies are feeling suicidal, but I doubt that they will attack us. Instead, I believe they will remain concealed, perhaps even fall back, and come nightfall, they will attempt extraction from the coast via a fast motor boat of sufficient size.”

      Kurzmann processed all of this for a moment. “Well then, what should we do?”

      Haas gestured towards the road to the west. “Without the radio, we’ll have to rely on runners to get word back to battalion that we are in contact with the enemy. Then, while waiting for reinforcements, we need to ensure they do not outflank us and escape this peninsula to attempt extraction somewhere else along the coast. If they cannot cross the road in front of us and escape to either the north or south, they are stuck here, and once we have sufficient numbers and firepower, we can shove them right into the ocean.”

      “These men are trained in stealth and swift overland movement,” Kurzmann warned. “Their training focuses on being able to slip between pickets and escape detection. We will have a difficult time keeping them contained if they decide they need to break out.”

      Haas considered this. “We will push out two sections, one to each flank, send them out three hundred metres in each direction and order them to spread out wide and keep well-hidden. That will mean two sections remain here, in addition to the heavy weapons. If the Tommies push us here, we cut them down. If they try to escape, we will hopefully catch sight of their movements, and then shift forces to keep in contact with them.”

      Haas’ runner returned from his mission, and after consulting a map, and drawing out the necessary details, Haas, Vogt, and Kurzmann devised a suitable message to be relayed to Haas’ superiors. After a bit of consideration, Stahl was tasked to make the journey with the runner. Both men stripped their kit down to the bare essentials, and brought with them no weapons other than their bayonet knives and pistols.

      “Remember,” Haas told the two runners, “it is imperative that reinforcements arrive before sundown. Once it is dark, there is no way we’ll be able to contain the British, and the chances they’ll be able to escape will greatly increase. We need more men, mortars, and preferably, more armoured cars or a light tank.”

      With that, the two runners departed. Haas’ men shifted their positions to cover the flanks, and the MG-08 machine guns were sighted on the enemy. Within a short amount of time, the surviving German forces had prepared themselves as best they could.

      Surveying the disposition of his men, Haas turned to Kurzmann and gestured to the sniper’s scoped rifle.

      “Are you willing to put that to use?” Haas asked.

      “After all that has happened, it would be my pleasure,” Kurzmann answered.
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      2350 Hours

      

      Four Commandos died before sundown.

      The last was Alby, Higgins’ loader. The two-man Bren team had been in the process of changing their machine gun’s barrel, when the side of Alby’s head had exploded all over his gunner and their weapon. The shot had come from some distance away, well on the far side of the road to the east, and although Lynch and the others had opened fire on the sniper’s suspected position, like all the other times, there was no indication they’d hit anything.

      Since the Germans’ retreat to the eastern side of the road, there had been intermittent fire between both sides, when movement on one side drew fire from the other. None of these engagements resulted in casualties on the British side, or observed casualties on the Germans’ side. However, starting around mid-afternoon, a German sniper had begun terrorizing the British. The shooter was careful, stealthy, patient, and above all, exceedingly accurate. With only six shots, the sniper had killed four men, and wounded two others, one seriously.

      Since sundown, the sniper had gone silent. Lynch and the other sergeants and officers had met to discuss the situation, because the morale of the men had plummeted to its lowest point in the entire mission. The general consensus was that the sniper’s job had been to soften the British and keep them in place while reinforcements arrived from further inland. Determined to avoid further casualties, the Commandos were ordered to not fire on movement along the Germans’ front, unless it was clear the enemy was making a general assault. So directed, the men sat and listened as the lorries along the road to their front were boarded, and munitions or other equipment unloaded, under the cover of darkness.

      That had been more than two hours ago. Now, Lynch knelt in the darkness and listened to the sound of creaking metal and squealing bearings, the unmistakable sounds of armour on the move. The noises came from the north-east, the tanks no doubt moving down the road to arrive shortly and begin the push into the British positions. When that occurred, they were well and truly stuffed, because their one anti-tank weapon, the Boys rifle, was all but useless against an actual tank, especially at night and without the ability to all but walk up to the panzer and pick the perfect weak point to fire upon with impunity.

      And, of course, it wouldn’t just be armour - there would be men in transports, perhaps even a light artillery piece or two. Now that the Germans knew precisely where they were, there would be no mucking about on their part. This would be the - Lynch searched for the term - the Schwerpunkt, the point where the Germans would concentrate their forces and crush the British through weight of men and metal.

      “Officers want to see you, Tom.” It was Hutchins, come to find him for another meeting. Lynch followed him, staying low and moving without haste, for the human eye saw movement in the dark better than it saw shapes or colors.

      Lynch found Eldred and Stambridge speaking with Le Chasseur. The older Maquisard looked worried, hands clutched hard around the stock of his rifle. It was the most out of sorts he’d ever seen the man in the days they’d traveled together.

      “Lance-Sergeant, I imagine you can hear the approaching enemy armour?” Eldred asked.

      Lynch nodded. “Seems to be coming along slowly, but they’ll be here soon, so they will.”

      “I have seen them,” Le Chasseur stated. “A pair of Renault tanks. Not much compared to a Panzer III or IV, but more than capable of making our lives extremely difficult.”

      “Renaults? R35s? Small, but they are hearty, sir,” Lynch said. “Our Boys rifle is useless against one of those, never mind two.”

      “We must possess something capable of disabling them,” Eldred said. “Explosive charges, hand grenades, fuel bombs, perhaps?”

      “Men would have to get close to do that, to be sure,” Lynch answered. “And even if such tactics worked, the tanks will be supported by infantry. Any poor bugger who tries to blow up one of those bloody things, they’ll get shot to pieces by the Jerries all around it.”

      “Well then,” Stambridge spoke up. “We shall just have to cripple both tanks before they form up with their infantry support and push into our position.”

      Everyone turned and looked at Stambridge as if he were mad.

      “We are Commandos,” Stambridge continued. “We are not trained or tempered for defence, but for the attack, the surprise assault. I will take Lance-Sergeant Lynch and five other men, as well as several of our satchel demolition charges, and we shall cripple those tanks and spread havoc among the German reinforcements. Hopefully we can buy the rest of you another hour or two.”

      Eldred did not hesitate. “Very well, do it, and quickly. Leave a few of the satchel charges, however. If you don’t survive and the tanks are still mobile, we may need them to finish what you started.”

      It took no more than a minute for Lynch and Stambridge to gather five more men. Although Nelson voiced his desire to accompany them, Lynch ordered his friend to remain and lead the rest of the squad. Instead, He picked Herring, Frost, and Stilwell, while Stambridge borrowed two more men from Sergeant Howe’s squad. Each man was armed with a Thompson or an MP-40, and each man carried a satchel charge and several hand grenades. The charges contained a half-dozen blocks of demolition explosive and a pull-fuze with a ten-second timer.

      Le Chasseur set out with the seven Commandos, leading them through the darkness. Lynch’s mind turned to the German sniper, hidden somewhere in the darkness, and he wondered if they would pass in front of the man’s sights and earn a bullet for their haste, for the men were eschewing stealth for speed. The approaching armour could not be more than a few hundred yards away at this point, and every second they dallied, the armour drew closer to their position.

      Once again, Lynch marveled at Le Chasseur’s stamina, his sure-footedness, and his acute night-sight. The Frenchman seemed to effortlessly dodge every tree and low-hanging branch, stepping over every root or half-buried rock. He reminded Lynch of one of the red-skinned Indians of American legend, moving through the forests without being seen or heard by settlers or cowboys, until they attacked with musket, bow, or tomahawk.

      Within a couple of minutes, they reached a point two hundred yards to the north-east of their most northern position. Approaching them, Lynch and the others saw a column of German and captured French vehicles approaching, the two Renault R35 tanks out front, led by a Kübelwagen some twenty yards ahead. The lead car’s headlamps were covered in blackout hoods, only thin slits of light illuminating the road ahead, and none of the other vehicles were moving with lights. It was a dangerous practice, prone to accidents as drivers misjudged distance and direction, but he knew they would not approach an enemy position any other way.

      The eight men crouched in the brush just on the other side of the ditch running parallel to the road. Stambridge used his binoculars to look over the approaching column, then he turned and leaned close to whisper in Lynch’s ear.

      “The tanks are moving with open driver hatches,” Stambridge told him. “and the commanders are sitting on their rear turret hatches. The vision blocks on those Renaults are probably so small, there’s no safe way to drive one in column at night without having a clear field of view.”

      “If we can get a satchel charge into a driver’s lap,” Lynch said, eyes widening, “we’d pop the bloody tank like a firecracker in a tin can.”

      Stambridge shook his head. “That’s an impossible throw. Getting a seven-pound satchel charge through that hatch, you’d have to be right in front of the damn thing. Can’t be done.”

      “Maybe not a satchel, to be sure,” Lynch replied. “But a Mills bomb, that’s another matter, so it is. I bet you a bottle of best brandy I can get a grenade into the lap of that lead driver.”

      “If you only take out the first tank, the second will button up immediately,” Stambridge pointed out. “We’ll have to take both at the same time. And then there’s the men in that lead car. If they see anything, they’ll fire on us immediately.”

      Lynch nodded. “Two men apiece with grenades on the tanks, two more fire on the car, the remaining two provide covering fire on the column.”

      “Excellent suggestion, Lance-Sergeant,” Stambridge replied, “I’ll hit the Kübelwagen with our guide, here. The rest of you pair up, and ready yourselves for action.”

      The men had only seconds to prepare before the tanks approached within grenade range. The lead scout car passed their position, the passengers scanning the terrain around them, bristling with weapons. Lynch pulled a Mills bomb from his webbing and tugged free the pin, holding down the arming spoon with his fingers. Three other Commandos did the same, and as the tanks drew within a few yards, Stambridge whispered an order to the others.

      Lynch took a deep breath, let it out halfway, and then threw his hand grenade. The small, oval bomb flew through the air, glanced off the upper glacis of the first tank, bounced up against the raised driver’s hatch, and then Lynch cursed as he watched the grenade drop back down onto the upper glacis and slide down towards the front of the tank. At the same time, Frost’s grenade bounced off the left-hand edge of the driver’s hatch, then disappeared inside the tank’s interior.

      There was a shout of alarm from the driver a split-second before Lynch’s grenade detonated at the very front of the tank’s upper glacis, spraying the front of the hull with shrapnel. A moment later, Frost’s grenade exploded inside the tank, drowning out a scream from the driver and causing the tank’s commander, sitting on the rear turret hatch, to cry out in pain as his legs were shredded by grenade fragments. Behind the wounded tank commander, two more grenades detonated, blowing the driver of the second tank into steaming pulp and fatally wounding the tank’s commander, who had been sliding into the body of the tank in preparation for engaging their ambushers.

      The instant the first grenades detonated, Le Chasseur fired a round from his Mauser rifle, killing the Kübelwagen’s driver as Stambridge emptied his MP-40’s 32-round magazine, walking the slugs from the front to back and forward again. One of the passengers managed to get off a single short burst of fire, his weapon spraying bullets into the dark, before everyone in the lead car was dead. A moment later, a German stick-grenade thrown by Le Chasseur landed in the front seat of the car, detonating a moment later and nearly cutting the Kübelwagen in half with the blast.

      Lynch didn’t waste any time. As soon as the first two grenades detonated, he bounded to his feet, satchel charge in his hands, and rushed out in front of the tank as it began to slow its advance. Pulling the charge’s friction fuse, Lynch hurled the charge by its sling into the air, dropping it through the driver’s hatch and into the lap of the dead German within.

      Shots cracked past him, fired from near one of the transports further back in the column, and Lynch ducked and scuttled back into the ditch along the western side of the road, throwing himself into cover. Two seconds later, the Renault R35 - more than ten tons of machinery and steel plating - blew apart spectacularly, flinging large slabs of razor-edged armour plate and various components all across the road.

      Trooper Stilwell, hiding in the ditch with Lynch, rose to a crouch and armed his satchel charge, then flung it underneath the second Renault tank as it slowly lurched to a halt, its driver little more than a dismembered corpse scattered throughout the interior of the tank. The badly wounded commander had no time to drag himself free of the tank before the charge detonated below the tank’s chassis, buckling the armour plating underneath the tank, shattering several bogie wheels on either side of the chassis, and breaking both tracks.

      By now, the rest of the column had stopped and men were dismounting and firing towards their unseen attackers, Mauser rifles and machine pistols sending lead slashing through the brush along both sides of the road. Lynch heard bullets crack overhead, gouts of dirt kicking up from the edges of the ditch. Lynch armed and threw another grenade, trying to get as much distance as possible out of the throw. Herring, prone along the outside of the ditch, emptied his MP-40 in several long bursts, sweeping 9mm slugs back and forth across the road, his fire joined by that of Frost and the two men from Howe’s squad.

      “Fall back!” Stambridge shouted over the roar of weapons fire. “Move, move, move!”

      Germans began to advance in bounds, their comrades providing covering fire. Lynch slapped Herring on the backside and the wiry Commando pivoted and ran past Lynch, reloading on the move as Lynch raised his Thompson and began firing short bursts down the side of the road, aiming low to catch any Germans who might be seeking cover in the ditch.

      One of Howe’s troopers, hoping to dramatically slow down the German advance, pulled the fuze on his satchel charge and whipped it around through the air by its sling, hoping to use to the momentum to reach the first German soldiers. But a Mauser bullet caught him in the hip, spinning the Commando around and knocking him down. His squadmate screamed a warning at the others, then threw himself into the ditch, landing on top of Lynch and flattening them both.

      The satchel detonated with a thunderclap, shredding the underbrush and turning the wounded Commando into a spray of liquefied tissue and bone fragments whizzing out into the dark.

      Lynch and the other Commando struggled to untangle themselves from each other, finally crawling apart and moving up the ditch in a crouch, escaping from the advancing Germans, who had momentarily paused when the satchel detonated. Above him, Herring and Stambridge both emptied MP-40s up the road, while their French guide knelt and took aimed shots at their pursuers.

      “Can someone throw a bloody satchel charge the proper way?” Stambridge roared at his men.

      Frost armed his charge, and careful to not expose himself unduly to enemy fire, whirled it around over his head before throwing it back towards the Germans. This was followed immediately by grenades from Stilwell and Howe’s remaining trooper. The trio of explosions cut down several approaching Germans, and drove the remainder to cover.

      Spraying bullets behind them, the surviving members of the attack scrambled into the underbrush and fled the regrouping Germans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      March 29Th, 0015 Hours

      

      Kurzmann and Brune slipped further behind the British lines. The two men moved slowly, perhaps only a metre a minute, but both men knew that discipline kept men alive as much as courage, and although Kurzmann had been wary of Brune’s ability to remain focused and in control, the larger man had performed admirably that day, serving as both spotter and bodyguard while Kurzmann hunted and killed targets of opportunity.

      The goal of the killings had been to keep the Tommies on edge and demoralized, a job that Kurzmann had been performing for years now. But beyond the killing and the psychological damage done to his enemies, there had been another goal, more strategic in nature - to keep the British looking outward, fearful of the long-distance shot that came without warning, their heads down and attention focused across the road, towards where all the shots had come from.

      And then, when Vogt had led the sortie to retrieve the mortar and its ammunition, and all the Tommies’ attention was focused on that section of the road, Kurzmann and Brune had slowly, carefully, crawled across the road much further to the north, slithering across on their bellies a few centimetres at a time, until they negotiated the ditch on the western side of the road and squirmed through the underbrush, and behind enemy lines.

      From there, over the course of several hours, they had made their way further and further back, watching and waiting, finding just the right position from which they could strike once again, when their reinforcements arrived and commanded the attention of the Tommies. At that point, when the British turned their backs to the sea and engaged the forces to their front, Kurzmann and Brune would strike from behind.

      Kurzmann and Brune lay within a small cluster of bushes, perhaps fifty metres from what Kurzmann surmised was the Tommies’ command element. They’d listened to the distant sounds of approaching panzers for some time, and Kurzmann assumed that their relief column had finally arrived. He and Brune had shared a look of victory until, back along the road to the north-east, there came the sounds of explosions and gunfire. Moments later, several larger explosions and even more gunfire reached their ears, the sounds of a firefight engaged with mostly machine pistols and rifle fire, with the sounds of grenades punctuating the fight.

      Certain there weren’t any closer enemies, he leaned over and whispered to Brune.

      “The Tommies ambushed the relief column.”

      The big man grunted. “The idiot Heer weren’t guarding their approach properly.”

      “Those large explosions, they sounded like demolition charges. I would not be surprised if they sacrificed themselves to take out our armour,” Kurzmann speculated.

      Brune shook his head. “The Tommies don’t think like that. That is something the Ivans would do. Tommies always think they are too clever to need that kind of sacrifice in order to win.”

      Kurzmann smiled in the dark. “Perhaps we can teach them that they are wrong.”

      In the enemy’s command element, men were moving, gathering weapons and equipment. Other men came from the east, from the direction of the road, moving urgently and without stealth. A quick conversation took place, and it appeared the men came to some agreement, for others ran back towards the road, while the others assisted in gathering supplies.

      “They are falling back, towards the sea,” Brune noted.

      Kurzmann nodded. “It won’t be long now.”

      A few minutes later, more Kommandos came from the direction of the road, carrying weapons and caring little about stealth. It was obvious now that the entirety of the British force was moving towards the coastline, so Kurzmann and Brune carefully extricated themselves from their position, and while maintaining a modicum of silence and stealth, they shadowed the British in their retreat, staying to the north of the closest Kommandos by at least fifty metres.

      From behind them came the thump of a mortar, and a few seconds later, a flare bloomed high overhead. The two SS men froze, looking towards the British, who turned and looked, shouting in alarm.

      “Haas is beginning the assault,” Kurzmann whispered.

      Brune nudged him and tipped his head to the north. “We’re too close. I don’t want to die because some idiot sweeps too wide with his machine gun.”

      Careful to keep within cover, the two men moved in a northwesterly direction, opening up the distance between themselves and the British. The first sounds of machine gun fire and the crack of Mauser rifles came from the east, and Kurzmann saw tracers whipping through the trees and underbrush, occasionally careening wildly into the air or spinning away as the bullets struck a rock or clipped the trunk of a tree. He was glad to see none of the fire was coming towards them, but it didn’t take much for a wild burst of gunfire to swing their way and make a mockery of their plans.

      Minutes passed, and more flares went up over the front of the British position. Kurzmann heard at least two mortars firing - one that seemed to be putting flares in the air every few minutes, while another lobbed high explosive into the woods to the south of their position. This was answered by a lighter mortar from the British side, which fired off a half-dozen bombs in quick succession before falling silent.

      At this point, it was clear that the Kommandos were in full retreat. Kurzmann watched as small sections of four or five men would take cover and lay down a withering fire, using their Bren guns, machine pistols, and rapid-fire from their Lee-Enfield rifles. Kurzmann had always been impressed by the British soldier’s ability to fire their rifles with such speed and accuracy, and to watch it from a place of relative safety allowed him the time to make some insightful observations.

      “Did you ever see Ivans fire their rifles that fast?” he asked Brune.

      “Ivans barely knew what end of the rifle to hold onto,” the bigger man replied. “Tommies might be bastards too clever for their own damn good, but they know how to shoot.”

      The two men continued to fall back with the British, who were, Kurzmann admitted, offering up an intense resistance against the approaching Germans. Although their movements were exposed by the flare shells, it was clear the Kommandos knew how to use cover and concealment to their advantage, and their firepower was, man for man, greater and more mobile. And, while he had seen a couple of Tommies hit by German fire, he was certain that the British were inflicting far more damage than they were receiving. It did not help, he was sure, that the German troops facing off against them were, at best, simply following orders, and at worst, actively avoiding exposing themselves to the murderous fire poured out of the pockets of British resistance. He imagined the German squad leaders were having a devil of a time driving their men closer and closer to the muzzles of British guns.

      “What are we doing here?” Brune finally asked.

      “What do you mean?” Kurzmann replied. “If we expose ourselves now, any advantage we have disappears.”

      “We don’t need any goddamn advantage,” Brune shot back. “Look at them - they have lost. If we sit here, we are letting them kill more of us. You should be shooting them in the head right now. Instead, you are letting this go on longer.”

      Kurzmann said nothing for a moment. He admitted to himself that, despite his hatred for what the Tommies had done the night before back at the chateau, he admired their audacity then, and he admired their tenacity now even more. He had seen troops in Poland, France, and Russia all capitulate when the odds were against them, and many of those captured souls were either dead, or wishing they had fought to the death.

      But admiration or no, the British were his enemy. And furthermore, they had gone through his room, through his personal things, and taken his medals, and the medals of all the dead men. Kurzmann did not care about the pieces of tin - he didn’t even care that they were awarded to him - but he cared that the British took them away, that someone out there in the dark was carrying a piece of his personal property as a trophy, and never faced him in combat to prove themselves worthy of claiming it.

      “Yes, you are right, of course,” Kurzmann finally said. “Let us move further behind their lines. We need to find some good cover, if we’re going to strike at them from the flank. Cover both from the British and our own men, for either side seeing our muzzle flashes will take us for the enemy.”

      Brune grunted, then hefted the MP-28 in his hands, almost caressing the weapon’s wooden stock. “About goddamn time you found your balls.”

      The two men began to crawl through the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      March 29Th, 0030 Hours

      

      Lynch wiped the blood out of his eyes and reloaded his Thompson with the last magazine in his pouch. To his left, Frost pressed five cartridges from a charger into the receiver of his SMLE and snapped the bolt home, not bothering to top off the magazine, because there was no time. To Lynch’s right, Higgins lay on his belly, trying to change the barrel of his Bren gun with hands burned and blistered from the last barrel change.

      Lynch thought to help Higgins with the barrel, but there just wasn’t any time. He raised his Thompson and looked for a target, then paused to wipe away blood again. The wound wasn’t clotting, and Lynch knew that wasn’t good, but his brains hadn’t leaked out of his skull yet, so it wasn’t that bad, either. He brought up the Thompson again and squinted from the glaring white light of a mortar flare, another from the Germans’ seemingly endless supply. He waited, then saw movement thirty yards away, a hunched figure moving up from a bush. Lynch concentrated and fired three aimed shots, difficult from an open-bolt weapon like the Thompson, but he had fired the submachine gun tens of thousands of times, and knew just where the sights would settle after every shot. The third round spun the German around and they dropped out of sight behind cover. Lynch didn’t know if he’d killed the man, or merely clipped him, but for the moment it was one less enemy to worry about.

      Seventeen rounds left. Movement at his eleven o’clock turned into a half-squad of Germans fifty yards away, pressing home the attack. They were advancing in a crouch, bayonets fixed to their rifles, and at their lead a non-com with a machine pistol shouted encouragement and fired short bursts from the hip as he moved. Lynch steadied his Thompson, blinked away more blood, and fired off half of his remaining magazine, resulting in one of the men tumbling to the ground, arms flailing. The remaining four Germans went prone and fired on Lynch’s position, bullets snapping past his head. One round punched clean through the six-inch thick tree trunk next to him, and Lynch felt splinters prick his face and neck.

      To his right, Higgins’ Bren began firing, tracers flashing through the air all around the cluster of prone Germans. The enemy fired back, this time at Higgins, but before Lynch was able to fire again, the whistle of a mortar round caught his attention. Lynch pressed his body flat to the ground as the high-explosive round detonated ten yards to his left, the blast accompanied by a cry of pain as another of his comrades was torn up by shrapnel.

      There was simply no more time, and they were running out of land as well. The woods ended a dozen yards behind Lynch, opening up to shallow scrub that quickly gave way to rocks and sand, and then the open water, not thirty yards away from where he now lay. The men, those still able to hold a weapon and fight, formed a semi-circular defensive position some fifty yards across, and with every minute that passed, their ammunition count ran lower, their bodies took more wounds, and the Germans manoeuvred into better positions from which to slowly, inexorably squeeze them until they all died on the beach or drowned in the sea.

      Two hundred yards out, and off to Lynch’s right, there came the slow, methodical stuttering of one of the Germans’ heavy machine guns. They used them sparingly, but to great effect, slicing back and forth with almost metronomic precision a couple of feet above the ground, slaughtering anything in their arc. The Germans would only fire a belt at a time, two hundred and fifty rounds, but they used the MGs to cover men pushing forward, because none of the Commandos dared to keep their heads up while that fire hose of lead tore through trees and brush and any flesh in the way, until the bullets plunged into the ocean far beyond the foam of the surf.

      Lynch raised his head up just enough to see, and he cursed as a tracer round snapped by, accompanied by several more bullets he couldn’t see, only hear, not even a foot over his head. Men to his front shouted in German, and as the flare overhead began to gutter out, Lynch saw more of the enemy advancing, crouched and relentless. For much of the battle the Germans’ reluctance was obvious, the men cautious and unwilling to push home whenever they had an advantage. But now, with their enemy cornered and bleeding, the Germans knew they had won, knew they just needed to be strong and brave and advance, to make the British waste what little ammunition they still possessed, and they would be rewarded as heroes of the Fatherland, driving the hated Tommies back into the ocean. No miracle at Dunkirk this time, Englander!

      A hand tapped his foot, and Lynch squirmed around to look behind him. It was Bowen, and Lynch smiled, because for the last hour, he’d had no idea whether his old friend was alive or dead.

      “We’ve got a coded flash!” Bowen shouted over the drumming of the German machine gun. “They’re on the way in!”

      “How far out are they?” Lynch shouted back.

      “Matter of minutes, at the most,” Bowen replied. “They must see we’re under fire.”

      Two men had been at the water’s edge for the last two hours, one using a red-lensed torch to flash the coded signal, another with a pair of field glasses, scanning the night-shrouded waters behind them for a response. While their normal pickup window was almost an hour away, the hope had been that the Germans’ mortar flares, visible for many miles if one was out in the Channel, would draw the attention of their approaching rescuers.

      “What’s the order?” Lynch asked.

      Bowen pointed behind him. “Fall back to the tree line, and hold the Germans from there.”

      “It’s going to be bloody close, so it is!” Lynch pointed to the east. “Bloody Jerries aren’t but fifty yards away in parts.”

      Bowen nodded, then handed Lynch two magazines for his Thompson. “Some of the last we’ve got.”

      Lynch took the opportunity to swap out the nearly-empty magazine on his weapon for a fresh one, careful to tuck the partial magazine back into his pouch with the new spare. Then, with a shouted order to the men around him, the Commandos began to retreat yet again, squirming backwards a couple of yards at a time before raising up and firing off a round or two in order to keep the Germans’ heads down.

      As the ground began to slope down at the edge of the woods, Lynch looked out across the water, and saw the unmistakable blink of red lensed torches, coming from the bows of a half-dozen inflatable boats half a mile away. A wave of relief swept over him then, and Lynch found himself holding back a sob, his hand brushing away tears along with the sticky blood that still ran from a wound along his brow he didn’t even feel at the time it was inflicted.

      As soon as he and Bowen appeared, a shadow moved towards them, eventually recognizable as Stambridge. “Eldred has asked for volunteers. Someone has to hold the beach while the boats are loading. The Russians board first, then our wounded. After that, we’ve got enough room for maybe half the men still on their feet.”

      “Bloody hell,” Lynch cursed and looked at Bowen, who glanced towards the sea with worry.

      “I’m staying,” Stambridge told him. “But I need at least a squad to man the line and keep the Germans back long enough for the boats to get out there and return. I think the big motor boats will come in close to the beach, even if that’s dangerous, so the turnaround should be quick, but once Jerry knows what’s happening, he’ll swarm us with everything he’s got.”

      “And you want us to stay,” Lynch replied, his face grim.

      Another mortar round whistled through the air, this time landing in the sand at the water’s edge. A plume of sand and saltwater sprayed everyone within twenty yards, but thankfully, no one cried out in pain. Bullets continued to snap overhead.

      “You might be junior to the other sergeants,” Stambridge answered, “but aside from McTeague, you’ve seen the most combat. I won’t order you to stay, but you and some of the senior men, like Corporal Bowen here, might make the difference.”

      “I’ll stay,” Bowen said without hesitation.

      “Where’s Charlie?” Lynch asked his friend, referring to Bowen’s spotter by his first name.

      Bowen nodded towards the beach, where Lance-Corporal Hall tended to the wounded. “Mortar knocked him flat, hit his head. Bad concussion, can’t bloody see straight. Not much good to me, spotter who can’t see well enough to find me Germans to shoot.”

      “There’s not much time,” Stambridge cut in, pointing out beyond the surf. The incoming rafts were visible now, the water foaming around them as they cut through the water.

      “Ah, bugger this for a game of soldiers,” Lynch cursed, then nodded. “If it gets the wounded lads off the beach, then I’ll bloody stay and fight, so I will. But I’ll need more ammunition. We all will.”

      “We’ll collect whatever’s left from the men boarding the boats,” Stambridge told him. “I’ll let the captain know your decision. Inform your men.”

      A minute later, the six inflatables slowed into the waist-deep surf, and the Commandos began to usher the Russians aboard the boats, helping them struggle through the cold ocean water. At the treeline, Lynch lay prone behind a fallen tree, his Thompson at the ready. There was only the ammunition Bowen had given him for it, but he had a Lee-Enfield next to him as well, his ammunition pouches stuffed with five-round charging clips of .303 calibre bullets. A small haversack of grenades lay at his side, its strap across his neck and shoulder. On the other side, near the rifle, Lynch had one of their remaining satchel charges, fistfuls of shore pebbles stuffed inside among the blocks of demolition explosive. He was ready.

      Although they were few in number, the men holding the beach were well-armed. Higgins peered down the sights of his Bren, while Nelson and Frost lay behind French M29s, the only other MGs with sufficient ammunition remaining. Each man fired a short burst every few seconds, conserving their ammunition and the barrels of their weapons. McTeague remained behind, as Lynch knew he would, the red-haired Scotsman serving as Higgins’ loader. Oliver White was there as well, the left sleeve of his battledress dark with blood, his dark brows drawn together with tension as he loaded for Nelson, while Stilwell loaded for Frost. Le Chasseur also remained, his Mauser slung over his back, an MP-40 in his hands. Near the edge of the line, and away from the long muzzle flashes of the Bren guns, Bowen lay prone and peered through the scope of his rifle, while Herring served in Johnson’s place as spotter. Behind them all, Stambridge crouched, his own German machine pistol long since exhausted, a rifle in his hands instead. The lieutenant was keeping an eye on the line of men before him, ready to give orders or fill in if there was a casualty.

      The Germans could tell the volume of fire coming from the British positions was greatly reduced, and they were clearly being ordered to press home the attack. As another flare arced into the air, its flickering white light illuminating the ground, the big, methodical MG-08s opened fire again, sweeping back and forth across the British lines. There was the sound of a single rifle shot from Bowen’s position, and suddenly one of the MGs went silent. Lynch saw out of the corner of his eye Higgins shifting his fire, then emptying an entire 30-round magazine with several long bursts into the MG’s location. No more fire came from the weapon, either out of fear of being targeted, or because the weapon was damaged in some way.

      Lynch dearly wished that they’d still had ammunition for their remaining functional MG-34, but the weapon’s high rate of fire had meant that it had burned through all the ammunition they’d brought for the two captured MGs during the first half of the engagement, the weapon proving especially good at stopping German advances cold. Lynch guessed that those soldiers who survived a barrage from that weapon stayed in place, knowing how deadly their own weapons were and not wanting to face them. Oh, for a pair of functioning Jerry MGs and a score of belts to feed them, Lynch thought to himself, almost laughing at the ridiculousness of it all.

      Lynch didn’t have any clear targets at the moment, and took a look behind him at the beach. The Russians were finally aboard the boats, and the wounded were next. Captain Eldred was overseeing the embarkation and his batman, Hutchins, helped Hall get the wounded through the surf, as were those able-bodied men who’d been detailed to leave on the first round of boats. Lynch was just about to turn back to the forest when he saw Eldred stagger in the water, and for a second Lynch thought the man had simply slipped in a pocket of loose sand underfoot, but then Eldred fell to his knees, and his hand clutched at his chest.

      “Stambridge!” Lynch shouted, pointing back towards the shore. “Captain’s been hit!”

      The lieutenant turned and saw Eldred struggling to stay above the water, Hutchins splashing out into the surf to help him. This time, Lynch heard the single rifle shot as it came from the north, away from where the Germans were pressuring them, and he saw Hutchins’ head snap to the side, the dark spray of blood and brains splashing across the water, The captain’s batman fell backward into the surf, where he floated there, mostly submerged.

      Hall, the troop’s medic, clearly knew there was nothing he could do for Hutchins, and Lynch saw him reach Eldred, then push him up out of the water and aboard one of the rafts. Several of the remaining Commandos on the beach, having given up all their ammunition for those remaining to hold the defensive position, drew sidearms and fired in the direction of the sniper. Lynch saw one of them punched off his feet by a bullet through the chest, and this time, he caught the flicker of muzzle flash, coming from a spot maybe a hundred yards down the beach, in amongst the scrub brush.

      Stambridge had seen it too. He raised his rifle and rapid-fired five rounds in the direction of the sniper, only to be answered by a tongue of muzzle flare and the throaty brapapapapap of a machine pistol. Bullets snapped through the air all around them, and as Stambridge went prone, Higgins moved his Bren to fire on this new threat, but there was increased fire coming from the east and Lynch shouted at Higgins to shift his fire back towards the approaching Germans.

      “Harry!” Lynch shouted at Nelson. “Hold the line!”

      “Bugger off, you tosser!” Nelson snarled back, before peering again through his MG’s sights and cutting loose with a scything burst.

      Lynch shifted back on his knees to Stambridge’s position. “Bastard must have spent all night working around to our flank, so he did.”

      “There’s two of them,” Stambridge replied. “Shooter and a spotter with a machine pistol. We need to clear the damn beach!”

      Stambridge cupped his hands in front of his face. “Clear the beach!” he shouted at those men sticking around to ineffectually fire back at the sniper’s location. Another man jerked with the impact of a bullet, falling against one of his squadmates. The wounded man was dragged out into the water, and the inflatable boats began to motor back off the shore, the sound of their engines audible over the din of gunfire.

      But in a moment, Lynch felt a knot form in his gut, because the engine noises were overlaid with another sound, deeper and coming from the south. He spun and looked across the water, his eyes searching, only to spot - no more than a mile away - a thick V of foam falling away from a dark shape moving through the water towards them.

      “Jesus wept!” Lynch shouted. “Lieutenant!”

      It was a German patrol boat, and it was heading right for them.

      Stambridge looked out over the water, uncomprehending for a moment, and then Lynch saw the lieutenant snap back to reason again, turning to the inflatables while pointing towards the oncoming patrol boat.

      “Faster you bastards!” Stambridge screamed out over the surf at the escaping Commandos. “Move your arses!”

      Lynch watched the patrol boat as it closed the distance. He wasn’t able to tell if it saw the boats out in the water, or if it was just arriving to support the Germans in the treeline.

      “We need to distract it,” he said to Stambridge. “Draw it over here, away from the boats. If it gets close to them, it’ll shred them to pieces.”

      “If our lads can get to the motor gun boats, they might be able to drive the Jerries away,” Stambridge said out loud. “They’ve got heavy weapons mounted.”

      “You’ve read the reports on the bloody E-Boats!” Lynch replied. “Bloody things are armed with automatic cannons and torpedo launchers. Our motor boats doesn’t stand much of a chance. Even if they survive, if they’re hulled below the waterline they’re buggered, and it will take minutes for everyone to get out of those inflatables and embarked, leaving them as sitting ducks.”

      Stambridge pulled his field glasses from inside his battledress and trained them on the approaching enemy vessel, after a few seconds, he put the glasses away and shook his head.

      “That’s not an E-Boat, it’s an armed trawler,” he replied. “Much slower, no armor, lesser armaments. What we need is tracer fire. Pull an MG team off the line. I’ll work to keep that sniper’s head down. If you can hit that trawler, get their attention for long enough, the motor boats will have the time they need to board everyone, and they have enough horsepower to get away.”

      Lynch wasn’t sure exactly what he heard, but then it dawned on him.

      “Get away?” he asked, and then he nodded. “Of course. Can’t take the risk, can we?”

      Stambridge dug around in the pocket of his battledress, and produced a flare pistol.

      “Red star shell. Skippers of the motor boats know that if they see this, do not approach.”

      Behind them, gunfire crackled as the handful of remaining Commandos carefully spent their remaining ammunition against the advancing German infantry. Somewhere to the north, a sniper and his spotter were lurking. And now, to the south, an enemy vessel bristling with weapons approached the shore.

      Lynch let out a long sigh.

      “Sod it all. Go on then.”

      Stambridge pointed the pistol up into the air, and pulled the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      In writing a Commando story set in the spring of 1942, I really had only two choices - write a story about the Saint Nazaire raid, or...write a story about the Saint Nazaire raid. It is considered by many to be the greatest special forces operation undertaken by the British during the Second World War, and while I do not feel I have the weight of authority to push that declaration forward with my own arguments, the assault on the Saint Nazaire dry docks was, without a doubt, incredibly audacious, dangerous, and truly unforgettable. Although the naval and Commando forces that undertook the raid suffered great losses, the action was ultimately successful, and the men who carried out Operation Chariot were, in the truest sense of the word, heroes.

      It was Chariot’s fame that ultimately led to my decision to keep its story firmly in the background of this novel. I had already written a detailed, if somewhat fictionalized, account of a historical Commando raid in the previous installment of this series, Operation Archery. However, the attack on Saint Nazaire was so much bigger, and so much more epic, I felt that inserting my heroes into yet another well-documented historical event would begin to set a bad precedent for the series. These novels were never intended to put historical events in the forefront, with my characters always stealing the glory from the real fighting men who carried out those deeds. men like Algy Forrester or Mad Jack Churchill. I wanted to be inspired by their stories, not replace them.

      Because of this, I decided that the Saint Nazaire raid would only serve as the background for a completely fictitious story. There was no assault on any SS Lustschloss, although the Chateau de Lorieux is an actual place, just south of Crossac, France. It is, however, nothing but a ruin. If you dig around enough on Google Maps, you can even see a glimpse of a decrepit tower poking out of a stand of trees. Beyond that, everything in this book is pure fantasy, from all the SS characters, to the terrible deeds they carried out for their amusement. Kurzmann, Brune, and Stahl are truly diabolical characters, and I must admit, there were times when writing from their point of view was so distasteful, I had to take a break and walk away for a while before returning to the story.

      But here we are, the book finally completed and ready for publication. I cannot end this Author’s Note without a huge THANK YOU to everyone who emailed me or contacted me through social media, expressing interest as to when the next Commando novel was going to be released. Two and a half years have passed since Operation Archery was published, and while I had released the first Revenants novel, Assault on Abbeville, in the interim, I was dedicated to getting this story completed. Now, it will be up to you, the readers, to decide whether it was worth the wait.

      Speaking of waiting, I hope you don’t mind a cliff-hanger!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If You Like This, Take A look At: The Termination Protocol (Scott Stiletto Book 1)

          

          By Brain Drake

        

      

    

    
      The Termination Protocol is the first book in the hard-edged, action thriller series — Scott Stiletto.

      

      The United States is under siege, and the enemy has help from the White House!

      Scott Stiletto is one of the CIA's toughest assets, a veteran of numerous missions, an operative with compassion and ruthlessness in equal parts.

      His enemy is the New World Revolutionary Front, a terrorist organization seeking to overthrow the government of the United States and install their own puppet—a willing puppet, who is already very close to the president he wishes to replace.

      With freedom and justice hanging in the balance, Scott Stiletto gives no quarter. He will give the enemy a one-way ticket to hell!

      "...99% pure action fun, no additives. I had to stop reading the book several times just to catch my breath..." — Ian Kharitonov

      

      AVAILABLE NOW ON AMAZON
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      Join the Wolfpack Publishing mailing list for information on new releases, updates, discount offers and your FREE eBook copy of The Target H.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Commando: The Complete World War II Action Collection Series, Volume II. 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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      Jack Badelaire first began writing online in 2005, moderating a message board dedicated to Men’s Adventure paperbacks of the ‘60s through the ‘80s. He created The Post Modern Pulp blog in 2007 and the fantasy, science-fiction, and wargaming blog Tankards & Broadswords in 2008. In 2011, Badelaire published his first fictional work, the horror short story “Rivalry”, through Amazon’s Kindle Direct Publishing. In 2012, he published his first novel, KILLER INSTINCTS, followed shortly thereafter by OPERATION ARROWHEAD, the first in his successful WW2 British Commando series. Badelaire has since written seven other novels, three novellas, and multiple short stories, mostly in the field of historical adventure fiction.

      Jack Badelaire has a bachelor’s degree in Film and Television Production with a minor in Classical Studies, and a master’s degree in Computer Information Systems and IT Project Management. He currently works full-time as an IT support services manager at a large university in Boston. For the last several years, Badelaire has taught part-time through a local adult and community education program. There, he focuses on teaching blogging and self-publishing, with the goal of helping new authors navigate through the process of digital and print-on-demand book production and distribution.

      Jack Badelaire has a passion for history, particularly the ancient and medieval periods, as well as the history of warfare and the evolution of military weapons and technologies. He’s been a role-playing games enthusiast since 1993, and also enjoys tabletop miniature wargaming. An avid reader all his life, Badelaire collects vintage paperback novels, and his favorite authors include Robert E. Howard, Edward Abbey, Bernard Cornwell, Dan Abnett, Craig Thomas, Brian Garfield, and Alistair MacLean.
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