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    ONE 
 
      
 
    Off the Coast of England 
 
    July, 1940 
 
      
 
    “Object in the water!” the lookout shouted. “Green Twenty! Five hundred yards!” 
 
    A young Royal Navy ensign by the name of Sims raised binoculars to his eyes and looked twenty degrees off the starboard bow. Sims worked the focusing wheel and spotted something floating in the water, a small, dark shape bobbing in the light chop of the Channel. 
 
    “Sir? One of our boys?” the helmsman asked.  
 
    Sims shook his head. They were on rescue duty after another aerial battle between the RAF and the Luftwaffe. However, one glance told Sims the object in the water wasn’t a downed pilot. “Doesn’t look like an aircraft fuselage. Let’s have a closer look though, shall we? Bring us about, ahead two-thirds, and close to within fifty yards.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” the helmsman replied, one hand turning the wheel while the other eased the throttle forward. The Coastal Motor Boat’s powerful engine growled deep in the craft’s belly, the screw churning up foam as the stern dug into the water and the boat surged ahead.  
 
    “Jones, ready with the Vickers, if you please. Just in case.” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” Jones, the lookout who’d spotted the object, moved to the .303 Vickers machine gun pintle-mounted near the bow of the boat. The machine gun was uncovered and ready for action in case they’d been spied and targeted by an enemy aircraft earlier that morning. Unlocking the Vickers’ mount, Jones racked back the bolt, chambering a round, and he stood with his hands grasping the spade handles, feet wide and braced, as the boat tore across the waves at near to thirty knots. 
 
    In short order the helmsman throttled back and the boat slowed, then finally came to a stop with a brief reversal of the screws. Sims again focused his binoculars on the object sitting just off their starboard bow. From this distance, it was clear he was looking at a half-submerged rowboat. At the its bow a man slumped against the side, one hand floating listlessly in the water. Sims couldn’t see the man’s face, only a mop of dark, curly hair, matted and crusted by dried saltwater. The only evidence of a uniform was the tattered, scorched remnants of a black leather coat. Sims studied the man for a moment, noting the manner in which his hand floated in the water.  
 
    “A Jerry trick, sir?” the helmsman asked him. 
 
    Sims shook his head. “I must say, it’d be awfully contrived. The buggers would be better off simply dropping mines. Besides, if they’d wanted to trick us with a dummy bloke floating in the water, they’d have made him a downed pilot. No, this is something different. Bring us alongside. Carefully, please.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” The helmsman gave the throttle a deft touch and shifted the wheel, bringing the boat closer to the rowboat. 
 
    Sims stepped out of the pilothouse and unholstered his .38 Enfield revolver. Stepping up the to the gunwale, he watched for signs of life from the half-submerged man in the leather coat, but if the man was alive, he didn’t stir. 
 
    “Jones, grab that boat-hook, will you? Let’s see if we can’t fish this poor fellow out of the brine.” Sims asked. 
 
    The lookout locked the Vickers in its mount and unfastened the boat-hook from its place along the side of the pilothouse. Carefully, Jones maneuvered the hook so it caught on the collar of the man’s leather jacket, and he slowly rolled the man over. Sims saw the man’s face, broad and rugged, the cheeks sunken and covered with an unkempt beard. From the front, the leather coat looked like it was cut in a military fashion, but one Sims did not recognize. The state it was in, however, seemed familiar to the ensign. 
 
    “We’ve pulled enough lads out of scorched birds to know what a fellow looks like when he’s nearly been burned alive,” Sims said to Jones. “That doesn’t look like a pilot’s jacket, though. Too long, for one thing.” 
 
    Just then, the man spasmed and coughed, thrashing weakly in the half-submerged rowboat. Jones lost his hold with the boat-hook for a moment before catching the man again, this time drawing him closer to the hull of the boat. Sims gestured with the barrel of his revolver, and with one hand holding the hook, Jones leaned over the side and caught the man by his collar, pulling upwards. 
 
    “Blast it, sir! He’s a heavy one, he is!” Jones cried.  
 
    Jones hesitated for a moment, then holstered his weapon before leaning over the gunwale and grabbing the man with both hands. With gasps of effort, the two Navy men lifted the man over the side and onto the deck, where he continued to cough and wheeze through sun-parched lips. Finally, the man’s eyes flickered open and focused on Sims, who stood over him, revolver in hand.  
 
    “Wodę, prosze!” the man croaked, his hand feebly touching his lips. 
 
    “What’s he saying, sir?” Jones asked. “He doesn’t seem to be speaking German.” 
 
    Sims shook his head. “He’s not, no. I think he’s asking for water, though. Fetch a canteen.” 
 
    Jones disappeared into the pilot house, and Sims knelt next to the man. Upon closer inspection, it was clear the stranger had been living in destitution for some time, his clothing worn and tattered. At his waist, the man wore a holstered pistol, and not wanting to take any chances, Sims relieved the man of the weapon. A bit of color on the sleeve of the black leather coat caught Sims’ eye and he reached over, gently turning the sleeve so he had a better view of the emblem. It was, he realized, a Polish flag.  
 
    “My god!” Sims exclaimed, as Jones returned and held a canteen of water to the man’s lips. “He’s a Polish soldier!” 
 
    The man’s eyes moved from the canteen to Sims, and he sputtered as he nodded. 
 
    “Tak, jestem Polskim,” he whispered. “Czy jesteś Anglicy?” 
 
    Sims frowned, unable to understand the man, but something behind him caught the Polish soldier’s gaze. The man smiled, then lifted his hand and pointed up. Sims turned and saw the man was pointing at the White Ensign fluttering in the breeze overhead. 
 
    “Anglia, dobrze!” the man managed to say, before his eyes rolled back, and with a sigh, he slipped into unconsciousness. 
 
    “Bloody queer, isn’t this, sir?” Jones asked.  
 
    Sims nodded, standing up. “Get him in a blanket and make him comfortable. I’ve got to get on the wireless, make sure there’s a M.O. waiting at the dock when we arrive.” Sims paused and looked east out over the water, towards mainland Europe. 
 
    “And I suppose they bloody well need to find someone who speaks Polish,” he muttered to himself, before turning and hurrying into the pilot house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    Medway Maritime Hospital, Gillingham, England 
 
    Two Weeks Later 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you are awake. Good.” 
 
    Bruno Gorski’s eyes fluttered, and he squinted at the harsh light shining down from the ceiling. He groaned and tried to raise a hand to shield his eyes, but he couldn’t move. Glancing down, he saw his hand was manacled to the side of a hospital bed. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he growled. 
 
    “My apologies,” a man’s voice came from the other side of the bed, the words spoken in rough, English-accented Polish. Gorski turned to see a slim, bespectacled man of middle years and salt-and-pepper hair sitting in a chair nearby. The man turned and said something in English to someone outside the room. A British soldier wearing a holstered pistol stepped inside, and after a moment’s argument with the man in the suit, the soldier moved to the other side of the bed and removed Gorski’s manacles.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gorski muttered, rubbing his wrist. “Now, who the hell are you, and what the hell am I doing here?” 
 
    The bespectacled man smiled. “My name is Mr. Wormwood. Please, pardon my Polish, I have not had to use it much since my days at school. I studied at Jagiellonian University, in-” 
 
    “Krakow, yes. I know it well. My father taught there, before the war,” Gorski said. 
 
    Wormwood’s eyes grew wide. “Really? What subject?” 
 
    “He taught mathematics. Now, he is likely dead. Many of the professors were seized by the Germans when Krakow fell.” 
 
    “Ah,” Wormwood replied. “I myself studied art history. Romanesque, to be precise. From ‘21 to ‘25. It is a beautiful city.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Gorski said. “Now, the swastika flies overhead, and its people suffer.” 
 
    Wormwood said nothing for a moment, then cleared his throat before reaching down and taking several documents from a valise next to his chair. 
 
    “When we found you,” Wormwood began, “you were floating off the coast of England, maybe ten miles or so from here, in a half-submerged rowboat. You were wearing the uniform, the black leather jacket, of an officer in the Polish 10th Motorized Cavalry Brigade. That was your unit?” 
 
    Gorski looked at the man and said nothing. Instead, he looked around the room, noting the little details. The window to his right had its curtains half-drawn, and beyond, he saw grass and a paved drive, with some trees beyond, but little else. 
 
    Wormwood watched him for a moment, then consulted a piece of paper in his hand. “Three days ago, you awoke long enough to give a name: Gorski. That is you, correct? Bruno Gorski?” 
 
    Gorski looked at Wormwood with hooded eyes. 
 
    Wormwood shifted in his seat and adjusted his glasses. “The good news is, your unit survived the invasion of France, and evacuated here, to England. Sikorski remains the Prime Minister-in-Exile of Poland, and is currently in London.” 
 
    Gorski narrowed his eyes. “What is the bad news?” 
 
    Wormwood gave him a wry smile and glanced again at the papers in front of him. “On June 18th, men of the the 10th Armored Cavalry - your unit, I believe - were ordered to split up and attempt to slip through the German encirclement. Many were lost in the fighting, either captured, killed, or forced to go into hiding. The majority are now listed by the Polish government as ‘missing and presumed dead’, including one Lieutenant Bruno Gorski.” 
 
    Gorski, stunned, lay back onto his pillow and closed his eyes. He remembered the end of the fighting that day, the breathtaking shock wave of the German shell lifting the armored car into the air and flipping it on its side. The blast had shredded his driver’s legs, and Gorski remembered hearing him screaming and thrashing in the car’s dark interior, hot blood spraying everywhere. He remembered the smell of burning oil and the choking smoke, and the jagged metal of the shattered hatch slicing into his hands as he crawled free, his clothes scorched, flames licking at him, machine gun ammunition exploding and peppering his legs with fragments of hot brass. The pain was so bad, he could only drag himself into a shallow mud puddle and listen to the shrieks of his driver as the man burned to death inside the car a few meters away. 
 
    “Are you all right, Lieutenant?” Wormwood asked. 
 
    “I...I awoke in a ditch, the day after that order was given,” Gorski said. “The Germans had already moved on to the west, and I was behind enemy lines. I spent a month making my way across France, sleeping under rotten logs and in piles of rubble. When I reached the coast, I waited three days, hiding in the reeds and eating some moldy turnips I’d dug out of a root cellar the week before. Finally, when the moon was gone from the night sky, I stole a rowboat and set out for the English coast, using the stars. I was on the water...days. I do not know.” 
 
    “When you were found,” Wormwood answered, “the doctors believed you’d been on the water for at least three days, maybe four. An empty canteen had been found in the bottom of your rowboat, but you were on the verge of death from dehydration and exposure. You had signs of extreme malnutrition, and several injuries, including burns, which had not fully healed. Another few hours on the water, and they believe you would have died.” 
 
    Gorski was silent for a long while, and Wormwood sat patiently by his side. Finally, Gorski looked over to the Englishman. “You have not told me where we are.” 
 
    Wormwood smiled. “This is a naval hospital in Gillingham, England.” 
 
    Gorski looked towards the window again, trying to see anything that would confirm the man’s claim. He knew it was unlikely, but his mind wouldn’t let go of the possibility that this was some kind of German ruse, although what the Germans might gain from a lowly Polish army lieutenant who’d been hiding in the wilderness for a month, he had no idea. Perhaps they suspected he had help from civilians? That he possessed knowledge of Polish or French units hiding in occupied territory? 
 
    “If there are Polish military units here in England, why am I talking to you?” Gorski asked, a note of suspicion in his voice. 
 
    Wormwood smiled. “There is no reason for alarm, lieutenant. You are in England, never fear. When our little chat is over, I can have an orderly fetch a wheelchair, and we can take you outside. A few minutes of taking in the sights should convince you that I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    Gorski merely grunted. “Well then, when can I return to my unit?” 
 
    At this, Wormwood made a face and glanced up at the ceiling for a moment. “What if I told you there was a good reason for your official status, that is,  ‘missing, presumed dead’, to remain unchanged for the foreseeable future?” 
 
    Gorski frowned. “I don’t understand. Why would I do this? I want to join my unit. I want to fight against the Germans again. I cannot hide under a falsehood, doing nothing, while my brothers-in-arms go to war again without me!” 
 
    “And if you were given a chance to fight the Germans, to do some real bloody damage, long before your countrymen?” Wormwood leaned forward and gave Gorski a pointed look, eyebrows raised. “Would that be worth such a falsehood?” 
 
    The two men stared at each other for a long moment.  
 
    “Tell me more, Englishman,” Gorski said. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    Northern Scotland 
 
    August, 1940 
 
      
 
    Gorski peered through the mist of rain and fog shrouding the bleak Scottish countryside, as the Invicta four-door bumped and jostled along the poorly-maintained country road. He sat in the back seat along with Wormwood, whose pipe smoke added a fog of its own to the sedan’s interior. Behind the wheel sat a young man in civilian attire, whom Gorski knew was, in fact, no civilian at all, but a young and broad-shouldered lance corporal named Phillips. When Gorski had met the driver, he’d seen the butt of a revolver under Phillips’ coat, and a Thompson submachine gun lay across the passenger’s side of the front seat.  
 
    Gorski had asked Wormwood about the need for such measures. “There is always the possibility,” Wormwood had replied, “that a regiment of Jerry paratroopers may drop across the road while we’re on our journey. Best to be prepared.” 
 
    Gorski had decided to not comment on how one eager lance corporal and a Thompson would prove to be any kind of defense against several thousand Fallschirmjäger. 
 
    Now, several hours later, the Invicta slowed and made a right-hand turn onto a private way, passing through a gated entrance along a low wall made of ancient, rough-fitted stones. Beyond the gate, the gravel road continued on for close to a kilometer across gently-rolling, open ground before it ended in front of a large, 18th century country house, built of dark stone and roofed in slate tiles. A thin curl of smoke rose from the chimney, and two vehicles occupied a large, open-faced garage next to the house. The first was an elderly two-seater runabout, the second a much more modern and imposing Morris 15-cwt with a canvas-covered cargo bed.  The Morris was painted in a dark brown, and lacked any insignia, but there was no mistaking the rough, utilitarian nature of the vehicle for anything other than military. 
 
    In short order, the Invicta stopped in front of the house’s front entrance, and the three men disembarked. Gorski glanced at the windows looking out onto the drive, and saw a curtain fall back into place from a ground floor window.  
 
    “We’ve been noticed,” Gorski spoke to Wormwood in Polish. He had been learning English over the last month, but did not yet feel in any way conversant in it, only able to recognize common phrases and the names for a variety of objects. 
 
    “You are the last to arrive,” Wormwood replied. “The others got here yesterday.” 
 
    Phillips opened the boot and removed Gorski’s suitcase, along with several grocery parcels. Gorski took his luggage and left Phillips to his groceries, then followed Wormwood up the stairs and through the front door, which was held open by an elderly, if robust, gentleman in the dress of a man who spent most of his time out walking the moors. The man nodded to Wormwood, then examined Gorski with a critical eye before saying something to Wormwood in a dialect of English so extreme, Gorski didn’t understand a single word. Wormwood glanced back at Gorski, but didn’t deign to interpret the comment. 
 
    Inside, the manor house was quite impressive. Although there was little in the way of artwork or finery, the house was clearly very well maintained, its dark wooden interior polished, the stone floor pristine. As Wormwood and Gorski passed through the foyer and further into the house, Gorski noticed a number of things which spoke to the owner’s background. An old musket of 18th century origin was mounted on a wooden plaque along one wall, and a battered shako sat under glass on a pedestal in a wall niche. Along the length of the hallway they passed through, framed photographs of several generations of gentlemen in military attire were on display.  
 
    “The laird of this manor died in France three months ago,” Wormwood said quietly. “His widow currently resides elsewhere with her family, and the government provides her a notable sum to rent the property and pay the salary of old Kinley, the groundskeeper.” 
 
    The two emerged into the parlor, where they came upon four men. Two were sitting at a table, each cleaning a disassembled automatic. A third man, tall and gaunt, stood leaning by a large window looking out over the grounds, a glass of beer in his hand. The fourth was a heavyset man stretched out across the length of a sofa near the fireplace, a cap pushed down over his eyes, obviously fast asleep.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Wormwood said, speaking French, a language Gorski knew with some proficiency, “this is Lieutenant Bruno Gorski, formerly of the Polish Black Brigade. Of the five of you, he possesses the most experience fighting the Germans, having stood against them not only in his home country in ‘39, but in France as well.” 
 
    “So, he is to be our leader?” the large man on the couch pushed back his cap from dark brows as he sat upright. To Gorski’s ear, he spoke French like a native. 
 
    “Yes Dumond, that’s correct,” Wormwood answered, nodding.  
 
    Dumond stood up from the couch and stretched his arms, yawning exaggeratedly. The Frenchman was nearly two meters tall, with shoulders as broad as the length of an axe handle. He bore a dark complexion, and his head was covered in a thick stubble of black hair, a dark beard rising up to his cheekbones. Although Gorski had at first thought the man to be fat, he saw now that Dumond was like an enormous bear, thick-limbed and heavily built, and little of his bulk appeared to be excess weight.  
 
    “What are you staring at?” Dumond grunted at Gorski, his eyes narrowing in menace.  
 
    Gorski was not impressed. “I’m not sure,” he replied, speaking in rough French. “You have the look of some creature crawling out of a cave after sleeping through the winter, but I cannot tell if you are a man or a beast.” 
 
    The other men in the room froze at this comment. For a moment, Gorski wondered if he’d miscalculated, but suddenly the Frenchman’s dark features split in a broad, toothy grin, and Dumond threw back his head and let out a deep, booming laugh.  
 
    “A cave! That is good! Many men fear me, but you do not. I like that. We will kill many Boche together!” Dumond stepped forward and offered his hand. Gorski did not hesitate to accept it, although he found his strength sorely tested in resisting Dumond’s vise-like grip. 
 
    The tension in the room broke, and Wormwood made introductions. Henri Dumond had been an anti-tank gunner holding the line against the Germans during the Dunkirk evacuation, when his position was destroyed by a Stuka dive-bomber. By the time Dumond, wounded and still somewhat dazed, made his way to the beaches, his unit had already sailed for England. Meeting up with a Belgian soldier, the two of them built a raft out of assorted debris, then sailed out into the Channel, where they were picked up by a private yacht rescuing soldiers from Dunkirk. 
 
    The Belgian soldier who’d escaped with Dumond was Adrien Lambert, one of the two men sitting at the table. Short and compactly built, Lambert had been a sniper with the elite Chasseurs Ardennais, the Belgian infantry tasked with patrolling the Ardennes Forest. After his position had been shelled and he found himself wounded and behind enemy lines, he carefully made his way west, until he finally reached Dunkirk and met up with Dumond. 
 
    The other man at the table was Piet Verhoeven, a Dutchman who’d served with his army’s Light Division. After he recovered from being wounded on the first day of fighting, the fledgling Dutch resistance helped Verhoeven slip out of the country. Verhoeven was of medium height and slim build, with soft, almost feminine features and a gentle manner at odds with the .32 caliber pistol sitting on the table next to  him. 
 
    The last man introduced to Gorski was the tall, blond man by the window, Ole Johansen, formerly of the Norwegian 6th division. Johansen had been badly wounded during the German assault on Gratangen, one of the opening battles in the campaign to retake Narvik. He was rescued by a local farmer, who hid him and tended to his wounds. Eventually Johansen was well enough to make his way to neutral Sweden, where he eventually managed to find passage to England.  
 
    Once all the introductions were finished, the men settled into a moment of uncomfortable silence, each eying the others, unsure of what to say next. Although they were a diverse group of soldiers, Gorski knew the five men had two things in common: they all seemed eager and willing to kill Germans again, and they were all considered missing or killed in action. While Wormwood hadn’t been entirely forthcoming as to the reason they’d all been brought here, to a remote manor house in Scotland, Gorski’s mind began to put the puzzle pieces together. 
 
    Finally, Wormwood cleared his throat and looked each man in the eye for a second before speaking. “You men have all suffered greatly these last few months. Your homelands are now occupied by German forces, your countrymen pinned under the heel of Hitler’s jackboot. For the moment, our lads in the air have postponed any German invasion of Britain, but the future of the free world is far from certain. 
 
    “Now, even if a seaborne attack across the Channel never occurs, I think we all know that, if there is to be victory, if we are to one day take your countries back from old Adolf, that day is far in the future, and there will be many dark, difficult days between now and then. We will all be called upon to make sacrifices, both of the body, and of the soul.” 
 
    Gorski saw the others glancing at each other with confused looks on their faces, reassuring him that he wasn’t the only one who hadn’t been told what all this was about. 
 
    Wormwood continued speaking. “You five lads were presumed to have been killed in action. Through your own ingenuity and determination, along with a bit of luck and perhaps an act or two of providence, you found your way to England. Now, after a period of contemplation, each of you has chosen to stay deceased, at least officially, so that you can perform deeds - quite possibly unpleasant and distasteful deeds - which would otherwise never be sanctioned by your governments.” 
 
    None of the others seemed surprised by Wormwood’s last statement, which led Gorski to believe that each of them, to one degree or another, had come to the same conclusion as he had. 
 
    “Here, in this lonesome place,” Wormwood said, gesturing around him at the manor house, a nod towards the window and the grounds beyond, “I want the five of you to work together, to train together, and prepare for the day when I send you back across the Channel and into the lion’s den. That day will not be tomorrow, or the next. It might not come for some time, even. But when it does, you will have been prepared, intellectually and physically, to strike back against the Germans, five revenants come back from the grave to take revenge against the Hun.” 
 
    There was a sound at the doorway, and Kinley stepped into the room carrying a tray upon which sat a silver teapot and a half-dozen teacups.  
 
    “Ah, the tea’s here,” Wormwood said, smiling. “Just brilliant!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    The Western Coast of France 
 
    One Year Later 
 
      
 
    Gorski swung his leg over the gunwale and lowered himself into the motor launch, finding his footing in the dark more by feel than sight, as the moon was a narrow crescent hidden behind a thick barrier of cloud. A hand caught hold of his jacket and held him steady as he let go of the gunwale and sat down on the wooden plank of a seat.  
 
    “Many thanks,” Gorski whispered in French. 
 
    “You are welcome,” Dumond replied, visible only as a dark shape seated next to Gorski.  
 
    “Off you go then, and good luck,” came a voice from above, and Ensign Sims pulled up the line once Jones, sitting at the rear of the motor launch, untied it from the cleat.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gorski replied in English, and he gave Sims a casual salute. “For this, and for saving me last year.” 
 
    “No idea what you mean, old chum,” Sims smiled, his teeth gleaming in the dark. “Never saw you, then or now. Never saw any of  you chaps, to be exact. Cheers!” 
 
    With a final wave, Sims stepped back, away from the gunwale, and Jones picked up an oar and pushed against the larger motor boat’s hull. After a long moment, the launch reluctantly drifted away from its larger parent craft. Once they were a few meters apart, Jones started up the launch’s specially muffled engine, and the craft began to move under power towards the shadow of the coastline. 
 
    Gorski did not like being on the open water, especially in something as small as the launch, barely able to hold the half-dozen men currently on board. His mind flickered through vague memories of his ordeal crossing the Channel in a rowboat, the days of heat and thirst and despair, of believing at the end he was going to die alone on the open ocean. His left hand gripped the side of the launch, while his right unbuttoned his coat and brushed the butt of the pistol under his left armpit. It was the nine-millimeter Vis automatic he’d carried with him since ‘39, and although it would do them little good if ambushed at their landing site, the feel of the weapon brought him a small amount of comfort. Adjusting the straps of his rucksack, Gorski simply waited, hunched over his knees and squinting against the wind as the launch covered the five kilometers to the shore. 
 
    Eventually, Jones throttled the launch’s motor back to a faint grumble, and Gorski glanced at the luminous dial of his wristwatch, then lifted the binoculars from around his neck and focused them on the shore a kilometer away. A minute passed, then he spotted the flicker of a red-lensed flashlight. The signal was correct. 
 
    “Jones,” Gorski murmured, “send the reply.” 
 
    The sailor used his own red-lensed flashlight to send the response signal, and Gorski saw an acknowledging flash. 
 
    “Now,” he said, “to shore, please.” 
 
    Jones pushed the throttle forward again, and the launch surged ahead. Gorski winced at the sound of the engine. Even muffled with special insulation and baffles, the sound seemed far too loud out on the open water, even though it was the middle of the night, and they were kilometers from any significant population. 
 
    As they closed to within the last couple hundred meters, Gorski heard the sound of a weapon’s bolt being cycled. At the bow of the launch, Johansen kneeled with a Bren light machine gun, ready to open fire at any sign of the enemy. Like the automatic under Gorski’s coat, he knew it would offer little more than token resistance.  
 
    Seconds later, Jones throttled back the launch and let momentum carry the craft forward. The keel softly hissed through the sand and brought them to a stop. Gorski drew his pistol, clambered over the side of the launch, and splashed through the surf with Dumond, Verhoeven, and Lambert, while Johansen stayed at his post, covering them with the Bren. 
 
    Gorski and the three others moved quickly off the pale sand of the beach and into the brush, waiting with weapons in hand until a voice called to them softly in French.  
 
    “The kettle is hot.” 
 
    “The night is cold,” Gorski replied, pointing his weapon in the direction of the voice. 
 
    “Strangers are welcome,” the hidden man said, concluding the coded signals. He stepped out from the shadow of a nearby tree, a short, rotund man in a black Homburg and dark trenchcoat.  
 
    “I am Berger,” the man said, shaking Gorski’s proffered hand. “Welcome to France, my friends! Now, come quickly. My truck is not far, but there may be a German patrol at any time. We must be back to my home before they find us on the road at this hour.” 
 
    Gorsk nodded and then signaled Johansen, who disembarked from the launch, leaving the Bren gun behind. Jones gave a wave, barely seen in the dark, and then reversed the launch’s motor, backing out into the surf as Johansen heaved against the bow and broke the craft free of the sand’s grip. After a moment, the timbre of the muffled engine changed, and the launch nosed away from the shore and motored towards its parent vessel. Gorski watched for a moment before Dumond touched his shoulder, and then he turned to follow Berger. 
 
    The six men moved silently through the dark, all of them armed and ready except for their guide. The Revenants - the name they’d coined for themselves shortly after Gorski met the others - came to France equipped for speed and ease of movement, not burdened for war. Lambert carried the only rifle among them, while Dumond cradled in his hands a cut-down shotgun, its twin barrels sawn away just ahead the forestock. The three others carried only sidearms, and their rucksacks were compact and not unduly heavy. 
 
    They walked for only a few minutes before the bulk of a covered truck appeared ahead of them. The Revenants scanned the darkness around them, but all was silent - there was no sign of an ambush. 
 
    Berger motioned towards the rear of the truck. “Please, it can accommodate all of you. If I am stopped along the road, there is a chance I can get us through without a search. I am known to some of the Germans, because I deliver to their barracks. But if someone else is up front with me, they will be suspicious.” 
 
    The five men climbed into the back of the truck, and Berger untied the canvas cover, unrolling down over the tailgate. Dumond and Lambert took up positions at the rear, while Gorski sat near the cab. There was a small opening that allowed him to see into the cab and through the windscreen, and he peered inside, watching Berger as the man started the truck. The Frenchman turned to around and saw Gorski watching him.  
 
    “Please, be careful. If we see a German patrol, get out of sight. They often shine a torch past me and through there, to try and see if someone is within.” 
 
    Gorski nodded and positioned himself largely out of sight, peering out only occasionally as they drove along a dark country road, the way ahead illuminated only by the barest sliver of light from the blackout-shielded headlamps. Every few minutes, Berger turned and looked back into the cargo bed out of the corner of his eye, and he would always smile and nod at Gorski, as if to assure him that all was going according to plan. 
 
    “Your accent,” Berger said at one point, as the road straightened out for a moment, “you are not an Englishman, no?” 
 
    “I am Polish,” Gorski answered. 
 
    “Ah, I see! I am sorry for the occupation of your country. Now I see why you come here to spy on the Germans. Where did you learn my language?” 
 
    “That should not concern you,” Gorski answered. 
 
    Berger shrugged, smiling again. “Of course, it is a secret! I only meant to offer my compliments. You do not sound like a native, of course, but you speak it well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gorski replied. He leaned back, ending the conversation, but he turned and looked to Verhoeven, whose face was illuminated by the wan light coming through the opening. Gorski gave the Dutchman a raised eyebrow. Verhoeven tapped his nose and wrinkled it, as if smelling something rotten. Gorski nodded. 
 
    A few minutes later, Berger turned the truck off the road and onto a heavily-rutted drive. Gorski looked out and saw a single-story house a hundred meters back from the road, in amongst a thin scattering of trees. Neither the grounds nor the house looked like they were very well maintained. Berger pulled up next to the house and shut off the engine, then looked back into the cargo bed. 
 
    “We are here!” Berger said with a broad smile, stating the obvious. “Go ahead and climb out, there is no need to worry. We’re too far from the road to be seen in the dark.” 
 
    The Revenants quickly exited the cargo bed, their heads moving back and forth, searching for threats. When nothing happened, they collected their rucksacks, then turned and followed Berger as he opened the front door and moved inside.  Although Gorski wasn’t able to see much as he approached the house, he noted the sagging eaves and flaking whitewash.  
 
    Berger paused for a moment to light a lamp just inside the doorway, then welcomed everyone inside. The house’s interior told a different story than its exterior. Although it wasn’t terribly spacious, the house was clean, tidy, and well-furnished. Gorski noticed a radio near the fireplace that couldn’t have been more than a couple of years old. Through the doorway into the kitchen, he saw several bottles of wine on the countertop, and there was the scent of quality tobacco lingering in the air. Gorski examined several coats and hats hanging from pegs near the door, all in excellent condition and above-average quality. He caught Verhoeven’s eye again, and gave the slightest of nods towards the blacked-out windows facing the direction of the road. The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “Friends, make yourselves at home!” Berger exclaimed. He swiftly directed the Revenants towards the small sofa and several chairs, then fetched two more chairs from the dining room before lighting a pair of lamps bracketing the mantle. The rucksacks were placed in a row along one wall, and although Berger tried his best to divest Lambert and Dumond of their long guns, repeatedly offering to place them by the coats near the door, the two men acquiesced only so far as to lean them against something near at hand.  
 
    “You gentlemen must be starving!” Berger declared, and immediately disappeared into the kitchen. Gorski heard the icebox open and close several times, the clatter of plates and the clink of glasses. Berger emerged a minute later carrying a large lacquered wooden serving tray, piled high with cold chicken, bread, cheese, apples, two bottles of wine, and six glasses. 
 
    Verhoeven leaned forward in his chair and poured himself a modest glass of wine. “Your generosity is quite humbling, monsieur. Is this to be expected whenever a few guests drop by and visit you in the middle of the night? 
 
    Berger smiled and spread his hands in a pleading gesture. “Of course not, but for you? Men who risk their lives working to defeat the Boche? Only the best of what my meager pantry has to offer!” 
 
    “We are not the only ones risking our lives,” Lambert said, taking a portion of cold chicken and a thick slice of bread from the tray. “You would be pushed against the same wall and shot along with us and the rest of your resistance cell.” 
 
    Berger flushed with embarrassment. “Ah, yes. This is true, of course. Come, let us put such things from our minds for now, and drink a toast - to the end of the Third Reich!” 
 
    Each of the Revenants drank a small portion of wine, but they focused more on the food, taking advantage of the opportunity to eat now, for one was never certain during such times when the next meal might occur. Gorski produced a couple of chocolate bars from his rucksack and offered them to Berger, who gratefully accepted them and immediately divided them up as a dessert to end their meal.  
 
    “When will we meet the other members of your cell?” Gorski finally asked, glancing at the clock on the mantle. It was four in the morning. 
 
    “Tomorrow - that is to say, tonight, if all goes well,” Berger replied. “I will leave here in a few minutes. I begin my work day very early, picking up deliveries from the farmers, and while making my rounds, I will make contact with the other members of the cell.” 
 
    “Will you bring more wine?” Dumond asked, peering into an empty bottle. 
 
    Berger smiled. “But of course! It was agreed to bring the others here, where we are out of sight of the road, rather than anywhere closer to town.” 
 
    “The less we move about, the better,” Lambert added. 
 
    “Yes, that is it exactly!” Berger replied, nodding enthusiastically. “Your safety is our greatest concern.” 
 
    Dumond set down the empty wine bottle, and stretching his arms out wide, let out a bellowing yawn before knuckling his eye sockets and scrubbing his face with his hands. 
 
    “Pardon me, my friends,” Dumond said, stifling another yawn. “But after so much food and wine, I must sleep. My apologies, Monsieur Berger, for such a gross display of exhaustion, but your hospitality puts me at ease.” 
 
    Berger raised his hand. “No apologies necessary, good sir. And now, I must make my departure. Please, that couch is most comfortable, and my bed is in the room to the left. For the rest of you gentlemen, I shall fetch blankets and make my home as comfortable as possible.” 
 
    “That is not necessary,” Verhoeven replied, recovering from a yawn of his own. “The warmth of the day will arrive soon enough, and our coats will be sufficient until then. Please, do not tarry on our behalf.” 
 
    It took a few more minutes for Berger to splash some water on his face and pack a lunch for the day, and then, with a final farewell, he departed, glancing back to see the five men curling up in various places around the living room, all save Dumond, who was already sprawled across the couch, woolen cap pulled down across his eyes, arms across his belly. 
 
    A moment later, the truck’s engine started, and the sound faded away into the distance. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Lambert, the window.” 
 
    The five Revenants sat up, obviously wide awake. The Belgian sniper picked up his rifle and stepped to the window, waiting until the others doused the lamps in the room before carefully pulling the blackout curtain to the side just enough so he could peer out with one eye. 
 
    “He is gone. No movement.” 
 
    The others got to their feet. Dumond bent down and picked at the remnants of the cold chicken from the serving tray and shoved it into his mouth, chewing and swallowing. He shrugged when Verhoeven gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “It’s good chicken,” Dumond replied, his mouth still half-full. “I’m not going to let it go to waste.” 
 
    “At least now we know where all of Wormwood’s funding went for the last four months,” Verhoeven said. “This bastard has been eating better than we have.” 
 
    “The wine is only passable,” Dumond said swallowing the last of the chicken and picking up the second bottle of wine. He swirled the few centimeters of liquid at the bottom around for a moment, then raised the bottle to his lips and finished its contents. 
 
    “Clearly that is not stopping you from drinking it,” Verhoeven observed. 
 
    “It might only be passable, but one should never turn down free wine,” Dumond answered. 
 
    “Enough jokes,” Johansen grunted, pulling his automatic from his shoulder holster. “What now?” 
 
    Gorski stepped over to the windows and looked out. The windows faced east, and the pale light of dawn was lightening the sky beyond the trees. He estimated that by the time the sun was breaking over the horizon, there would be enough light to see cars passing by along the road, but that was still likely an hour away. 
 
    “He’s not going to let us rest up before he returns with an arrest party,” Gorski said. “I am willing to bet they arrive within the hour. The nearest town with a garrison is little more than a twenty-minute drive from here.” 
 
    “Germans, or the Gendarmerie?” Verhoeven wondered aloud. 
 
    Gorski looked at him. “You know our orders, does it matter either way?” 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. “It does not. I am just speculating who our friend might be reporting to - the enemy, or other collaborators.” 
 
    “The Germans will have much bigger guns,” Johansen added, raising up his pistol, a .45 caliber Colt automatic. 
 
    Gorski nodded. “We’ll just have to see if Monsieur Berger was taken in by our ruse, and thinks us easy prey for whoever he brings back.” 
 
    They’d come to France with a minimum of firepower in order to give the impression that they were not much of a threat. If Berger reported that they were carrying an arsenal of military weapons, any force sent against them would be sized and equipped to overwhelm them with greater firepower. By seeming weak, the Revenants hoped their enemies wouldn’t be expecting much resistance. 
 
    “What is our next move?” Verhoeven asked.  
 
    Gorski considered this for a moment. “No matter who Berger returns with, we cannot be caught inside the house. Piet, find a place to hide near the road, and give warning if you see anyone approach. The rest of us will prepare for Berger and his friends.” 
 
    Gorski’s original estimate was half an hour short. He was hidden behind a woodpile about twenty meters from the house, his automatic in hand, and his watch showed it was almost six in the morning when he heard Verhoeven’s imitation bird call carry through the trees. A few seconds later, the faint sound of multiple automotive engines reached Gorski’s ears, growing steadily louder. 
 
    Lambert shifted slightly next to him. “Sounds like a car and two trucks.” 
 
    Gorski looked at the Belgian. “That is quite specific.” 
 
    “Make a bet for the first pints when we return to Britain?” Lambert asked. 
 
    “I won’t take that bet,” Gorski replied, chuckling. “Besides, here they come.” 
 
    Whoever led the capture party, they weren’t taking any chances. Gorski watched through his binoculars as a four-door Renault sedan stopped along the side of the road, followed by Berger’s truck and another, larger, truck of French design bearing German military colors and insignia. Two men dressed as French gendarmes emerged from the Renault, followed by a German officer and another man in a leather trenchcoat and a fedora. Berger was the only one who exited his truck, but a half-dozen German soldiers disembarked from the back of the larger transport. Gorski counted two soldiers holding machine pistols, the rest carrying rifles. 
 
    “So, the enemy and the collaborators,” Lambert muttered. “Monsieur Berger has many new friends indeed.” 
 
    “It appears Wormwood will have the satisfaction of being correct in his suspicions,” Gorski replied. “It’s no wonder the information Berger was giving his smuggling contacts became more and more useless. He might have been feeding them misinformation for months.” 
 
    Lambert’s normally phlegmatic expression dissolved into one of undisguised hatred. “And the smugglers passed it to us, and we acted on it, and risked the lives of good men for nothing. Pilots and operatives died because of this man, this traitor.” 
 
    “Compose yourself,” Gorski warned his comrade. “Here they come.” 
 
    The German troops began to spread out into a wide skirmish line, each man five meters apart from the others, with the men carrying machine pistols at the flanks. Berger joined the four men from the Renault, and they conversed for a moment, gesturing occasionally towards the house. Finally, one of the gendarmes stood back with Berger next to the Renault, while the German officer signalled the soldiers to begin converging on the house. 
 
    “Make the call,” Lambert whispered, settling in behind his rifle. 
 
    Gorski eased back the slide of his pistol, confirming a round was chambered. “They need to get closer.” 
 
    “Thirty meters,” Lambert informed him. 
 
    “I need them closer,” Gorski repeated. “Right in front of the house.” 
 
    The German troops began to tighten their formation as they approached the house, angling so they covered the front door while, behind them, the three men from the Renault approached. The gendarme fingered his holster, but didn’t draw his service weapon. Even twenty meters away, Gorski could see the Frenchman was nervous.  
 
    Gorski felt his hand instinctively tighten around his pistol. He’d spent more than a year in exile, hiding in Britain when he should have been here, on the mainland, fighting against the Germans. The rational part of his mind knew that he would have made no difference here - that escaping occupied territory was the only reason he was still alive, or not in a prison camp. But the other side of him, the side that woke him up in the middle of the night, his teeth aching because he’d been clenching them in rage while he dreamt fantasies of vengeance, that side had always shamed him for running away.  
 
    Well, Gorski thought to himself, we’re not running any more. Never again. 
 
    The German officer was now close enough for Gorski to see he wore the insignia of a Leutnant. The young officer looked to the man in the trenchcoat, who produced a Luger from his pocket and nodded. The Leutnant whispered a command, and two of the soldiers - one of them carrying a machine pistol - separated from their section and began to circle around to the back of the house, where Gorski knew there was another door.  
 
    “Bruno,” Lambert murmured, “Dumond can’t see them coming.” 
 
    “Dumond can handle himself,” Gorski replied. “Be ready to take that officer in three, two, one...now.” 
 
    Lambert squeezed the trigger. The rifle, a Swedish-made Mauser, fired with a flat crack. The 6.5 millimeter bullet caught the Leutnant just in front of his left ear, blowing apart his skull and spraying blood and brains all over the two men next to him. 
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation as everyone froze in surprise, and in that moment, Gorski pulled taut a pair of wires running to two fragmentation charges fitted with pull-fuzes, each carefully secured and hidden in front of Berger’s house. The charges detonated simultaneously, shredding two of the German soldiers and wounding a third. The explosions were immediately followed by the roar of two shotgun blasts on the other side of the house. Gorski hoped that meant Dumond had dealt with the two Germans maneuvering towards the rear door.  
 
    Lambert quickly cycled the bolt of his rifle, but Gorski was already firing at the one German soldier left standing, the section’s Feldwebel. Gorski’s first shot went wide, knocking a hole through one of the house’s windows. The German sergeant spun around, finger clamped to the trigger of his MP-38 machine pistol. A line of little explosions tore up the ground, racing towards the woodpile, and Gorski steadied his aim before firing two more shots. The first caught the German just below the navel, while the second struck higher and to the right. The Feldwebel staggered before Gorski dropped him with a final shot through the throat. 
 
    A chunk of firewood exploded into splinters next to Gorski’s head, and he saw the man in the trenchcoat firing at him. Gorski ducked back just as another bullet snapped through where his head had been a moment before. A second later, Lambert’s rifle fired again, and Gorski peered back out, seeing the trenchcoat man on the ground, screaming and clutching at his thigh. Next to him, the gendarme stood stock-still, his hands high in the air, his eyes tightly shut. 
 
    Gorski and Lambert stepped out from around the woodpile, just as Dumond emerged from the other side of the house, his shotgun ready in one hand, a heavy-framed revolver in the other. Gorski watched as Dumond approached the German soldiers cut down by the hidden explosives. The Frenchman stopped to fire a bullet into each man’s head, the last shot silencing the groans of the one soldier still moving. 
 
    “We’re coming in!” Verhoeven shouted from the direction of the road. 
 
    “Clear here!” Gorski replied. As Lambert and Dumond covered him, Gorski picked up the Luger from where it lay next to the man in the trenchcoat, then he approached the gendarme, who was whispering a prayer, his eyes still shut. 
 
    “You can open your eyes now,” Gorski told him. 
 
    The gendarme stopped praying, then opened one eye after the other. He looked around and shuddered, swallowing hard. The man looked to be somewhere in his middle years, with white hair thick around his temples and shot through his thin moustache, but he was still fit and trim, despite the lines across his brow and the wrinkles around his eyes. Gorski could see little flecks of gore spattered across the man’s face and uniform. 
 
    “I’m going to take your gun,” Gorski told him. “Do not move.” 
 
    The gendarme gave a little nod, having composed himself, and then stood motionless as Gorski pulled an old Chamelot-Delvigne revolver from its holster. He dropped the weapon into his other coat pocket, then stepped back. “You can lower your hands now, but have a care. If you make a sudden move, I’ll put a bullet in you,” Gorski cautioned. 
 
    Verhoeven and Johansen approached from the east, weapons at the ready. Berger walked in front of them with raised hands, his features pale and visibly sweaty. 
 
    “The gendarme?” Gorski asked. 
 
    “Went for his gun,” Johansen answered, his voice emotionless. 
 
    Gorski left Lambert to cover the gendarme he’d just disarmed and walked over to Berger. The man slowly reached for his Homburg, removing the hat and holding it to his chest. The smile he gave Gorski was nauseating.  
 
    “Thank God you were prepared for this unfortunate turn of events!” Berger exclaimed. “They stopped me and began asking very pointed questions. I told them nothing, of course, but it was clear they already knew you were here. I could only hope you were wary enough to avoid capture.” 
 
    Gorski smiled at Berger, then looked to Johansen. “Kill him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    Berger dropped to his knees and wailed, turning and looking over his shoulder at the tall Norwegian as Johansen lifted his gun and pointed it at the Frenchman’s face. 
 
    “No! Alright, please, no!” he cried. 
 
    Gorski held up a hand. Johansen paused, his pistol unwavering. 
 
    “Please, you must understand!” Berger pleaded, turning back to look at Gorski. “I was arrested five months ago. They would have tortured me, then shot me, if I did not cooperate with them!” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” Gorski asked. 
 
    Berger let out a sob and wiped his nose along his sleeve. “I passed along information, from time to time. Bits and pieces, things I heard about the resistance cells. Now and then, they would provide me information - false information - that was meant to be passed on to my smuggling contacts who would, in turn, get the information to you.” 
 
    “And the money you were provided by the British?” Gorski asked. “It was meant for bribes, or to aid others. But you spent it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Berger was silent for a moment, before his face screwed up in an ugly, twisted grimace of despair, and a queer keening noise came from his throat. Gorski saw Johansen sneer, and the Norwegian clipped Berger on the top of the head with the barrel of his pistol. 
 
    “Talk,” Johansen said. 
 
    “Yes...yes! I spent some of it, and buried the rest.” 
 
    “The money,” Gorski said. “Do you need a shovel to dig it up?” 
 
    Berger shook his head. “It is in a canning jar, buried under some rocks behind the house. I wanted to be able to get to it quickly.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Gorski nodded to Johansen. “Take him back there, get the money.” 
 
    “And then?” Johansen asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “We still need him, for the rest of it. Unfortunately.” 
 
    Johansen frowned, then grabbed Berger by the collar, hauled him to his feet, and shoved him towards the back of the house. 
 
    “This one is getting weaker,” Lambert called. 
 
    Gorski turned. The Belgian was standing over the man in the trenchcoat, who still lay on the ground, silent but clutching at his wounded leg. The man looked up at Gorski as the Pole approached and knelt down in front of the wounded man. 
 
    “You are Gestapo?” Gorski asked in German. 
 
    “You will be hunted down and tortured for days,” the German replied, gasping from the effort. “Every scrap of knowledge with be painfully extracted from you. Then, one by one, you’ll be killed in front of each other in the worst ways possible.” 
 
    “I imagine that is a very long way of saying ‘yes’ to my question,” Gorski replied.  
 
    “Yes, I am Gestapo!” the German answered. “And you are all dead men!” 
 
    “Your threats mean nothing to us,” Gorski said, standing up. He pulled out the man’s Luger, drawing back the toggle-lock to make sure there was a round in the chamber.  
 
    “You see, we’ve all been dead before.” 
 
    Gorski emptied the pistol into the German’s face. 
 
    The gendarme, standing nearby, shook his head and looked at Gorski. “He is right, you know. After this, they will never stop until they find you.” 
 
    Dumond, who’d been watching a few meters away, turned to him. “You speak German?” he asked. 
 
    The gendarme nodded. “Yes, enough to understand what he said to your friend. Shooting the soldiers was bad enough, but killing a Gestapo agent makes things worse. There aren’t many rules constraining the actions of the Wehrmacht when it comes to hunting partisans and spies, but the Gestapo have no rules at all. They will burn the whole region to ashes trying to find you.” 
 
    Just then, Johansen emerged from behind the house, Berger stumbling along in front of him. The collaborator was bleeding from his nose, and there was a fist-sized welt on his cheek.  
 
    “I said we needed him for the rest of it,” Gorski said to Johansen. 
 
    “He lives,” Johansen answered. 
 
    “If he is seen looking like that, people will ask questions.” 
 
    “He made trouble,” Johansen said, giving a small shrug. Berger shot his tormentor a look that implied otherwise. 
 
    Gorski sighed, then turned to Dumond and Lambert. “Loot the bodies, and grab whatever food you can from the house. We leave in five minutes.” 
 
    Dumond glanced at the gendarme. “Perhaps I should -” 
 
    “No,” Gorski cut him off. “Gather the weapons. Go now.” 
 
    Dumond’s lips drew together in a thin line, then he looked to Lambert and jerked his head in the direction of the dead German soldiers. The two men walked away, but not before Lambert gave Gorski an unreadable look. 
 
    “And now, it is time, yes?” the gendarme asked. 
 
    Gorski turned back to look at the Frenchman, who was in the process of trying to light a match, a cigarette in his mouth, but his hands were trembling, making it difficult. Gorski pulled a brass lighter from his pocket and flicked the striker with his thumb, igniting the wick. He touched the flame to the cigarette for a moment, letting it catch, and the Frenchman drew in deeply, nodding.  
 
    Gorski put the lighter away. “I am sorry.” 
 
    The Frenchman blew smoke out of his nostrils, then made a sideways nod with his head. “If you left me alive, the Boche would just assume I assisted you in some way. I would share in your eventual fate. It is better this way, I think. I would not want to suffer through what they will inflict on me.” 
 
    “If you had been given the chance,” Gorski replied, “you would have arrested us, sent us to that fate. You would have even used this,” he patted the revolver in his pocket. 
 
    The Frenchman drew on his cigarette again and nodded. “Yes, of course. I am a police officer. It is my duty. I have worn this uniform for twenty-two years, and before that, I wore a different uniform for three years, until a German bullet put me in a hospital for eight months.” 
 
    “Then why do you help them?” Gorski asked, desperate anger in his voice. 
 
    “I do not help them, I do what I can to keep the peace,” the Frenchman answered vehemently, eyes narrowed in anger. “I arrest the collaborators and the trouble-makers, lock up the drunks who say things that should not be overheard, stand in to the crowds as the Boche pass by so the people will remain meek and bow their heads, rather than do something that will get their families lined up against walls and shot.” 
 
    “That is a nice speech,” Gorski snapped back. “But nothing you do helps pry the boot from the throats of our countries. I am Polish. My people have lived under the rule of these monsters for almost two years. Life in my homeland has not become better after the invasion, it has only gotten worse. Hitler will never ease his grip, he will only squeeze, and squeeze, until we are all bled dry!” 
 
    The Frenchman looked at him for a long moment, then slowly nodded. Taking one last, long draw from the stub of his cigarette, he took it from his lips, licked his finger, then snuffed the lit end before crumbling the rest between his fingers, letting the remnants drift away on the breeze. 
 
    “May I make a request?” he asked. 
 
    “You can ask,” Gorski replied. 
 
    The Frenchman gestured towards Gorski’s pocket. “I have carried that revolver since I was nineteen years old. I would like it back.” 
 
    Gorski thought for a long moment. He turned, and saw the other Revenants standing together, perhaps thirty meters away, in the direction of the road. Next to Johansen stood Berger, dabbing at his nose with a stained handkerchief. Dumond watched Gorski, his arms crossed over his chest, shotgun slung over his shoulder. No one else looked in Gorski’s direction. 
 
    Reaching into his coat pocket, Gorski pulled out the Chamelot-Delvigne revolver. It was an obsolete weapon firing a weak cartridge, but it was also a venerable service arm, its delicate lines giving it an elegant look. Gorski turned it in his hand until the butt settled into his palm, ready to fire, and he pointed it in the direction of the woodpile where he and Lambert had hidden. Gorski pulled the stiff double-action trigger six times, emptying the revolver, watching splinters fly as the slugs tore through the wood.  
 
    Gorski handed the weapon, empty and smoking, to the gendarme, who smiled. “I wish I had been the last one to fire her. But thank you for returning to me some small portion of my honor.” 
 
    The gendarme drew his shoulders back and raised up his chin, then tugged at his uniform, straightening it. “At least I did not grow old and fat. That would have been intolerable.” 
 
    Gorski found he could only nod. He raised his pistol and shot the gendarme between the eyes. The body crumpled to the ground, the revolver tumbling away. Gorski bent down and put the butt of the revolver back in its owner’s hand, then stood and looked to his men. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    With Berger again behind the wheel, they drove south-east for several kilometers before arriving at an intersection and turning almost due north, towards their destination. All of the Revenants rode in the back of the truck again, with Gorski and Verhoeven sitting closest to the truck’s cab, covering Berger. Dumond and Johansen sat near the tailgate, with Lambert in the middle. Although Dumond retained his shotgun, Johansen now held one of the Germans’ MP-38s across his knees, as did Verhoeven. Gorski had the Gestapo agent’s Luger in his coat pocket, along with his other weapons, and a Mauser rifle leaning against the bench next to him. They’d taken all of the Germans’ weapons and ammunition, including a couple of stick grenades, and the .32 caliber pistol carried by the gendarme shot by Johansen. 
 
    The only weapon they didn’t take with them was the older gendarme’s revolver. 
 
    One part of Gorski’s mind played the morning’s violence over and over, analyzing it to find any flaws in his plan, any places where his tactics could have been improved. The most important thing was that all five of them had made it through the encounter unharmed. They all knew the odds of their survival were slim, but it was one thing to understand the odds, and another to face the reality of how utterly alone they were at the moment, here in occupied territory, their only contact a man who tried to sell them out as soon as he found a free minute to drive to the nearest police station.  
 
    The other part of Gorski’s mind contemplated the killing. Although he’d never told any of the other Revenants, Gorski had never killed a man in face-to-face combat until this morning. He was fairly certain he’d wounded or perhaps killed men before, firing the heavy weapons of the armored cars he’d commanded in both ‘39 and ‘40, but all the fighting had been relatively distant, sending bursts of machine gun fire at scuttling infantry, or a cannon shell against a panzer’s hull. The distance and chaos of open warfare gave the violence a certain impartiality which distanced him from his actions. 
 
    But today, there had been no escaping the violence. He’d seen where every bullet went, the blooms of blood upon the clothing of the Feldwebel he’d shot, the ruin of the Gestapo agent’s face, and the neat, round hole his pistol bullet had made in the forehead of the gendarme. Were Gorski to live a hundred years, he knew those sights would never leave him - especially the death of the Frenchman, for really, it was debateable as to whether he and Gorski were even on opposing sides. And while the reality of it was that the man would have arrested - or even shot - Gorski if he’d been given a chance, his aims were ultimately noble, his actions only meant to save the lives of the people he was sworn to protect. Gorski hoped that if he’d been in the man’s place, he would have accepted his fate with such dignity. 
 
    The more Gorski pondered that last thought, however, the more it soured on him. No, he realized, he hoped nothing of the sort - he hoped he would have never been so stupid as to find himself in such a situation in the first place. The man didn’t even have his weapon at the ready! He counted on a mere six German infantrymen to approach a potential ambush position where five armed enemies were going to resist - perhaps to the death - at the first sign of their discovery. The Germans should have brought at least twice as many men, and the damn gendarmes should have brought more men of their own, and carried carbines as well.  
 
    The thought of the two gendarmes brought to mind Johansen. Gorski glanced towards the rear of the truck, where the Norwegian sat, peering out through a thin slit in the canvas cover hanging above the tailgate. Gorski caught Verhoeven’s attention and leaned forward, waiting until the Dutchman did the same before speaking. 
 
    “At the road,” Gorski whispered, “did the gendarme go for his weapon?” 
 
    Verhoeven’s lips turned into a thin line for a moment. “When we came out of the woods from the other side of the road, the gendarme turned and dropped his hand to his gun. But, his holster flap was still buckled. The motion was obviously just a reflex.” 
 
    “And Johansen shot him anyway,” Gorski said. 
 
    “It was ruthless, yes, but does it matter?” Verhoeven replied, giving a small shrug. “We both know there was no other way, in the end. Johansen just got it over with quickly.” 
 
    “I am still concerned about what he did to Berger.” Gorski said. “He knows better. One look at that man’s face, and there will be questions we don’t need.” 
 
    “What is done is done. You know what has to happen anyway, and soon,” Verhoeven said, glancing towards the truck’s cab. 
 
    “As long as his usefulness outweighs his deceit, he lives. But not one moment longer,” Gorski replied. 
 
    Verhoeven nodded, then leaned back. After a moment, he took an apple from his pocket and bit into it.  
 
    Gorski sat upright, turning to look through the small window and out the truck’s windscreen. It appeared they were approaching their destination, the town of Abbeville. From where he sat, Gorski could see the red welt on the side of Berger’s face, where Johansen had hit him. Despite Verhoeven’s dismissal of the incident, it troubled Gorski, because it was the first time one of the men had directly disobeyed one of his orders. He’d made it clear that Berger was to remain unharmed until the second phase of their operation was underway, and Johansen’s actions might have doomed them all.  
 
    The taciturn Norwegian had always been a bit of an outsider. He was the only one among them who didn’t know even a little French when the Revenants formed last year, and he’d needed to work hard to become even marginally conversant. Johansen had known some English, and both Dumond and Verhoeven spoke a little as well, so Johansen hadn’t been without a way to communicate with the others, but Gorski suspected that the inability to converse easily in the team’s chosen language had kept the man from bonding with the rest of them as strongly as he should have.  
 
    But as Verhoeven had said a moment ago, what was done was done. Gorski would just have to keep an eye on Johansen from now on, and hope for the best. In a team this small, a rogue element would - never mind could - be fatal to them all. 
 
    Berger rapped his knuckles against the back window and got Gorski’s attention. “We’ve got to pass through town, so I can give the signals. Make sure you are unseen.” 
 
    “And you be sure to do nothing to attract undue attention,” Gorski warned. 
 
    Berger swallowed and nodded, a bead of perspiration rolling down the side of his face. “Yes, of course. It is early enough, there shouldn’t be many people on the streets.” 
 
    Gorski nodded and passed the warning on to the others, who made sure they kept away from any gaps in the canvas cover. Satisfied they were all hidden, Gorski lowered himself so that he wouldn’t be seen if someone looked into the truck’s cab. Across from him, Verhoeven drew back the bolt of his MP-38, pointing the muzzle towards Berger’s seat. Gorski nodded. If things went sour, at least the French turncoat wouldn’t escape alive. 
 
    From his position, Gorski was able to see through a small portion of the truck’s driver-side windscreen, and he watched the buildings go by as they entered Abbeville. The town had been shelled and bombed by both sides last year, although it hadn’t suffered as much destruction as some cities, such as Calais. Still, as they progressed down the street, Gorski saw shattered walls with wooden support structures around them, gaps along the street where buildings too badly damaged to be repaired had been demolished, and smaller signs of battle, like the occasional pockmarked brick or plaster wall showing where machine gun fire had knocked fist-sized pits in the buildings’ exteriors. Gorski imagined that most of the towns of any appreciable size in northern France looked much the same. 
 
    The truck’s transmission snarled, and the vehicle lurched, slowing down and turning sharply before coming to a sudden stop. Gorski peered out the window and saw Berger looking back at him. Beyond the windscreen, Gorski saw they were tucked into a narrow alleyway. 
 
    “This is the first stop. It will only take a moment. You must all be silent.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, the Frenchman exited the truck and disappeared from view. Gorski drew his Vis 9mm and cocked back the hammer, then angled his head so he could peek out through the windscreen. 
 
    Several minutes passed. Dumond shifted nervously, and the truck’s suspension squeaked in protest. 
 
    “Don’t move, you great ox!” Verhoeven whispered, staring daggers at his teammate. 
 
    “I had to pass gas,” Dumond replied, apologetically. 
 
    “Shut. Up. Now!” Gorski growled, as he heard several people walk past the rear of the truck speaking French.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, Berger climbed back into the truck, put it in gear, and backed out into the street before turning and continuing on. 
 
    “It is done,” he said. “I’ve left the signal for a meeting tonight at the usual place.” 
 
    “No other visits,” Gorski replied. “Every minute we’re in the open is a risk.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Berger whined. “I don’t want to be found any more than you do!” 
 
    “Good!” Gorski snapped at him. “Remember that. You’re complicit in everything that happened this morning. Your old life is finished. Your name and face will be all over the region soon, and if anyone sees you doing anything, suspicious or not, they’ll send an entire company of German soldiers after you. Here in France, you are a dead man.” 
 
    Berger looked straight ahead and said nothing for a minute, until Gorski saw the man’s shoulders shaking, and realized Berger was sobbing.  
 
    “Enough of that,” he scolded. “Compose yourself. Your life depends on you retaining your wits.” 
 
    Berger nodded, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and wiping at his face. “I...apologize for my weakness this morning,” he finally said. “I am not a brave man. I thought if I gave you to the authorities, my own transgressions would be forgiven.” 
 
    “How did they catch you?” Gorski asked. 
 
    “Selling black market pornography,” Berger replied, sounding sheepish. “Pornographic playing cards, actually. A German soldier was caught with them, and admitted to his superiors he bought them from me.” 
 
    “Surely that is not a crime so grievous as to be worth risking your life by admitting you’re working for the British,” Gorski said. 
 
    Berger shook his head. “One of the German officers recognized the style of cards as being of a kind made by the English. Said he’d seen them looted from dead soldiers last year. They demanded to know how I had acquired newly-printed English pornography.” 
 
    Gorski said nothing, he just shook his head. All of this morning’s death and violence, brought about by the sale of a few dirty pictures. Gorski didn’t regret what happened - save the deaths of the gendarmes - but it did put them all on much more precarious footing. They’d arrived in France working under the suspicion that their contact might not be completely loyal, but while they’d prepared for the worst, Gorski had still hoped for the best. Unfortunately, as so often happens in war, the worst was what came to pass. 
 
    Berger drove them out of town and back into the countryside. By now it was seven o’clock in the morning, and Gorski was getting nervous. Someone would be expecting the capture party to return or report in by now, and a smart garrison commander would have already sent an element out to Berger’s house to find out what happened, preferably a scout car with a wireless set. If that was the case, news of the ambush might already have reached Abbeville, meaning Berger’s truck needed to get off the road as soon as possible. 
 
    Eventually, Gorski felt the truck begin to decelerate, and he saw a decrepit-looking barn or warehouse tucked just off the road and shaded by a stand of trees. Berger dropped the transmission into first gear and turned off the road, then drove around back behind the building. There, he finally stopped and shut off the truck’s engine. The silence was broken by the squeaking of the truck’s suspension as Dumond shifted in his seat again. 
 
    Berger turned around and looked through the little window.  
 
    “We have arrived,” he said. 
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    It only took a few minutes for the six men to unload their packs and captured weapons from the truck and move everything into the old barn. Enough sunlight leaked through the cracks in the walls to allow Berger to find a lantern, and in moments they were able to see the barn’s interior. Instead of stalls and hay, the old barn was filled with wood - stacks and stacks of planks, boards, dowels, blocks, beams, and more. Here and there a half-finished piece of furniture stood in the midst of sawdust and wood shavings. Tools ranging from axes and saws to chisels, rasps, planes, awls, and others hung from the walls.  
 
    “Paquet, one of the other members, he owns this. It is his workshop,” Berger told the Revenants as they looked around. 
 
    “Why is there a barn here?” Dumond asked. “There is no farmhouse nearby.” 
 
    Berger gestured back, away from the road. “The foundation is still intact, but the farmhouse is gone. It was destroyed in the last war, the family killed or moved away. The barn survived, and some of the land was bought by a neighbor, but the barn was sold on a separate plot, and Paquet bought it. He owns a furniture and woodcrafts store in town, but it doesn’t have the space necessary for all of this, so he works here and hires me now and then to bring the finished products into town.” 
 
    “So, that is how you know him?” Gorski asked. 
 
    Berger nodded. “We’ve known each other for a few years. After the invasion, we were silent for months, afraid to broach the subject, but he began to make hints, to seek my opinion on what to do about the Germans. This was after it was clear there would be no invasion of England, that the English had stopped the Germans from crossing the Channel. Once that was clear, we began to talk in earnest.” 
 
    “And you are certain none of them know about your arrest?” Verhoeven asked. 
 
    Berger shook his head. “They know nothing, and the Germans don’t know of them, either. I was not going to expose them because of my indiscretions.” 
 
    “But you sold us to the Germans,” Johansen said, leaning against a workbench in the corner, his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Berger shrugged. “You are strangers. Paquet is my friend.” 
 
    “And the others?” Verhoeven continued. 
 
    “A married couple, friends of Paquet,” Berger answered. “I have only met them a few times. I only know them as Helene and Ethan, but those are not their real names. It is better that way, no?” 
 
    “You know Paquet, and he knows them,” Verhoeven replied. “It is better, but if the Germans are smarter than you, they’ll make the connection. And they are often smarter than you think.” 
 
    “Enough,” Gorski said finally. “Lambert, find a hiding place near the road and keep watch. Johansen, you’re his backup. The rest of us will take a four-hour rest, and then we’ll switch. But first, we hide the truck further out into the woods, so it can’t be seen from the road.” 
 
    Once the Revenants took up positions in and around the barn, and Berger’s truck was hidden behind a distant copse of trees, the six men settled in for the rest of the day. Gorski didn’t trust Berger on watch alone with only one other man, so he decided that after the first shift, the Revenant’s leader would pull a double watch and let his men get more rest. They’d scavenged a small, half-empty tin of coffee beans from Berger’s house, along with all of his other food and drink, and after his all-too-short rest, Gorski kept himself awake by eating coffee beans one at a time, grinding them into a fine paste between his teeth and swallowing them with small sips of water.  
 
    The six men passed the time with barely a word spoken. As the morning progressed, the interior of the barn grew warm, then hot, and the men were soon in their shirtsleeves. Gorski ordered the windows and doors opened, as much to let in the breeze as to give them a better view of their surroundings. Men lay wherever they found a comfortable section of the barn floor, pillowing heads on rolled-up coats and rucksacks, weapons always near at hand. All of them former soldiers, the Revenants were old hands at finding a way to fall asleep when circumstances allowed.  
 
    While they were awake, Gorski made sure every man drank water. Although they did bring some with them, he was concerned with their supply - they’d only had time to fill a few empty ceramic jugs at Berger’s house, and six men on a warm summer day needed a lot of water to stay hydrated. Gorski made a mental note to explore their surroundings that evening and see if he could find a spring or stream. A handful of trained men could remain hidden indefinitely, but without sufficient food and water, they had to leave their hiding place, and that was when they would be at their most vulnerable. Gorski had no desire to be put against a courtyard wall and shot for want of a sip of water. 
 
    Those men not sleeping spent the time observing the road and conserving their energy. Over the past year, they’d been trained to find a mental balance of alertness and calm, a state where their senses allowed them to pay attention to their surroundings and note any changes, without straining themselves with constant anxiety. It was a common mistake among green troops to exert their senses overmuch at the beginning of a watch, only to slowly dull as the hours passed and boredom set in. Gorski liked to find distant objects he could observe, his senses moving from one to the other in a random pattern, never settling into a routine that might dull his mind.  
 
    More than the strain of sentry duty, Gorski knew their real enemy today was the anxiety of the unknown. Left unchecked, it would gnaw at a man’s will, sapping his strength and his resolve. As he looked out one of the barn windows, Gorski watched a fat bumblebee move through a clump of flowers, going about its daily business. Observing the industrious creature, Gorski envied its ignorance. The bee didn’t care who occupied France. It knew nothing of politics, and bloodshed did nothing but provide fertilizer for the plants the bee visited on its travels.  
 
    Were bees communists, Gorski wondered? Socialists, perhaps? Would they side with the Germans and Italians, or with the allied nations? He smiled, remembering that Napoleon had taken the bumblebee as his symbol, and that on Elba, there had been a squadron of Polish cavalry who’d carried a flag bearing Napoleon’s bees. As the bumblebee finished its duties, it buzzed past the barn window and performed a few acrobatic maneuvers before flying away. Gorski considered its presence a good omen. The bees, he decided, would fight for France. 
 
    The sun was low along the horizon when Verhoeven slipped back into the barn, his MP-38 at the ready. “Three people - two men and a woman - just rode up on bicycles,” he whispered. “They’re walking them towards the barn now.” 
 
    Gorski nodded, then gestured that Verhoeven should wake the others. He prodded Berger with the toe of his shoe, and when the Frenchman stirred, Gorski gestured towards the rear of the barn with the barrel of his automatic.  
 
    “Your three friends are here. Greet them and bring them in, but stay calm and keep it slow. If I get suspicious, you die first.” 
 
    Berger swallowed and nodded, then stood up, brushing sawdust from his trousers. As Gorski and the others slipped back into the shadows of the barn, Berger moved to the doorway. Seconds passed, and Gorski heard the soft squeaking of bicycle wheels and the scuffing of shoes on grass and dirt outside. Berger slowly opened the barn door and quietly greeted the newcomers, ushering them inside. Gorski saw the two men were both young, somewhere in their late twenties. One of them was tall and almost strikingly thin with a dark complexion and a shadow of stubble across his cheeks, while the other was of average height, fair-haired and handsome, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. Gorski decided the shorter, stronger-looking man fit the image of a woodworker, and must be Paquet, while the taller man standing near the woman was Ethan. The woman, Helene, was above average height herself, with a slim build and short black hair. Gorski was about to consider her beautiful, but mentally checked himself. There was something, some gleam in the her eye, the way she carried herself, that put him on guard. Beautiful or no, he sensed Helene was the strongest - and perhaps the most dangerous - of the three newcomers. 
 
    Berger glanced towards Gorski, hidden behind a stack of lumber, and Gorski nodded, gesturing again that Berger needed to proceed carefully. The Frenchman shuffled his feet, then opened his arms towards the newcomers in an imploring manner. 
 
    “Please, don’t be alarmed,” Berger told them. “But we have guests. Men who have come from England to fight against the Germans.” 
 
    The trio looked alarmed, although Gorski noted that Helene handled the news more calmly than her husband, who took a half-step towards the door before composing himself. When none of the three attempted to flee or produce a weapon, Gorski stepped out from behind the lumber, pistol in hand, but pointed harmlessly at the ground. If a quick shot was needed, he knew Lambert was up in the barn’s unused hayloft, rifle at the ready. 
 
    “Good evening. Berger is right. We are here to fight against the Germans.” 
 
    “You are not English,” Paquet stated. “Where are you from?” 
 
    Gorski narrowed his eyes. “I am Polish, but I fight alongside the English now.” 
 
    “Are you a saboteur? A spy?” Helene asked. Gorski saw her eying his clothes. 
 
    “I am not a soldier, at least, not anymore,” Gorski replied. 
 
    “That was not an answer to my question,” she countered. 
 
    Gorski made a subtle gesture with his free hand and took a step out into the room. One by one, the other Revenants - save Lambert, up in the loft - revealed their presence.  
 
    “Who we answer to is not important. What matters is that we are here, and we require your assistance,” Gorski answered. 
 
     Ethan, having composed himself somewhat, and perhaps embarrassed at how his wife had stood her ground and interrogated armed strangers, made an awkward show of moving to stand between Helene and the majority of the Revenants.  
 
    “Why should we risk our lives to help you?” he asked. “Yes, we have talked of acting against the Germans, but you come here carrying military weapons.” He gestured towards the machine pistols in the hands of Verhoeven and Johansen. “Killing Germans will only make the lives of all who live in the region more perilous.” 
 
    To this, Gorski could not help but chuckle, an action which caused Ethan, who thought Gorski was laughing at him, to scowl in anger. 
 
    “You mock us?” he snapped at Gorski. “You come here asking us to help you do your dirty work, but then you’ll go away, while we’ll have to live with the consequences. You risk your lives, but we risk the lives of many others!” 
 
    “I am sorry, monsieur. I do not mean to mock you,” Gorski said, raising a hand in apology. “I laugh because, unfortunately for you, blood has already been shed.” 
 
    “All the activity this morning,” Helene said, looking up to her husband. “It was clear something had happened to the west of town.” 
 
    “Something did indeed happen,” Gorski replied. He paused for a moment, then looked to Berger significantly before speaking again.  
 
    “Did you know your comrade here, Monsieur Berger, was collaborating with the Germans and the gendarmes? Did you know he’d been arrested for selling black-market pornography to German soldiers? Did you know he was passing false information on from the Gestapo to those who would in turn pass it along to us?” 
 
    The newcomers froze, their expressions cycling through shock, disbelief, fear, and finally a mixture of horror and anger. Helene strode over to Berger and slapped him, her arm moving so fast, Berger had no chance to defend himself.  
 
    “You piece of shit!” she snarled at him. “You would have us arrested! You know they would shoot us! They might arrest our families!” 
 
    “Is this true?” Paquet asked Berger. 
 
    Berger said nothing for a moment, then his chin quivered and he nodded.  
 
    “What do they know? Do they have our names?” Paquet asked, a note of fear in his voice. 
 
    Berger shook his head. “They only know of my black market contacts, that it is through them that I communicate with the English. I have told them nothing of any of you.” 
 
    “Then what happened today?” Helene asked, her eyes moving to the German weapons in the hands of the Revenants. 
 
    Gorski gestured towards Berger with his pistol. “Your friend here, he thought to earn the means to buy his way free of his sins. He brought us to his home, fed us and provided us wine, and when we feigned sleep, he departed with his truck, claiming a need to go about his business for the day while we rested. Instead, he returned with German soldiers, two gendarmes, and an agent of the Gestapo.” 
 
    The three newcomers looked at Gorski in alarm. 
 
    “What happened?” Paquet asked. 
 
    Gorski shrugged and gave the man a small smile, then lifted the pistol in his hand. “We killed them all, looted their bodies, and took all of Berger’s hoarded money before driving here.” 
 
    “You killed them all?” Ethan repeated, aghast. 
 
    “What hoard of money? What do you mean?” Helene asked, her eyes suspicious. 
 
    “All of the money the English have sent him, to assist with bribes and other necessities in your actions against the Germans. Surely you were aware of the funds England has provided your resistance cell to finance your endeavors?” 
 
    The looks on their faces confirmed Gorski’s suspicions. “Ah, so not only was he a collaborator, he was an embezzler, a thief.” 
 
    “How much money?” Helene asked. 
 
    Gorski reached into his coat pocket and produced a fat wad of large denomination francs, several centimeters thick. He tossed the money to Helene, who thumbed through the bills for a moment, before her features twisted in anger. She stepped towards Berger and slapped him across the face again, this time with the money in  her hand. 
 
    “So! You risk our lives by getting caught selling filth to the enemy, and you’ve been keeping this from us? We could have used this money!” she snapped. 
 
    “The money,” Gorski interrupted, “was not meant for you to use for anything other than weakening the German war machine. That was its purpose. It does not sound, to me, as if you would have used those funds for such a purpose.” 
 
    With that, he stepped forward and extended his hand, palm upward, towards Helene. She hesitated, her gaze moving from Gorski’s outstretched hand to the other hand holding the gun, and finally she handed him the bills before taking a step back, towards her husband. 
 
    “If we had known about the money, perhaps we would have taken action,” Paquet spoke up. “But perhaps not. We are not soldiers, we are not spies. I build furniture. They sell wine. Berger drives a truck. That is all.” 
 
    It was Verhoeven who spoke up. “You have ears, don’t you? One does not need to be a soldier or a spy to listen and remember. Information is the most important resource in war, more valuable than money or men, or even time, for information can make a small amount of any other resource count for much more, if used correctly.” 
 
    “How would we know what was important and what was not?” Paquet asked. 
 
    “If Berger had been doing his job properly, he would have been communicating with your contacts in England, and they would have told you what to listen for, what was worth reporting,” Verhoeven answered. 
 
    “None of that matters anymore, does it?” Helene said, her tone bitter, her eyes fixed on Gorski. “You are not here for information, but killing. That much is obvious.” 
 
    “We will need information in order to complete our task, and that is where you will become useful to us,” Gorski told her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Paquet asked. 
 
    “Most of us cannot pass as locals here,” Gorski told him. “Verhoeven speaks fluent French, but his accent would give him away to anyone paying attention. Johansen and I, we would be spotted immediately. We need you to be our eyes and ears now, to move where we cannot.” 
 
    “And where is that?” Helene asked.  
 
    “You are not ready for that information,” Gorski told her. 
 
    “Then why are we here?” She demanded, anger rising in her voice. 
 
    Gorski reached into his other coat pocket and produced the Luger automatic taken from the Gestapo agent. He held the pistol out towards her, butt first. 
 
    “You’re here to kill him,” Gorski said, nodding towards Berger. 
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    Berger was faster than Gorski had expected, but Dumond, despite all his bulk, was faster still. Berger covered three meters before the bigger Frenchman caught up with him and swept Berger’s feet out from under him with a length of wood. Berger landed with a gasp, clawing at the sawdust-covered earth, attempting to drag himself towards the door in an animalistic desire to escape. Dumond stepped over to him and reached down, grabbing Berger’s collar and lifting him to his feet with all the ease of righting a fallen toddler. 
 
    “This is insane!” Paquet cried. “We cannot kill him!” 
 
    “Of course you can,” Verhoeven answered, while Gorski continued to hold the outstretched Luger. “He is a collaborator and a thief. He cannot be trusted. He would sell you to the Germans in a heartbeat if he thought it would save his worthless life.” 
 
    “No, no, no!” Berger whined, twisting and jerking his body in a futile attempt to free himself from Dumond’s implacable grip. “That is not true! I would never betray you!” He turned to Helene and Ethan. “I know we do not know each other very well, but I know Paquet. He is my friend. I would not sell him to the Germans at any price, even if it meant my life!” 
 
    Gorski looked at the woodworker, and raised an eyebrow. “Do you believe him?” 
 
    Paquet looked at his friend for a long moment. Berger had tears streaking his cheeks, and his nose was running, a trail of mucus sliding down his face. His shirt and trousers were covered in sawdust. All in all, he was a desperate, pathetic figure. And yet, Gorski saw Paquet’s eyes narrow ever so slightly, his jaw tense. Gorski was careful not to smile. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe him,” Paquet finally answered. “I am sorry, my friend. But I know you. You have a good heart, but your will is wanting.” 
 
    All too easy, Gorski thought. He lifted the Luger and offered it to Paquet. 
 
    With a hand that trembled ever so slightly, the woodworker took the pistol in hand. He seemed to take in the weight of it, as if wondering how something so compact and sleek could take life so easily.  
 
    “Make it quick,” Gorski told him. “The heart, or between the eyes.” 
 
    “Please, for the love of God!” Berger cried. “I am not who these strange men think I am, my friend! Yes, my will is weak, but I am still loyal to you. I could have told the Germans about you, but I did not! I kept the secret!” 
 
    Paquet closed his eyes, and his hand lowered the pistol. “I know what must be done, but I can’t do it. I’ve known him for years. We drank wine together. He carried my mother’s coffin in his truck two years ago. I cannot trust him, but I don’t have it in me to kill him, either.” 
 
    Berger let out a sob of relief and sagged in Dumond’s grip, but the big Frenchman didn’t let go of his captive. “Thank you, thank you!” Berger gasped. 
 
    “He would have seen us arrested and shot this morning,” Gorski said, his patience wearing thin. “By exposing our presence here to the Germans, not only does it place us in greater danger, it places you in danger too. Every moment he lives, he is a liability. He is a direct threat to your lives.” 
 
    “But why must he kill him?” Ethan asked, gesturing wildly towards Paquet. “You are clearly able to kill a man in cold blood. Do it yourselves!” 
 
    Gorski folded his arms across his chest. “You will take his life so we can be sure you have in you the will to do what must be done. We need to know the strength of your commitment. If you cannot kill him, we will do it ourselves, but we will have no further use for you.” 
 
    “What...what do you mean by that?” Helene asked, her voice guarded. 
 
    Gorski raised a hand. “We will not harm you, but we won’t protect you, either. None of us intends to be taken alive, but there are no guarantees. If we are captured, we will not resist in giving you to the Germans. Your first notion that our mission failed will be your door being broken down in the middle of the night, as men with guns and clubs drag you out of your home, then torture you for days before shooting you as spies.” 
 
    “Torture and death await us if we assist you anyway!” Helene shouted at Gorski. “Your offer us nothing but fear!” 
 
    “Not so,” Verhoeven answered, stepping forward. “With your assistance, our mission has a better chance of success. Success means escape. Escape means we are not captured and tortured for information. And, if something does go terribly wrong, you have our word that we will ensure you are not taken alive.” 
 
    “You mean you will kill us,” Helene said. 
 
    “Better a bullet from one of us, than the alternative,” Verhoeven replied. “You don’t want to know what the Germans will do to a woman like you if they capture you alive. The torture...well the torture will be the least of your problems.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Ethan snarled, stepping forward, his long arms coming up, hands forming claws.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, Verhoeven had a pistol in his hand. Gorski tensed, knowing Verhoeven was more than capable of killing Ethan before he took another step. Berger stopped his feeble struggles and looked from one man to the other, while Helene froze, her lips drawing into a thin, bloodless line. 
 
    “I am not insulting her,” Verhoeven told Ethan, his voice calm. “I’m explaining the reality of the situation. With us, even if the mission fails, we can help ensure your end is quick and painless, because the Germans will see that it is anything but.” 
 
    The anger in Ethan’s eyes cooled, and the color left his features. He glanced back at his wife, and for the first time, Gorski saw the man’s real strength. Helene may be the strongest and most dangerous of the three, but Ethan would die for her in a heartbeat. Gorski filed the information away for later use, if necessary. 
 
    “There is also,” Gorski spoke again, “the matter of the money.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Helene asked. 
 
    Gorski pulled the wad of francs out of his pocket again. “If you help us, this is yours. You will have more than earned it. In addition, we bring with us twice this amount, and whatever isn’t used, we leave with you.” 
 
    Paquet only glanced at the money, but Helene and Ethan stared at it, and Gorski could see their minds working over the possibilities. He decided to sweeten the deal. 
 
    “We may also be able to get you back to England with us,” he added. 
 
    “England?” Helene asked. 
 
    “If you stay with us until we leave France at the end of our mission,” Gorski said. “We will bring you back with us. The government will find a place for you to live, jobs for you to aid the war effort. Perhaps teaching French to other agents and spies. You could do a lot to help win the war.” 
 
    “Please, I beg of you,” Berger sobbed, “do not do this! Do not listen to their promises! Can’t you see, they are tricking you into believing their lies, committing their sins for them!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Helene cried, and turning, she tore the Luger from Paquet’s hand. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” 
 
    Taking two steps towards Berger, she leveled the pistol at his face. Berger cried out and twisted his face away, screwing his eyes shut. Helene jerked the trigger, and there was the click of the firing pin, but the pistol didn’t fire. Frowning, she jerked the trigger twice more before looking at the pistol, bewildered. Berger let out a pathetic, mewling whine, his eyes still closed, and Gorski saw his pant leg darken as Berger pissed himself.  
 
    “It doesn’t work!” Helene sobbed, and threw the pistol to the ground. She turned and looked at Gorski with intense hatred. “You bastard, you gave us a gun that doesn’t work!” 
 
    Gorski ignored her, instead looking to Johansen and giving a nod. The gaunt Norwegian took a long-legged stride towards Berger, grabbed his shoulder, and turned the smaller man towards him. Berger opened his eyes, then gasped with pain, as Johansen drove a long-bladed knife deep into Berger’s chest, the tip of the blade punching through the back of Berger’s shirt. The three resistance members stood and stared in silent horror as Berger’s knees gave out, and Johansen tore his blade free before letting go of Berger’s shoulder and letting the man fall to the ground, where he lay there, feebly twitching for a moment until he went still. A puddle of blood began to seep out from under his corpse,  quickly soaked up wherever it touched the piles of sawdust. 
 
    Johansen knelt next to Berger and tugged the man’s shirttail free, using it to clean his weapon. It was a German Seitengewehr, the 37 centimeter-long “butcher’s blade” bayonet carried by the Kaiser’s troops in the last war. 
 
    Helene turned and looked at Gorski with a bewildered expression. “I...I don’t understand.” 
 
    Verhoeven bent and picked up the Luger, examining it for damage before he ejected the magazine and snapped back the toggle-bolt. No cartridge ejected from the weapon. He held up the magazine, and the gleaming brass of a live cartridge was visible at the end. 
 
    “No round in the chamber,” Verhoeven explained. He seated the magazine and tucked the weapon into the small of his back. 
 
    “But you killed him anyway?” Paquet asked, tears wetting his cheeks. 
 
    “We’re too close to the road,” Gorski told him. “We needed to know you were willing to kill him, but we couldn’t risk a passing bicyclist or driver hearing a gunshot.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” Helene told Gorski, her face dark with hatred. “You’re all monsters!” 
 
    “That may be,” Gorski told her, “but monsters or no, we’ve got a mission to accomplish.” 
 
    “And what is it, this mission of yours?” Paquet asked. 
 
    Gorski gave him a thin smile. “We’re here to kill the deadliest man in Europe.” 
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    After Berger’s corpse had been dragged away and hidden some distance from the barn, Gorski produced a small, folded packet of documents from the lining of his coat. There was a map of the Abbeville area, along with a photo of a German Luftwaffe pilot in uniform, wearing the insignia of a Hauptman, or captain.  
 
    “Werner Kohl is one of Germany’s top surviving Battle of Britain fighter aces,” Gorski explained to the three resistance members. “After the autumn of 1940, his fighter squadron was moved to Greece, then North Africa. More recently, the squadron was ordered to return here, to the Abbeville aerodrome, and Kohl was given two weeks’ leave. However, some time within the next three days, he will return to Abbeville and be put back on the active duty flight roster.” 
 
    “How many planes has he shot down?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “Our numbers are incomplete,” Gorski replied. “But our best estimates credit him with at least fifty kills, possibly more. There are other Luftwaffe pilots with higher kill counts, but most of those men are fighting against the Soviets now. Kohl’s fighter group, Jagdgeschwader 26, is now only one of two fighter groups defending the northern coast of France from allied bombing. Of those pilots, Kohl is the best by far.” 
 
    “But he is just one pilot, no matter how good he is,” Paquet said. “Why risk your lives coming to France and trying to kill him? Why not bomb the aerodrome?” 
 
    “We are but five men,” Gorski said. “We may be well-trained, but we are expendable, and we know this. Losses among bomber crews are mounting, which means fewer and fewer skilled pilots. And, every bomber shot down means the death of four or more men and the loss of a valuable aircraft. A man like Kohl could shoot down several bombers a mission. His presence here along the French coast endangers every bombing mission undertaken by the RAF.” 
 
    “There is also the question of morale,” Verhoeven added. “To the other pilots in France, Kohl is a prince. If he is shot down in the air, it will be a sad day, but they all understand the risks of air combat. Men such as Kohl are meant to die gloriously in the sky, not gunned down or blown up while their feet are on the ground. If his death is no different than any common soldat, it would instill fear and uncertainty among the ranks of the pilots.” 
 
     “I still do not understand why a bombing raid wouldn’t be easier,” Paquet said.  
 
    “There is no guarantee we would kill him,” Gorski answered. “The aerodrome is a strategic target, this is true, but it is just one airfield among many in this region. In addition, it is quite close to the town, and there is concern that if the RAF attempted a raid, the town would suffer significant collateral damage. No, it is better this way. We find him, we kill him, and if we fail, only we few die in the attempt.” 
 
    “You risk your lives very willingly,” Helene said. “and ours as well.”  
 
    Gorski shrugged. “There were other assets in the area who might have done the deed, but they are no longer available.” 
 
    “What assets?” Paquet asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There was another, more active resistance cell in the area,” Gorski explained. “But it was compromised.” 
 
    “The Butcher of Calais,” Paquet said, nodding. “We have heard of this man. It is said the SS captured and killed him last month.” 
 
    Helene looked down at the ground. “They said he was ruthless beyond measure. As bloodthirsty as the worst of the Germans. That he hunted them because they killed his family.” 
 
    “I do not know any more about him than you evidently do,” Gorski said. “But his cell was the only one in northern France taking direct action against the Germans. Now that they are gone, there is no one left.” 
 
    “There was a train, two months ago,” Ethan said. “A train passing through to Calais. The Butcher and his men attacked it, derailed it. They killed everyone on board. The Germans wiped out a nearby village in retaliation. Dozens were killed.” 
 
    “Is that what will happen here?” Helene asked Gorski. “If you kill this pilot, will the Germans shoot everyone in Abbeville?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gorski replied. “It is possible there will be reprisals, yes. But I cannot say what will or will not happen after we kill Kohl.” 
 
    “Do you at least have a plan as to how to kill him?” Helene asked. 
 
    “The intelligence report on Kohl indicates that he is something of a libertine,” Gorski said. “He likes fine food, fine liquor, and fine women. He will be returning here from two weeks of leave, but he has been away from the rest of his squadron for even longer. We suspect he will want to celebrate his return with his comrades, one last hurrah before they are back to the business of war.” 
 
    “There are many restaurants and cafés in Abbeville where he might go,” Ethan spoke up. “You would have to know where he will be, and when, and move with short notice.” 
 
    Gorski nodded. “That is where you may be of the most use to us. You sell wine, and I imagine you provide it to local establishments as well?” 
 
    “We do,” Ethan answered. 
 
    “Excellent. Then you will have to find the information we need,” Gorski told him. “When Kohl returns, he and his men will drink a restaurant dry, so wherever he goes, the proprietor will need to fortify their wine cellar beforehand.” 
 
    “If we ask questions, it will look suspicious,” Helene said. 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “The proprietor will come to you, and they will surely say something to make plain what is happening, even if they are told to keep the exact details a secret.” 
 
    “And then what will  you do?” Helene asked. 
 
    “It is best if you don’t know every aspect of our plans,” Gorski told her. “Besides, we need more time to reconnoiter the town and decide on the best course of action.” 
 
    “And so what, we go back to our homes as if nothing has happened?” Paquet asked. “My friend is dead, his blood staining the floor. The Germans will continue to investigate what happened this morning. I am known to be a business associate of Berger’s, so it is likely they will come and talk to me.” 
 
    Gorski shrugged. “You will have to do your best to lie. If you disappear as well, the Germans will grow suspicious, and it is likely someone will come out here to investigate. Just tell them you haven’t seen him, and if they bring up his involvement with black market goods or English spies, feign ignorance and surprise. The less information you give them, the less likely it is you’ll slip up and give yourself away.” 
 
    Paquet’s lips twisted in a sour expression. “That is not very reassuring.” 
 
    Gorski raised his hands in a placating gesture. “It is the best I can offer.” 
 
    “And us?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “As far as everyone knows, you have never met Berger, yes?” Gorski asked him. 
 
    “Correct,” Ethan replied. “We only ever met here, and that was but a few times.” 
 
    “Then do as we discussed, and be observant. Return here in twenty-four hours and let us know what you’ve learned. Otherwise, do nothing different.” 
 
    “I want a portion of that money,” Helene told Gorski. “There is no telling what may happen to you in the next day. If nothing else, we should have the money that was promised to us.” 
 
    Gorski smiled and pulled the bundle of francs from his coat pocket, then tossed it to Helene. “Here, take it all. Do not spend it unless you have to, though. Flaunting unusual wealth is an easy way to find yourselves in a Gestapo interrogation room.” 
 
    “Also,” Verhoeven added, “you should take these.” 
 
    The Dutchman pulled the Luger from his waistband and handed it to Paquet, who took it with the expression of a man who was being handed a live hand grenade. The German officer’s P-38 was given to Ethan, and the .32 automatic belonging to the younger gendarme was given to Helene.  
 
    “None of us have ever fired a gun before,” Ethan pointed out, holding the P-38 as if it might bite him at any moment. 
 
    Verhoeven shrugged. “Hold the grip with both hands, get as close as you can, and pull the trigger. Aim for the stomach, though. New shooters have a tendency to bring the gun up as they fire. But don’t worry, these are just a precaution.” 
 
    “A precaution against what, exactly?” Helene asked, as Verhoeven demonstrated to her how to fit the magazine and work the slide and safety. 
 
    “Being discovered by the Germans,” Verhoeven told her. “Use these to rid the earth of a few first, if you would, but I suggest saving the last bullet for yourself.” 
 
    And with that, the meeting adjourned. The three resistance members took their leave, with Paquet giving Berger’s body one last, long look before he climbed onto his bicycle and departed with Helene and Ethan. By now it was dark outside, and in a moment, the three riders were all but invisible, only the squeaking of wheels and bicycle chains giving away their presence as they rode further away, until there was nothing left to hear. 
 
    Lambert descended from the loft, and Gorski sent him to stand watch along the road. While Verhoeven took up watch inside the barn, the other three Revenants dragged Berger’s corpse further away before using an axe and shovel to hack a shallow grave out of the earth. They rolled Berger’s corpse into the grave and threw the dirt over him, tamping it down with their feet and carefully replacing the grass as best they could. In the dark, it was hard to see if the grave was obvious, but for now, it would have to do. 
 
    “Do you think they will cooperate with us?” Dumond asked Gorski as they walked back to the barn. 
 
    “I don’t think they feel they have any choice in the matter,” Gorski replied. “The question is, will their cooperation be worth the increased risk of exposure?” 
 
    “To hell with risk,” Johansen said in a low voice. “We are here to kill Germans.” 
 
    “So we are,” Gorski said. “So we are.” 
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    Their second day in France passed largely without incident. The Revenants stayed alert all night, wondering if their reluctant allies would attempt to follow the example of their late comrade and rat the Revenants out to the gendarmes. However, hours passed and nothing happened, although there was military activity along the road, several armored cars and trucks carrying troops passing by in the night. 
 
    At first light, Gorski and Lambert set out cross-country, heading for the aerodrome north of Abbeville. It was risky moving during the day, but the two men were skilled at stealth and reconnaissance, and they traveled light, carrying only weapons and ammunition. Lambert had his Swedish Mauser and Browning 9mm automatic, while Gorski carried one of the two captured MP-38s, as well as his own pistol. Sticking to irrigation ditches and keeping to the inside of hedgerows, it took the two men about three hours to circle along the eastern side of Abbeville, and finally approach the aerodrome from the east.  
 
    Working their way into a clump of brush about half a kilometer from the aerodrome, Gorski used his binoculars to observe the airfield, while Lambert took notes. The two men counted fighter planes and noted their make and model, sketched a map of the airfield and the maintenance hangars, and counted the men they saw, as well as the anti-aircraft defenses ringing the aerodrome.  
 
    “The defenses are surprisingly light,” Lambert noted. “eight emplacements with one two-centimeter flak gun apiece, and a pair of flak 88s. I would have expected more.” 
 
    Gorski shrugged. “There are defense batteries along the coast, and around docks and factories. Airfields are not that high a target. Craters can be filled in, aircraft scrapped and replaced. Ordnance depots restocked. Better to bomb a power plant or factory, which takes months or even years to replace, than a place like this, which can be repaired and operational again in a matter of days.” 
 
    At one point, sirens sounded within the aerodrome, and men poured out of the barracks and ran to their Bf 109s. One by one, the planes’ engines started, and the fighters taxied into formation and took off down the runway, climbing into the air as quickly as possible. Within a few minutes, the entire fighter wing was airborne, heading north-west. 
 
    “Do you think you can hit a man at this range?” Gorski asked Lambert. 
 
    The Belgian peered along the rifle’s open sights. “Someone standing still, yes. A moving target? Unlikely. I would be able to put a few bullets in the engine cowls of those 109s, but at this range, the 6.5 millimeter bullet isn’t going to do much harm to an aircraft.” 
 
    “Do you think you could kill Kohl from here?” Gorski asked. 
 
    Lambert thought for a moment. “It is possible, but without a telescopic sight, picking him out would be difficult. You would have to spot him for me, and guide my shots in. We would get one, maybe two, before the men scattered.” 
 
    Gorski mulled the notion over for a minute. “So, it will have to be up close, then. And not here, either. Any closer, and we’re too exposed, without an easy means of escape.” 
 
    “Not easy to confirm a kill at this distance, either,” Lambert added. “I might graze a rib or clip his thigh. We see him drop, think he’s dead, but he’s back in the air in a week. Meanwhile, we’ve got every German in the region hunting for us.” 
 
    “Agreed. Machine pistols or handguns, or maybe explosives. And we’ll have to do it in town, not at the aerodrome.” 
 
    Lambert was silent for a minute. “Have you thought about what the woman said last night, about reprisals?” 
 
    “We have our orders. Kohl is a direct threat to the strategic bombing campaign. We kill him, we are saving dozens, maybe hundreds of airmen. And helping ensure the raids are more successful, as well.” 
 
    “I am not suggesting we don’t carry it out,” Lambert said quickly. “But I fear she is correct. If the Germans suspect partisan involvement in the killing, they will likely take their vengeance out against innocents.” 
 
    Gorski didn’t answer, he just indicated that they should wiggle back out of their observation post. The two men maneuvered themselves out of cover and down the back side of the hill they occupied, crawling for some distance before they were well into cover. There, they got to their feet and began the journey back towards the barn.  
 
    The truth of the matter was, Gorski knew the Germans would commit reprisals against the civilians of Abbeville. No matter if the Revenants made it known somehow that they were from Britain, and not a local resistance cell, the Germans would never believe something like this was the work of Commandos or paratroopers, not after Berger’s involvement. And, fighting in civilian clothes, anyone who saw one of the Revenants would assume they were local partisans anyhow.  
 
    For the hundredth time since their arrival in France, Gorski cursed Berger’s collusion with the Germans. His act of betrayal put the Germans on guard hours after landfall, and although Gorski and his men had been warned that something about Berger’s behavior of late had seemed odd, Gorski had hoped the man’s actions had only been those of a nervous amateur. Fear can be excused, especially among partisans. They were neither trained to control their fear, nor given any form of protection under the articles of war if taken prisoner.  
 
    But there was a difference between fear and betrayal, one that he was counting on with the other resistance members. Gorski did not care that they were afraid - that was to be expected - he only cared that they did what they were told, and feared capture by the Germans more than whatever the Revenants asked them to do in the next few days. They were able to move around town in ways the Revenants could not, and if nothing else, they were another set of eyes, another pair of hands holding a rifle. They were not what he’d hoped for in a resistance cell, but of course, wars were not fought with what you hoped to have, but what you had already. 
 
    It was the middle of the afternoon when Gorski and Lambert neared the road they needed to cross in order to reach the barn. Lambert was in the lead, and suddenly, the Belgian motioned to Gorski, signalling that there was enemy movement ahead. Both men went to ground, waiting for a full minute before slowly making their way along the ground, belly-crawling until they were able to peek out through the tall grass and see across the road. 
 
    Parked between them and the barn were several German military vehicles, as well as a Renault sedan, similar to the one used by the gendarmes who’d attempted to arrest them the day before. Two flatbed trucks with German military markings were pulled off to the side of the road, as well as a German-marked Panhard armored car. Beyond the vehicles, the two men saw German soldiers coming and going from the barn, as well as moving around outside the building. 
 
    “Do you see any of the others?” Gorski asked, peering through his binoculars. 
 
    “No, and these Germans aren’t acting as I would expect if they’d found our people,” Lambert answered. “They have the look of frustrated men.” 
 
    Gorski let out a relieved sigh. “We must assume the others saw the column pulling off the road and escaped. The question is, are they here as part of a systematic search for us and Berger, or did one of our new friends give us away?” 
 
    The two hid along the other side of the road for another few minutes, before an officer shouted orders to his men, and the infantry began to come together and board their transports. Gorski watched as the Panhard car started its engine, and with the commander standing upright in its turret hatch, the vehicle swung around, making a turn in the road that brought it only a couple of meters from Gorski and Lambert, before it drove away and led the rest of the vehicles back towards Abbeville. 
 
    “Do we have anything that can take it out?” Lambert asked. 
 
    Gorski thought for a moment. When the Black Brigade had reformed in France after its fighting retreat out of Poland in ‘39, they’d mingled with French armored cavalry units, and Gorski had been able to get inside a Panhard. The armored car boasted a Hotchkiss 25mm anti-tank gun, and a co-axial machine gun, and its frontal armor was two centimeters thick in places. All in all, a vastly superior design compared to the armored cars Gorski had commanded during the battle for Poland. 
 
    “If we can get charges against its lower hull, or placed against the engine grill on top of the rear chassis, we’d be able to knock it out,” he said at last. “Or, maybe we could get a grenade into the turret hatch if it was open. Otherwise, no, it is essentially impervious to our small arms.” 
 
    “Then let us pray we never face it in open battle,” Lambert muttered. “Now, what about the others?” 
 
    “We wait, at least an hour,” Gorski replied. “If they’re here, they’ll stay hidden until we return. If they had to flee the area entirely, they won’t return until dark.” 
 
    Time passed, and the sun continued to sink towards the treetops. Just as Gorski and Lambert were about to cross the road and make for the barn, a lone figure on a bicycle appeared, coming from the direction of town. Gorski raised his binoculars to his eyes and focused on the figure, who resolved into Ethan. 
 
    “It’s the husband,” he told Lambert. 
 
    They waited until Ethan pulled off next to the barn and began to walk his bicycle around behind the building before crossing the road and approaching from the other side. 
 
    “Hello?” they heard Ethan call out softly inside the barn. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Here,” Gorski answered him. “What’s happened? The Germans were here an hour ago. They didn’t find anyone, but we two were elsewhere when they arrived.” 
 
    Ethan stepped outside and saw them, but before he could say anything, there was a soft rustling noise close by. Gorski turned, bringing up the MP-38, but he checked himself with the lean, wiry figure of Verhoeven crawled out from under a nearby bush. 
 
    “It was fortunate timing,” Verhoeven said, as Johansen and Dumond also emerged from hiding. “We brought our weapons and kit with us when we went to go looking for water. Just as we were about to return, we heard the Germans, and we fell back as far as we could and still keep them observed. They stayed for perhaps twenty minutes before leaving, obviously discouraged.” 
 
    “Did it look like they expected to find us here when they arrived?” Lambert asked. 
 
    Dumond nodded, and made an encircling motion with his arms. “They swept around the barn, a squad along each flank, with their armored car covering from the front. They were looking for us, that was for sure.” 
 
    “That is what I came to tell you,” Ethan said, his voice still breathless from his bike ride. “The Germans, they have Paquet. He’s been captured.” 
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    “What happened?” Gorski asked. 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know the details, but one of the businessmen whose shop is across the street from Paquet’s saw the gendarmes and a German go into Paquet’s shop, and they brought him out a minute later in manacles. I did a little careful asking around and learned that they took him to the gendarmerie headquarters.” 
 
    “How long ago was this?” Gorski demanded. 
 
    “A few hours,” Ethan replied.  
 
    The Revenants looked at each other. Dumond snarled a curse. Johansen eyed Ethan warily.  
 
    “How can we trust this one?” the Norwegian asked. 
 
    “We don’t trust anyone,” Gorski answered. “But right now, we have to have a small measure of faith.” He turned back to Ethan. “Do you think you were followed?” 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know. Helene has left the house, she is making her way now to a place, a special place, where we have taken a picnic now and then. No one knows we would be there.” 
 
    Gorski thought for a moment, his mind racing. He dug out his map of the region and showed it to Ethan.  
 
    “Show me where it is on the map,” he asked. 
 
    Ethan pointed to a place not too far from where he and Lambert had passed on their way to and from the aerodrome. 
 
    “She’s brought blankets, food, and water. We can stay there maybe...two days.” 
 
    “Good,” Gorski told him. “Go there now. We can find you when we are done.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ethan asked. “You must come with us.” 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “We have no choice. We have to go after Paquet, and either rescue him, or silence him. He’s already given us up - that was his way to buy time. If the two of you have not been taken already, he is probably holding out, trying to give you time to escape by selling us to the Germans.” 
 
    “My God,” Ethan breathed. “It is all coming apart.” 
 
    “The more important thing,” Gorski said, “is to find out if he has told the authorities why we are here. If they know we’ve come to eliminate Kohl, then the Germans will make sure he doesn’t come within a dozen kilometers of Abbeville. We’ll lose our only window.” 
 
    Ethan’s expression grew horrified. “Surely you can’t expect to carry out this insanity now, after this? They will learn everything!” 
 
    “They will in time, yes. Which is why we must act quickly, before Paquet breaks. Now,” Gorski turned over his regional map, to reveal a more detailed map of Abbeville, “please confirm the location of the gendarmerie building.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the Revenants were on their way back to Abbeville. Dumond was in the cab, driving the truck, while the others sat in the flatbed, weapons in hand.  
 
    “We might be delivering ourselves into the hands of the authorities,” Verhoeven said, as they approached the outskirts of Abbeville. 
 
    “Do you see any other way?” Gorski said. “We have to get to Paquet before he talks.” 
 
    “And if he has already talked?” Verhoeven asked. 
 
    “Then we have to know that as well,” Gorski replied. “We need to know where we stand here. If the Germans know Kohl is the target, they’ll keep him away from here, maybe even use a decoy to draw us out. Then, we fall back, head for the coast, make contact with England and get out of here.” 
 
    Verhoeven nodded. “I don’t doubt that this is the only way, my friend,” he smiled. “I just wanted to make sure you had thought everything through.” 
 
    Gorski smiled back. “Believe me, I haven’t thought everything through. And it is not my intention to risk our lives idly, but this is why we are here.” 
 
    Verhoeven smiled, then drew his Browning .32 automatic from its shoulder holster. From his musette bag, the Dutchman took a metal cylinder, some fifteen centimeters long, and screwed it to the end of his pistol.  
 
    “How long will that model last?” Gorski asked. 
 
    “The armorer said it would be good for fifty, perhaps sixty shots,” Verhoeven replied. “After that, the baffles are too clogged to work properly.” 
 
    “If you need to take that many, we are already too far into trouble for it to make any difference,” Gorski said, grinning. 
 
    Dumond thumped on the window between the flatbed and the cab. “There is a roadblock.” 
 
    Gorski peered through the glass. The Germans had parked a truck across the road leading into Abbeville, and there were three men - two German soldiers, one French gendarme - standing nearby. The Germans both carried MP-38s, while the gendarme had a rifle slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “What do we do?” Dumond asked. 
 
    “Speed over silence,” Gorski told him. “But silence where possible. Wait for Verhoeven to make the first move, and be ready.” 
 
    Dumond nodded, then downshifted the transmission as they approached the roadblock. The two Germans stood on either side of the road, their MP-38s slung at the ready position, but they were not training the weapons on the truck. The gendarme stepped forward, adjusting his cap as he did so. 
 
    “Show me your papers, please,” he told Dumond. “And we’ll need to search your vehicle. There are criminals on the loose.” 
 
    “But of course,” Dumond replied, giving the man a great, white-toothed smile. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Gorski peeked out through the window, watching as Dumond bent low, retrieving the vehicle’s papers from underneath the seat. A nod to Verhoeven, and the Dutchman crept to the rear of the cargo bed, suppressed pistol at the ready. The gendarme motioned for the Germans to proceed, and one of them moved around to the passenger side of the truck, while the other walked around towards the tailgate. 
 
    It was time to act. Gorski turned and lifted one of the captured Mauser rifles, fitted with its bayonet. He used the tip of the bayonet to push aside the canvas cover near the front of the truck. Through the narrow opening, he saw the German, only an arm’s length away, open the passenger-side door of the truck. Gorski turned the rifle sideways, took a deep breath, and then with a grunt of effort, thrust the bayonet into the German’s side. The point caught a rib, but Gorski had the rifle by its receiver and the base of the buttstock, and he put his weight behind it. The bayonet blade shifted and sank in, driving deep, pushing the German against the open door and holding him in place for a moment. The German’s eyes bulged and his mouth opened and closed, like a fish out of water. 
 
    At the same time, Dumond reached through the driver’s side window and caught the gendarme by the leather strap running diagonally across his chest to his belt. Pulling the man forward against the door, Dumond swung his fist against the man’s face, the gleam of brass knuckles adorning his fingers. There was an audible crunch  of bone as his fist smashed home, and Dumond hit the senseless gendarme twice more before pushing him away, the officer’s face a bloody mask. The gendarme fell backwards and hit the ground as if poll-axed. 
 
    The second German had it the easiest, lifting the canvas cover at the truck’s tailgate just as Gorski’s bayonet was striking home. The only thing the German saw was Verhoeven’s pale face and the dark muzzle of a suppressed automatic, which spat twice in rapid succession. Both bullets struck the German in the head, one exiting through the back of the skull and the lower rim of the helmet. The German fell, twitched, and died.  
 
    Gorski ripped free the bayonet and plunged it in again, driving it through the the sagging German’s neck. “Move, move!” he shouted to his men.  
 
    The four men jumped out of the cargo bed. Verhoeven ran to the truck blocking the road, climbed into the cab, and started the engine. Lambert caught the dead German at the tailgate by the boots and dragged him off the road and into some grass, then slung the man’s MP-38. Johansen did the same with the bayoneted German, while Gorski dragged away the unconscious Frenchman. He thought about killing the man for a moment, but a pang of guilt ran through him, and he left the gendarme alive. The man had taken a beating that would disfigure him for life, and that should allay any suspicions on the part of the Germans. 
 
    “Do we take the uniforms?” Verhoeven asked. “They might come in useful.” 
 
    Gorski cursed. “Dammit, they would, but we have no time. Weapons and ammunition only.” He pulled the MAB Model D .32 automatic from the gendarme’s holster, along with a spare magazine, and pushed them into his pocket. He also found a set of keys clipped to the man’s belt, and he took those as well, feeling they would come in handy. 
 
    The engine of the blocking truck growled to life, and Lambert shifted it into gear, then pulled it off of the road. Dumond slapped his big hand against the side of the cab door. 
 
    “Let’s go, my friends!” Dumond barked. 
 
    The four Revenants piled back into the cargo bed of the truck, and Dumond ground the transmission gears, putting the truck into motion again. “Where next?” he asked Gorski through the cab window. 
 
    “Three blocks, then a right. Two short blocks, a left, and there will be an alley, I think. That is where we want to go.” 
 
    Dumond shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 
    Although late in the afternoon, the sunset was still several hours away, and people were going about their business, although there weren’t as many on the street as Gorski would have imagined. But, in an occupied city, no one went anywhere unless they had business they must attend to, and some version of the events of the last 36 hours must have become public by now, so the citizens of Abbeville were even less inclined to be out on the street, where they may be the subject of impromptu questioning. 
 
    “How long do you think we have before someone notices the roadblock?” Lambert asked Gorski. 
 
    “I am sure someone noticed it as it happened,” Gorski said. “There were enough windows looking out on our direction. The question is, how long will it take for a concerned citizen to pass word to the authorities? They have no love for the Germans, but no one wants to be accused of withholding information. With luck, we have a few minutes before someone decides we’ve had enough of a head start and their conscience is clear.” 
 
    “And what do we do if they send that Panhard after us?” Lambert asked. “We’ve nothing that can crack a shell that hard, not in a stand-up fight.” 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “We run, hide, and hope.” 
 
    The truck lurched as Dumond braked and down-shifted, then made a hard turn before putting the transmission into reverse. The truck backed into a narrow alleyway until the front of the truck was several meters inside the alley. 
 
    “Gentlemen, we have arrived,” Dumond announced. “Let us make this quick, no?” 
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    The five men exited the truck. Gorski turned to Lambert and pointed to the vehicle’s cab. “You stay with the truck. If something goes wrong, if they get us all, you and your rifle are the only chance we’ll have of completing the mission.” 
 
    Lambert nodded, then drew back the bolt of his newly-acquired MP-38. “Pray it doesn’t come to that. Don’t take long, alright?” 
 
    Gorski smiled. “This will take only a moment, I’m sure.” 
 
    Halfway down the alley, a wrought-iron gate blocked their passage. A heavy-looking lock was built into the gate. 
 
    “We should have expected this,” Dumond grunted. “We didn’t bring a pry-bar or a mallet.” 
 
    “We have, I hope, something better,” Gorski told him, holding up the ring of keys he’d taken from the gendarme.  
 
    “Make it quick, then,” Dumond grumbled, peering through the bars and down the length of the alley. He held his cut-down shotgun in both hands, the stock tucked in close to his body, the weapon ready to spray a deadly hail of buckshot at anyone who appeared. 
 
    Gorski flipped through the ring of keys until he found one of the proper size and design, then tested it on the gate’s lock. It wasn’t the right key, but after two more, he found one that turned the tumblers with a reluctant squeak of metal. The gate opened, and Gorski left it closed with the bolt unlocked after they passed through. 
 
    The four men advanced silently down the alleyway, until they came to a T-shaped intersection, with a wide opening to their left. Verhoeven took point, and edged up to the corner, peeking around for a moment before ducking back and using hand signals to communicate what he saw.  
 
    One guard. German. Machine pistol.  
 
    Gorski motioned for Verhoeven to eliminate the guard. The Dutchman performed a quick brass-check on his pistol’s chamber, then took a strong, two-handed grip on his Browning and side-stepped out into the opening. The automatic spat three times in rapid succession and Gorski heard a gurgling, choking cry before a body hit the ground, the machine pistol clattering against the paving bricks. 
 
    The Revenants came around the corner to find a heavily reinforced double door, and sprawled in front of it, a dying German, blood jetting from the man’s throat in little pulses across the bricks. Verhoeven walked up next to the man and shot him once in the back of the head, then changed magazines. Gorski searched through his looted key ring until he found one that unlocked the door, while Dumond relieved the corpse of its weapon and ammunition pouches, as well as another set of keys. 
 
    “It’s going to get loud eventually in here,” Gorski whispered to his men. “Piet can’t kill them all. Keep your groupings tight, and short bursts. I suspect we’ll need all the ammunition we can carry before this is through.” 
 
    With a click, he worked the latch and eased the door open, the iron-bound hardwood at least ten centimeters thick. Inside, there were a pair of benches along each side wall, with rings fitted into the floor, no doubt a place where prisoners were secured before being transported to another location. A single electric bulb flickered slightly inside a metal cage fitted into the ceiling. In front of them, there was a second door, this one also locked, but nowhere near as heavily-built. 
 
    “Where do you think he’s being held?” Dumond asked quietly. 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “I don’t know. I would guess the basement, but maybe their interrogation room is on this level. We’ll have to find a guard and get the information out of him if the answer doesn’t present itself.” 
 
    “How many guards do you think are inside?” Dumond said. 
 
    “With any luck, most of the gendarmerie are out looking for us,” Verhoeven spoke up. 
 
    “Enough talk,” Johansen snapped. 
 
    Gorski nodded. He softly turned the key in the lock until the bolt clicked, then he stood aside, holding the latch, while Verhoeven took up a position in front of the door. On the count of three, Gorski opened the door. 
 
    Two Germans with their rifles in hand stood not a meter from the doorway, one of them reaching for the latch.  
 
    Verhoeven cursed and emptied his pistol into the first soldat, knocking him back into the second man, who pulled the trigger of his Mauser and blew a large chunk out of the brick wall next to Verhoeven’s head. The Dutchman cried out and staggered back, a hand going to the side of his face. Johansen grabbed Verhoeven and pulled him aside, as Dumond leveled his shotgun and pulled both triggers. 
 
    The effect was devastating. Eighteen buckshot punched a fist-sized hole through the mortally-wounded German and shredded the man behind him, who spun from the impact and slid down the wall, leaving a trail of crimson behind him. The noise of the double-barreled blast was like that of a howitzer firing in the confines of the hallway, and the stink of burned gunpowder filled the men’s nostrils. Dumond grunted in satisfaction and stepped aside, breaking open the shotgun’s action and dumping the empty shell casings, then stuffing two more shells into the chambers and snapping the action closed. 
 
    “Well,” Gorski turned to his men, his ears ringing, “I said it would get loud!” 
 
    “Forward!” Johansen shouted, and pushed past Dumond, his MP-38 up and ready. Gorski followed him, with Dumond and finally Verhoeven taking up rear guard.  
 
    They proceeded down a short hallway and emerged into a longer perpendicular corridor. Somewhere an alarm bell was ringing, and the Revenants heard shouting in both French and German. There was no immediate indication of where they should go. 
 
    “Split up,” Gorski said to his men. “Johansen, with me. You two, go that way. And if you find a telephone, make sure to disable it.” 
 
    Gorski and Johansen turned left as Dumond and Verhoeven turned right. A few meters down the corridor, Gorski passed several holding cells, one of which contained a sullen-looking older man in a threadbare suit. The man was clearly drunk, as his only reaction to seeing Gorski and Johansen was to slowly raise a hand in greeting. 
 
    “The interrogation room,” Gorski demanded, “where is it?” 
 
    “Can you spare a few francs for some wine?” the man asked, holding out his palm. 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” Johansen muttered. 
 
    A door further down the corridor slammed open, and a man shouted. Gorski turned and saw a gendarme emerging from an office, fumbling with his buckled holster. Taking deliberate aim, Gorski raked a burst across the man’s legs, dropping him to the floor. The man cried out in pain, and a revolver clattered away, out of the gendarme’s reach. 
 
    Gorski stepped up to the man and put the muzzle of his weapon in the Frenchman’s face. The gendarme - a young fellow in his early 20s - looked up wide-eyed and stared at the smoking muzzle of the MP-38. 
 
    “The prisoner, Paquet,” Gorski asked. “Where is he?” 
 
    A rattle of gunfire erupted down the hall behind them, and a man screamed in agony. The wounded gendarme blinked several times, then swallowed, pointing back down the hallway in the direction they’d been proceeding. 
 
    “The stairs down, on the left,” he said, his voice edged with pain. 
 
    “Thank you,” Gorski replied, then smashed the barrel of his gun against the man’s temple. The gendarme gave a grunt and fell back, senseless. Johansen gave Gorski an unreadable look, then kicked the revolver further down the hall.  
 
    The two proceeded to the end of the hallway, where a staircase presented exits leading up and down. Johansen covering the stairs above them, Gorski led them down to the basement level, where they were greeted by another locked and reinforced door. As Johansen stood guard, Gorski tried the ring of keys until he found one that worked. He opened the door, only to throw his body out of the way as a burst of slugs hammered through the thick wooden door. He’d only gotten a brief glimpse inside, but it had been enough to see a large wooden desk overturned in a corner, with two helmets and a pair of gun barrels visible above. There was another door on the far side of the room, but no other indication of where Paquet might be, or even if this was the right place. 
 
    Another machine pistol burst chewed away at the door frame, and Gorski hand-signalled to Johansen. Two guards. German. Machine Pistols. Cover. Right Corner. 
 
    The tall Norwegian nodded, then reached into his musette bag and produced one of their small supply of Mills bombs. Gorski nodded, and Johansen pulled the pin on the British-made hand grenade, let the arming lever fly, counted off two seconds, then flipped the grenade around the door and into the room. A blast of autofire nearly caught his hand, but Johansen was fast enough to escape losing any fingers, and the two Revenants flattened themselves on either side of the door as a shout was cut off by the crack of the grenade’s detonation.  
 
    A cloud of dust and debris blew out of the room, and with their ears ringing from the grenade and gunfire, both Gorski and Johansen pushed the muzzles of their MP-38s around the doorframe and hammered twin streams of 9mm slugs through the shattered remnants of the overturned table. Gorski saw one man slump sideways, half his face chopped away by gunfire, while the second man attempted to stand and bring his gun to bear, before Johansen stitched him from belt to throat with slugs, knocking him back against the wall. Coughing a froth of blood, the German’s legs collapsed and he fell forward, smashing his head against the overturned table as he dropped. 
 
    Gorski stepped into the room and fired a short burst from his machine pistol into each of the Germans for good measure. He then turned to the door on the other side of the room, saw it was mostly intact save for a few splintered pock-marks where grenade fragments had torn into it. Nothing looked to have penetrated the door, however, so while Johansen stood guard again, Gorski found the key that opened the lock. Above them he heard sporadic gunfire, and he knew they had little time before either reinforcements arrived, or the authorities sealed off Abbeville and denied them any hope of escape. 
 
    The interior door at last swung open, and the room inside was a grim cement cube with a grated drain in the center, a chair bolted to the floor nearby, and a table bolted to the floor in the corner. Sitting in the chair, wearing manacles chained to an eyebolt in the floor, was Paquet - or, at least, someone Gorski assumed to be Paquet, for the man’s face was an unrecognizable pulp, bloodied and swollen. As Gorski stepped into the room, Paquet raised his head and peered through the one eye that wasn’t completely swollen shut. 
 
    “I...I am sorry,” Paquet mumbled through smashed lips and dried blood. His right hand twitched, bound to the arm of the chair, and Gorski saw it was purple and swollen, the fingers crooked. “They...used a hammer on my hand.” 
 
    Gorski approached Paquet and fumbled with the key ring again, finding a key that unlocked the tumbler holding the manacles shut.  
 
    “Never mind that,” he told Paquet. “We’ll get you out of here.” 
 
    His hands free, Gorski got Paquet’s left arm around his shoulders, but as he tried to raise the Frenchman, Paquet groaned and coughed, flecks of bright, fresh blood spraying across the cement floor. Gorski eased him back into the chair and ran his hands along Paquet’s sides, an action that caused Paquet to shudder in agony.  
 
    “When they captured me, one of them...used the butt of his rifle on me. I heard...I heard something break in me.” 
 
    “This is going to hurt, but I need to see how bad it is,” Gorski said. He felt along the battered ribs, noting at least three which were definitely broken. One of them had likely given the lung a small tear or puncture, and Paquet spasmed in pain as Gorski examined him, coughing up more blood. 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “I’m sorry, you have internal injuries. You would need a hospital and a surgeon to survive this.” 
 
    “Would, yes. Would,” Paquet replied. “I am a dead man. If you move me, I’ll die from...from the beating. If I stay, they will kill me.” 
 
    Gorski nodded. “I truly am sorry. We tried to get to you in time.” 
 
    “I told them you were here to sabotage...to blow up the trains,” Paquet said. “I told them you were going to plant bombs.” 
 
    “They don’t know of the real mission?” Gorski asked. “You said nothing of Kohl?” 
 
    Paquet shook his head slowly. “They went to the rail yard, the Germans. They talked of searching the cars, the engines.” 
 
    “What of Helene and Ethan?” Gorski asked. 
 
    “I told them Berger and I were alone,” Paquet said. “The gendarmes, one of them said he knew Berger did business...did business with me.” 
 
    “Helene and Ethan are safe,” Gorski told him. “They have fled outside the city. We will keep them safe, bring them back to England if we can.” 
 
    Paquet nodded. “Good. That is good, thank you. They are good people.” 
 
    “We need to go. Now,” Johansen stated from the doorway. 
 
    “Give me a gun,” Paquet pointed to the MP-38 in Gorski’s hands. “I will do what I can when they return.” 
 
    Gorski nodded and reloaded the machine pistol, then handed it to Paquet. “Fire short bursts, two or three bullets at a time. It has thirty-two in the magazine.” He thought for a moment, then pulled a Mills bomb from his musette bag, pulled the pin, and carefully wedged the grenade in behind Paquet, so the arming lever was held in place by his back. 
 
    “For when you can’t fight any longer,” he said. “Good luck.” 
 
    Gorski stood and turned, moving towards the door. Paquet was racked by another fit of wet, bloody coughing. By the time it subsided, Gorski had collected an undamaged MP-38 and ammunition pouches from the dead guards in the outer room.  
 
    “Make it count!” Paquet croaked out. 
 
    “What?” Gorski asked, nearly at the stairwell. 
 
    “Make all this count,” Paquet told him. “All of this. Make them pay.” 
 
    Gorski nodded, then ascended the stairs. 
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    Gorski and Johansen reached the three way intersection at the same time Dumond unleashed another double-blast of buckshot towards the other end of the hallway.  
 
    “Get clear!” he shouted back at them as he leaned back into the short hallway, breaking open the shotgun and reloading. “The gendarmes have returned!”  
 
    Pistol fire and the heavier crack of a carbine announced the arrival of the French law enforcement officers. Gorski and Johansen ducked and took the corner as bullets knocked away pieces of brickwork and plaster. 
 
    “Where’s Piet?” Gorski shouted to Dumond. 
 
    “Holding the alleyway!” the big Frenchman replied. “What about Paquet?” 
 
    “Come on, later!” Gorski told him. He took his last Mills’ Bomb from his musette bag and armed it, then threw it around the corner and down the hall.  
 
    The three men passed through the outer holding room and into the small open area before the alleyway. Verhoeven was kneeling at the corner, carefully squeezing off single shots from his MP-38.  
 
    “At least two of them at the end of the alley, they can’t get to the locked gate though,” he reported. “Get to the truck, I’ll cover you.” 
 
    “No, I’ll cover,” Gorski told him. “Go!” 
 
    Verhoeven gave him a cross look, but got up and took off at a run down the alleyway as Gorski stuck the barrel of his machine pistol around the corner and emptied his magazine in three long bursts. He reloaded fast, then fired off  another long burst before awkwardly running backwards towards the truck, squeezing off two or three bullets at a time as he did so. The gendarmes, unwilling to face automatic weapons fire, remained content with poking their service weapons around the corners of the alleyway entrance and firing a shot or two, not even bothering to see where they were aiming. 
 
    As Gorski reached the truck, a pair of hands grabbed his coat and lifted him over the tailgate. Dumond set him down, then picked up his shotgun, firing a parting salvo as Lambert drove the truck out of the alleyway and around the corner.  
 
    “What about Paquet?” Dumond asked as the truck accelerated down the street. 
 
    Gorski shifted in the truck’s cargo bed, putting his back against the hard side as he dug another magazine out of his musette bag and reloaded.  
 
    “They’d beaten him so badly, without a doctor, he’d be dead by tomorrow. I left him one of these,” he lifted his MP-38, “and booby-trapped his body.” 
 
    Dumond and Verhoeven seemed to take the news in stride. “What do the Germans know?” Verhoeven asked. 
 
    “He told them we were here to sabotage the trains running to Calais,” Gorski answered. “He says the Germans are there now, at the railyard, searching for bombs.” 
 
    “And the others?” Dumond asked. 
 
    “He didn’t tell them anything,” Gorski replied. “Which means if they weren’t grabbed when they got Paquet, they weren’t suspected. Now, though, who knows. Even if he didn’t tell them, someone might have seen them flee, might put it all together after the fact.” 
 
    Dumond nodded. “So, what now?” 
 
    Gorski shook his head and pulled aside the canvas cover over the tailgate. They were heading towards the edge of town, and Lambert was taking them along a different road, away from where they’d killed the sentries.  
 
    At first he was unsure of what to do next, but an idea, dangerous but intriguing, formed in his mind. He turned to Verhoeven. “Unpack eight of our charges and put them in my rucksack,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Verhoeven asked, moving towards the front of the truck, where their gear was piled. 
 
    “Paquet told them we were going to sabotage the trains at the railyard,” Gorski said. “But if they search and find no evidence of that, and then return to what we did back there, they may figure out Paquet lied to cover up our real mission.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Dumond asked.  
 
    “I’m going to make my way to the railyard,” Gorski explained. “I’ll plant a couple of charges, disable a train or two, make it look like they either missed our explosives, or they didn’t search in time. Otherwise, someone might guess that we’re here for the aerodrome instead.” 
 
    “You can’t go alone,” Dumond shook his head. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “It is too risky,” Gorski replied. “Only one of us needs to go. The rest of you, find the couple, then lay low until I return. If I don’t make it back in thirty-six hours, carry out the mission as best you can.” 
 
    “You’re being foolish,” Dumond insisted. “I must go.” 
 
    “No, I’ll go with him,” Verhoeven said, stuffing the small explosive charges into his and Gorski’s rucksacks. “If we don’t return, you’re the only one of us who can pass as a native, and that might be necessary. Besides, I’m faster, and I’ve got this.” 
 
    The Dutchman pulled aside his coat and displayed his Browning automatic, the long suppressor sticking through an opening in the bottom of the shoulder holster. “We may need a quiet gun to get back to you.” 
 
    Gorski opened his mouth to protest, but Verhoeven raised a hand, cutting him off. “We have trained as a team of five for a year, but even a team of two is more than twice as strong as a single man. I can guard while you plant the charges, and I am a better shot than you, anyway.” 
 
    Dumond laughed at that. “He has a point, Bruno.” 
 
    Gorski looked to Johansen, who’d been silent since they’d climbed into the truck. 
 
    “Nothing from you?” he asked the Norwegian. 
 
    Johansen’s lips twitched in a ghost of a smile. “I will not stop you.” 
 
    Gorski chuckled. “Well, it’s settled then. Tell our driver to pull over at the next favorable spot.” 
 
    Dumond went forward and spoke to Lambert through the window into the cab. Gorski couldn’t hear what was being said, but he heard the Belgian’s voice raised in anger and disbelief, before Dumond argued with him. Finally, the truck’s transmission downshifted, and Lambert stopped the vehicle.  
 
    Dumond returned to the back of the cargo bed and offered Gorski his hand. 
 
    “Good luck, Bruno,” he said. 
 
    Gorski shook the Frenchman’s hand, then pulled their mission documents from his coat, handing them over. “Here’s the map and the other information you’ll need if we don’t return. You’re in command until I get back.” 
 
    Verhoeven climbed nimbly over the raised tailgate, then held out his MP-38 to Johansen. “Take it. We have a much better chance of getting out if we look like civilians. If someone sees us with these, we’ll be reported.” 
 
    Johansen looked at Gorski, who nodded, handing over his own machine pistol. “Give us all the grenades,” he ordered, holding out his open musette bag. “That will balance things a little.” 
 
    Dumond and Johansen gave up their remaining Mills bombs, and a pair of German stick grenades taken from the soldiers back at Berger’s house. That done, Gorski climbed over the tailgate and dropped down into the street, then slung his rucksack over his shoulder. 
 
    “Thirty-six hours,” he told Dumond. “Then move your position. Leave directions if you can, but if not, try and leave us a message around the foundation of the old farmhouse. I doubt the Germans will return to search there.” 
 
    Dumond nodded, then gave a last wave before dropping the canvas cover over the tailgate. Gorski heard him shout a muffled command, and the truck accelerated away. 
 
    Gorski turned and saw Verhoeven already in an alleyway. “Come on, we need to move. Someone must have seen this,” the Dutchman said quietly. 
 
    Gorski nodded and followed him into the shadowed alley. 
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    Gorski and Verhoeven left the alleyway and crossed the next street at an unhurried pace. Their rucksacks were on their backs, and they carried no weapons in their hands, although both men wore their light summer-weight jackets unbuttoned, their pistols easily accessible. As far as anyone else was concerned, the two men were simply going about their business, perhaps buying groceries in town before returning to a more rural residence outside of Abbeville.  
 
    Off in the distance, Gorski heard the sound of alarm bells ringing from the gendarme headquarters, and those few people moving about on the streets quickened their gait, heads on swivels or tucked into their shoulders, hunched and purposeful.  
 
    “Everyone’s getting off the streets,” Gorski said. 
 
    “No one wants to be stopped and interrogated,” Verhoeven replied. “We need to find shelter until it gets dark.” 
 
    They turned down a narrow side-street between two sets of townhouses, and as they emerged at the next block, Gorski spotted a half-demolished brick building not too far up the street. It looked like it had been hit by artillery fire, and was in the process of being torn down, but the first floor was still partially intact, stacks of cracked bricks and shattered timbers sitting on the sidewalk in front of the building in a neat, orderly arrangement. 
 
    “There,” Gorski said, nodding towards the building. “If it has a cellar, that might work.” 
 
    “If we’re found, there’s no escaping a cellar,” Verhoeven reminded him. 
 
    “If we’re found, we’re done for regardless,” Gorski replied. “Besides, they’ve already seen the truck, they knew we were hiding outside of town. I don’t think they’ll expect us to stay so close.” 
 
    Verhoeven looked around, seeing only two other people, moving away from them more than a block distant. “Okay, let’s do it. Within a few minutes, we’ll be the only people on the streets anyhow. Then we’re in real trouble.” 
 
    The two men crossed the street and ducked down another alleyway, approaching the ruined building from behind and out of sight. As they approached Gorski kept his eyes on any windows overlooking the alley, but as far as he could see, no one had noticed their approach. With a final look around to make sure no one was observing them from the alleyway entrance, the two men ducked into the shop’s rear doorway, the door itself gone, presumably taken to be repurposed somewhere else. 
 
    Inside, the building was warm from the day’s sun, the air still. A large portion of the ceiling above was gone, the ground floor open to the sky, with only a few lateral support beams remaining to hold up the brick walls. But, with the afternoon sun so low, they were in complete shadow. 
 
    Verhoeven spotted the open stairwell leading down into the cellar, and they descended the steep wooden steps, Verhoeven illuminating their way with a small pocket flashlight taken from his rucksack. The cellar was large, its footprint almost the same size as the ground floor above, and although whatever goods the store had carried were all gone, there were still shelves built into the foundation on three walls, as well as some broken-up wooden debris, mostly from crates, and a couple pieces of rickety old furniture, consisting of a pair of chairs and a small table.  
 
    A soft hiss came from under the staircase, and Verhoeven swung around the light, revealing a scrawny, ginger-furred cat hunched under the stairs, its eyes glowing in the dark. Not wanting to disturb the creature, the two men quietly moved to the far corner of the cellar, brushing the dust off the chairs before they both sat down. Gorski produced a candle from his rucksack and lit it with his lighter, placing it in the middle of the table. Verhoeven extinguished his flashlight and set it on the table, near at hand. 
 
    “It smells of cat piss down here,” he said. 
 
    “Our flatmate has been here for a while, it seems,” Gorski replied. 
 
    “It’ll be unhappy when the demolition party begins to take apart the floor above us,” Verhoeven said, pointing to the beams over their heads. “He’ll have to find someplace else to sleep.” 
 
    “How do you know it is a he?” Gorski asked. “It could be female.” 
 
    Verhoeven shook his head. “It’s a tomcat - the piss smell is too strong, and its face is too broad.” 
 
    Gorski shrugged. “Well, as long as it doesn’t wail and holler and give us away, he’s welcome to share the space with us until we depart. Now, let’s have a look at the charges.” 
 
    Each man removed from his pack six quarter-kilogram charges of plastic explosive. They had been specially prepared for use in sabotage, formed into a flat rectangular shape, about the size of two packs of cigarettes laid down next to one another. One side was covered in a strong adhesive, sealed under a sheet of waxed paper that was peeled away before the charge was placed. The other side of the charge had approximately fifty lead buckshot embedded into its surface. Along one of the short edges, a plug of sorts had been fitted, which would hold fast a demolition time pencil or a pull-fuze. 
 
    One of the charges, properly placed, was enough to disable a light aircraft or soft-skinned vehicle, such as a staff car or cargo truck. It also had the punch to do significant damage to a light armored car if used to jam a turret or blow off a wheel. Against anything heavier, the charges would have to be adhered together or used to set off a larger explosive, and while Gorski didn’t foresee the need to demolish a tank, four of the charges together would certainly be enough to blow off the tracks and wreck the bogie wheels of even one of the Char B1 bis heavy tanks the Germans had captured from the French, and repurposed to fortify their occupational forces. 
 
    Next, they unpacked their cases of time pencils. Each thin, hollow rod contained a percussion cap and a capsule of acid, which was crushed when the pencil was inserted into the explosive and the charge placed at the target. As time passed, the acid ate away at a retaining wire, and when the wire broke, the percussion cap was crushed and ignited, setting off the explosive. Although the pencil timers were not perfectly reliable, and the time varied by a certain percentage based on the temperature and other factors, for the mission at hand, they were adequate.  
 
    “What pencils should we need?” Verhoeven asked. 
 
    “Two hour delay should be sufficient, I think,” Gorski replied. “Although keep a couple of ten-minute pencils handy as well, just in case.” 
 
    “Pull fuses?” Verhoeven held one up. 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “Too complicated, and too much of a chance of a civilian setting one off going about their job.” 
 
    Within a few more minutes, the charges had been inspected, the time pencils and crimping pliers set aside. Gorski checked his watch and saw they had at least five hours before it was safe enough to venture outside. Reaching into his rucksack again, he pulled out a small bar of chocolate, a packet of biscuits, a tin of beef, and his water flask. 
 
    “Might as well have a spot to eat now, so we have sufficient time to digest,” he told Verhoeven. 
 
    The other man produced his own meal, and the two sat in candle-lit silence, eating the first meal they’d had since dawn. Within a few minutes there was a soft mewling sound, and Gorski turned to see the ginger cat emerge from his hiding place, body low, advancing towards them warily. 
 
    “He’s hungry,” Verhoeven said. “Must smell the bully beef.” 
 
    Gorski took his remaining biscuits from their package, smoothed it out, and then dug out a portion of his beef and put it on the package, adding a few drops of water from his flask and stirring it with his spoon. Moving slowly, he stood up, causing the cat to scuttle away to the other side of the room under the stairs, but Gorski set the food down by the foot of the staircase, then returned to his seat. In short order, the cat emerged from hiding, and wearily eyeing the two humans, sniffed at the proffered meal for a few seconds, before greedily beginning to eat.  
 
    “You’ve found another ally,” Verhoeven mused. 
 
    “He’s just as much a victim of this war as any of the townsfolk,” Gorski said. “For all we know, this was his home, here in the store. Or perhaps his master was killed in the fighting. It never hurts to offer an innocent creature some kindness.” 
 
    Verhoeven nodded. “We will no doubt do terrible things before this is over. A little work to rebalance the scales is always a good thing.” 
 
    After it finished its meal, the tomcat was a little more friendly, venturing close enough to let Gorski scratch it behind the ears and offer the skinny creature the corner of a biscuit, which it sniffed at some length but didn’t eat until Gorski softened it with a some water from his canteen. Having eaten its desert, the tomcat let out a soft, trilling chirp, then wandered over to one of the lower shelves, where it hopped up and curled into a ball, watching the two humans and emitting a soft purr. 
 
    Gorski turned from the creature and patted his coat, remembering the pistol he’d taken from the gendarme at the roadblock. He produced the MAB automatic from his coat along with its spare magazine. Gorski drew back the slide and performed a brass-check, noting that the chamber was empty. He ejected the magazine and examined the cartridges, thumbing them free one at a time before looking them over and re-loading them. He did the same for the spare magazine, then examined the weapon’s chamber before reloading the pistol and putting it back in his pocket. 
 
    “We killed three gendarmes at the station, Dumond and I,” Verhoeven said, watching Gorski’s actions. 
 
    “I shot one, but he was alive when we left, at least, I think he was,” Gorski replied. “I’d knocked him senseless when we came in, and when we left, he didn’t look as if he’d lost too much blood.” 
 
    “Henri’s shotgun is a blunt instrument,” Verhoeven said. “Might as well throw a grenade at them instead of shooting them with that portable cannon of his. It’s like a charge of grapeshot from some Napoleonic field gun.” 
 
    “And yet, he did not kill the man at the roadblock,” Gorski said. “Although he could have stuck a bayonet in his eye, rather than club him with those brass knuckles.” 
 
    “That gendarme won’t look the same again,” Verhoeven said. “But with luck, he’ll see the end of the war.” 
 
    “We’ve seen to it that a number of Germans won’t, though,” Gorski said. “I’ve killed half a dozen men since coming to France. I still shudder remembering how it felt when that bayonet hit the man’s ribs, at the roadblock. I had to put my weight into it, work at it to drive the point in deep. Then I drew it out, felt the resistance as his body clung to the blade, before I stabbed him in the neck.” 
 
    Verhoeven took a sip from his water flask. “Before we came together last year, I’d only killed two Germans, and both of them were on the other side of a canal, at least a hundred meters away. At least, I told myself I’d killed them. I fired, I saw them fall. But it could have been another’s bullets that took their lives.” 
 
    “And now,” Gorski said. “We’re here.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ve shot several more men since,” Verhoeven said. “It is strange, because it does not bother me at all. They are dead, and I am alive, and they would have had it the other way around, so I am glad they fell.” 
 
    The two men sat in silence for a long moment, before Verhoeven took another sip from his flask and screwed on the cap. He then stood and pulled his Browning from its holster, checking that the long suppressor tube was still secure. 
 
    “You and Adrien were busy all today, but we spent most of it lounging about that barn, at least, until the Germans arrived, and I’m still fairly fresh. Get some sleep, Bruno, a few hours at least. I’ll keep watch above, and wake you an hour before we must leave.” 
 
    Verhoeven moved to the stairs and ascended them without making a sound. Gorski took another look at his watch, then got up from the chair, adjusted his rucksack on the cold, packed-earth floor of the cellar, and lay down, pistol at hand, to try and get some sleep. A moment later, he heard the soft thump of paws hitting the ground, and felt the warm pressure of the tomcat’s body as it curled up against his calf. 
 
    Listening to the sound of the tomcat’s purring, Gorski was asleep in minutes. 
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    Gorski and Verhoeven emerged from the cellar and crouched in the shop’s ruins for a full five minutes, listening to the sounds of Abbeville at night. Somewhere nearby, faint music came from a gramophone near an open window. Further on, a voice in German, greeting someone who replied in the same language - no doubt two patrols passing each other. There were no automobile noises, no sounds of laughter or quarrelling. There was also no artificial light of any kind, the blackout strictly enforced this close to the coast, and with the aerodrome only a couple of kilometers to the north. 
 
    Finally, Gorski turned to Verhoeven and tapped him on the shoulder. The Dutchman was nothing more than a dark blob in the shadowy ruins, even his pale features obscured by charcoal soot picked from a burned timber and applied to hands and face. Gorski was similarly camouflaged, and now, unlike during the day, both men had their pistols in hand. 
 
    Verhoeven led the way. His eyes and ears were keener than Gorski’s, and he was far more quiet. Gorski managed to be stealthy well enough, but when Verhoeven wanted to be silent, a shadow made more noise. It was something that irked Lambert most of all, because before joining the Revenants, the Belgian sniper had been praised for his stealth, learned during several years in the Chasseurs Ardennais. No man earned a sniper’s badge in those elite regiments without possessing sublime skills in navigation, woodcraft, and the ability to move through even the most heavily-wooded forest unseen and unheard.  
 
    Although Gorski had given the map and document packet to Dumond, he’d memorized enough of the details in order to not need it while orienting himself in town. He’d also, the day before, taken the time to briefly sketch a copy of the map, noting any major landmarks and their approximate distances. Gorski knew they were about a kilometer from the railyard to the west of the town, but if they went straight for it, they’d have to pass right through the heart of the town, a route that’d no doubt expose them to an unacceptable degree of danger.  
 
    Instead, before leaving the cellar, Gorski and Verhoeven had agreed to proceed south, then swing west just prior to hitting the roadblocks that would no doubt be sealing off Abbeville from the outside world.  
 
    At several points during the evening, the two men had heard the sound of large vehicles passing by, and Verhoeven had even reported seeing the bulk of a tank pass by the storefront. He’d told Gorski he thought it was a Hotchkiss H39, a French tank marked with German colors and insignia. The presence of a tank in Abbeville didn’t make Gorski any less anxious, especially since they’d even less hope of defeating a tank than they’d had of taking on the Panhard car. But the real problem was all the other vehicles that’d arrived along with it, signalling a reinforcement from some nearby town. Based on the number of trucks they’d counted passing through, there was at least a reinforced company of German infantry now in Abbeville.  
 
    Of course, it made sense that the Germans were reacting with such force. Back in April, just one squad of British Commandos had joined with the Butcher of Calais and his men, and they’d run roughshod over a garrison company near the town of Merlimont, a mere 50 kilometers away. And although he didn’t reveal it to their new resistance contacts, Gorski knew that men from the same Commando unit had actually rescued the Butcher from his captivity in Calais last month. Intelligence reports indicated that the German garrison there - both Heer forces as well as men from an SS Einsatzkommando - had suffered surprisingly heavy losses. Here in Abbeville, even if the Germans knew that Gorski and his men weren’t a military unit, they wouldn’t be taking any chances in treating this matter lightly.  
 
    With that in mind, the two Revenants moved with great caution. Every few meters, they would pause, take cover in a nearby doorway or alley, and listen for the sound of voices or approaching footsteps, On their journey towards the southern end of town, this practice had saved them from detection twice; on both occasions, they’d avoided encountering German foot patrols. The Germans were operating in sections of five men, four carrying Mauser carbines, the fifth armed with a machine pistol, all of them carrying one or more stick grenades. Even if they’d gotten the drop on one of these five-man patrols, Gorski knew their chances of surviving against such firepower were slim. 
 
    Eventually, Verhoeven motioned Gorski back into a deep-set doorway, and when the two were within centimeters of each other, Verhoeven leaned in to whisper in Gorski’s ear. 
 
    “There’s a roadblock up ahead. A half-squad of men, and I think I saw a machine-gun position. We should turn west now, begin circling around the town.” 
 
    Gorski nodded and tapped Verhoeven on the arm, indicating he should lead the way. The two men crossed the street, then found the nearest alleyway heading west. After listening for any sound that indicated they were detected, they continued on at a slow, deliberate, and most importantly, silent pace. 
 
    It took the better part of an hour for Gorski and Verhoeven to make their way to the eastern bank of the River Somme. A hundred meters to their right, a narrow, arching bridge crossed the river, but even at that distance, the silhouettes of Germans standing guard on both ends of the bridge were visible. The river gleamed in the moonlight, its current impossible to gauge, only the faintest sign of rippling along the banks giving any clue as to how fast the waters were moving. Gorski pointed to the river and made a swimming motion. Verhoeven looked horrified, but after a second look at the guards along the bridge, he nodded. The two men cinched their rucksack straps snugly and slowly, cautiously, slipped into the water, careful to avoid any action that would splash and make noise. 
 
     The river was cold, but not so cold as to be a shock to the body, and while the current was strong, it wasn’t dangerous. The two men allowed the current to take them and focused on small strokes under the water’s surface to drive them across, and after a few minutes, they caught hold of some reeds along the western bank and carefully emerged, soaking wet but undetected, about two hundred meters downstream. They sat for a while, wringing out their socks and pouring water from their shoes, checking their rucksacks to ensure that anything inside that got wet wasn’t permanently damaged. 
 
    Having rested and drip-dried to some degree, the two men continued, angling to the north-west as they moved through the very outskirts of Abbeville. The closer they approached to the rail yard, the more cautious they became, and with good reason, because when they came within sight of the yard, it was apparent the Germans had accepted Paquet’s story of planned - or already performed - sabotage. Although blackout regulations were still in place, the two Revenants heard the small sounds of men moving on patrols - the clink of metal on metal, the scraping of boots on rocks, the occasional voice raised above a whisper.  
 
    Finding a quiet spot behind a hedge some thirty meters from the railyard, the two men watched the Germans’ movements, noting their patterns and the overall level of attention the sentries were paying to their surroundings. Finally, when the rhythm of the sentries was determined, Gorski and Verhoeven slipped through their lines, using every bit of concealment around them to their advantage, stepping carefully over railroad tracks and walking slowly over gravel and rock to avoid making any noise. Although they were not detected, the movements of their still-wet clothing and shoes made enough noise that Gorski swore to himself that there was no way the Germans on the other side of town couldn’t hear them. 
 
    Soon, they were moving among freight cars and enormous flatbeds, searching for a suitable target for their explosives. Gorski didn’t like it, but he felt it important that they didn’t shirk their duty in attempting to sabotage the trains. If they did little more than randomly plant a charge or two and escape, the work would simply appear to be a cover-up for something else, and that would get the Germans thinking. Gorski didn’t want them thinking, he wanted them deadly certain that this was the reason the Revenants were operating in the area. And for this to happen, they needed to make it look like the sabotage was done with due effort. 
 
    And so, they made their way towards the locomotive engines. After some careful scouting, Gorski and Verhoeven counted four in the railyard, all of them located next to the yard’s engine house, and each of them, it appeared, guarded by a pair of German soldiers. After a few minutes of discrete observation, it was clear there was no way to get close enough to the cars to place explosives, and the cars were too close to each other to allow the Revenants the privacy needed to kill any one pair of sentries without being noticed.  
 
    Gorski and Verhoeven lay under a freight car for a long while, using hand signals and body language to make - and subsequently discard - several plans. Verhoeven was adamant they should carry through with the plan, even if it meant not blowing up the engines, while Gorski was insistent on them avoiding any undue risk of detection. If they couldn’t sabotage the engines, he wondered, could they sabotage the rail lines themselves? Perhaps, he argued, they could break into the control tower and blow that up, or destroy any fuel stores at the railyard. 
 
    A faint droning sound made them pause, and as they listened to it grow louder, Gorski eased himself out from under the freight car and stood up in the shadows, turning his head back and forth, trying to pinpoint the direction of the sound. Eventually, he determined it was coming from the north-west, from the direction of England. 
 
    It was a bomber formation, and it was on approach. 
 
    A sudden thought struck him, and Gorski carefully ducked back underneath the freight car and shrugged off his rucksack. Digging around inside while making as little noise as possible, and ignoring Verhoeven’s questioning expression, Gorski finally found what he was looking for - a Verey flare pistol, and a waxed cardboard box of flares. Using hand signals, he conveyed his plan to Verhoeven, who was uncomprehending at first, but as understanding dawned, the Dutchman shrugged off his own rucksack and quickly produced his own flare pistol.  
 
    By now, there was some commotion near the train engines, as the sentries realized there were aircraft approaching, quite possibly belonging to the enemy, and Gorski caught a snippet of conversation on the wind that indicated the sentries didn’t know what to do - stay at their posts and risk being in the middle of a bullseye, or make for their usual air raid stations. After a moment, however, their decision was made for them, as a Feldwebel approached at a trot and called out, demanding that the squad follow him at the double-quick. 
 
    As the Germans moved off, Gorski and Verhoeven acted quickly. First, two charges were placed against the round cylinder of each engine’s boiler, one at each side and on opposite ends of the boiler. Gorski knew that if the boiler’s structural integrity was compromised, even if it could be patched somehow, there was no guarantee that the boiler wouldn’t catastrophically rupture under operating pressures. The entire boiler mechanism would be written off, scrapped, and replaced, a long and time-consuming process. 
 
    By now, the aircraft were close, and several beams from spotlights near the aerodrome were cutting through the night sky, hunting for their quarry. Gorski heard the rippling, booming sound of flak batteries firing from far to the north, closer to the coast, and tiny pinpoint flashes of light were visible just above the horizon. 
 
    “What if we aren’t the target?” Verhoeven whispered. 
 
    “That’s not important,” Gorski replied. “What matters is what the Germans believe.” 
 
    Moments later, the flak battery near Abbeville began to fire, and the Revenants were close enough to see the tracers arcing up into the sky before exploding in flickering clouds of black smoke. Gorski and Verhoeven listened to the droning of the bombers’ engines, and when they sounded close enough, Gorski nodded to Verhoeven, then cocked the Verey pistol, pointed it up into the air, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    Gorski had worried that their swim in the river might have ruined the flare, but when the Verey pistol’s hammer dropped, there was a thump and the shock of recoil, and a trail of sparks leapt skyward, followed a second later by Verhoeven’s own flare. The two missiles were lost in the dark sky for a moment, and the two men looked away, shielding their eyes, because immediately after the whole of the railyard became bathed in a flickering green glow, as the flares ignited and began to float down, suspended from their little parachutes.  
 
    As fast as they could, the two men reloaded their Verey pistols and fired again, then once more, the third salvo of flares igniting a few seconds before the first pair landed. There were shouts of alarm from the direction of the town, and a hot-headed German with a machine pistol sprayed an entire magazine of bullets in their general direction, hitting nothing but freight cars and the night sky. 
 
    “Time to go,” Gorski muttered, stuffing the still-smoking Verey pistol in his musette bag and slapping Verhoeven on the shoulder.  
 
    High above and to the north, the pitch of the droning engines changed, and suddenly there was the deep, rolling thunder of high explosives detonating kilometers away. The two men looked and saw flashes of light and roiling clouds of smoke rising from the general direction of the aerodrome. There was more shouting from the nearby Germans, and the searching beam of a flashlight swept around crazily, as if carried by a man running flat out. 
 
    “Really time to go,” Verhoeven agreed. The two men began to move west, heading for the edge of the railyard, keeping low and with pistols in hand. More voices were heard behind them and to their flanks, as the patrolling Germans spread out, hoping to catch them in an envelopment. Gorski began to realize they were being outpaced, as they were moving with stealth and silence in mind, while the Germans were sacrificing silence for speed.  
 
    Gorski pulled the one German stick-grenade he had from his musette bag and twisted off the cap at the base of the wooden handle, freeing the pull-cord. He skidded to a halt, yanked hard on the cord to prime the grenade, then threw it as hard as he could to the north. The extra leverage afforded by the grenade’s handle gave the throw enough momentum to carry the grenade over the top of a freight car some twenty meters away. Gorski continued westward, quickly catching up with Verhoeven. 
 
    The grenade detonated and there was a shout, not of pain but alarm, and the sounds from the Germans to the south changed, the men veering north, towards where the grenade had exploded. Careful to remain undetected, Gorski pulled on Verhoeven’s coat, and the two men began angling towards the south-west, directly away from the grenade’s blast. After a minute without any sign of the Germans, the two men reached the edge of the woods, and Gorski turned to give one last look back towards the railyard, still illuminated with green light from the slowly dying flares. 
 
    And that was when the first bombs landed. 
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    The blastwave struck Gorski like an immense club swung by a giant, and it knocked him flat on his back. Verhoeven was pushed hard against a tree and spun away, only to be sent sprawling by a second blast. Both men had just enough time to press themselves flat against the earth, hands over their ears and mouths open to try and save their eardrums from the intense shock of each explosion.  
 
    In the span of a minute, at least four planes dropped their bomb loads on the rail yard, and when they finally turned away, their engines droning on as they began their return trip across the Channel, the two Revenants were too stunned to even move. They both lay there as pieces of freight cars, railroad ties, shattered concrete and brick rained down around them. A sheet of steel plate, nearly a centimeter thick, landed not two meters from where Gorski lay, shearing through the trunk of a nearby tree before plowing a furrow in the ground. The steel plate was scorched black and crumpled like a chewing gum wrapper, but it probably weighed over a hundred kilograms, and would have chopped through Gorski’s body like a gigantic meat cleaver if it had hit him. 
 
    Finally, the last bits of wreckage and debris fell down through the foliage above them, the sounds distant and muffled due to the abuse their ears had taken from the bombing. After a minute, the anti-aircraft weapons firing to the north became audible again, and on the other side of the rail yard, there were the cries of Germans, both those wounded and those trying to find the wounded. Gorski saw small fires here and there amongst the wreckage of the yard, probably the burning wood of freight cars set alight. Further east, somewhere near the northern edge of the town, flames licked high into the air as a building burned, probably stuck by an errant bomb. Gorski hoped anyone living that close to the Aerodrome had the good sense to flee south at the first sign of an air raid, but he knew such hopes were probably in vain. 
 
    “Are you wounded?” Verhoeven called out softly. 
 
    Gorski pushed himself up and stood. He was covered with bits of broken branches and blasted dirt or concrete, but running hands over his vitals, he found nothing wrong.  
 
    “I think I’m unhurt. You?” he asked. 
 
    Verhoeven sat up and gingerly touched the wound along the side of his face where the bullet fragment had hit him. Gorski saw the gleam of fresh blood in the moonlight. 
 
    “I’m bleeding again, but that’s it,” Verhoeven said, reaching out and grabbing a tree branch to pull himself upright.  
 
    The two men looked each other over, ensuring neither was ignoring an injury, but after finding nothing, they turned back and watched the fires burn in the railyard for a moment. 
 
    “Do you think the charges detonated?” Verhoeven asked. 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “Unless there was a direct hit, I doubt it. That explosive is very stable. Still, it is possible. We planted eight of them, though. I’d wager the majority are still there.” 
 
    “A nasty surprise for the work parties sent in to put out the fires and clear the damage,” Verhoeven replied. “You know most of them won’t be German.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Gorski answered. “There’s nothing we can do about that now. But there’s going to be no doubt in the Germans’ minds that this was the reason we were in Abbeville, to signal the bombers and target the rail yard.” 
 
    Verhoeven toed a broken hunk of twisted metal by his feet. “So you think our mission is still a secret?”  
 
    “Yes, I do,” Gorski replied. “Which means we’ve still got a chance to eliminate Kohl when he arrives.” 
 
    “I wonder if they will delay his arrival because of the bombing,” Verhoeven wondered. “If the runway is too badly damaged, they won’t be able to land the squadron.” 
 
    “Runways are easier to repair than you think. A day, maybe two, and he’ll be here. We just need to be patient, and not give the Germans any more reason to think we’re still in the area,” Gorski said. 
 
    “Speaking of which, we need to get out of here and make good use of the darkness while we can,” Verhoeven said, gesturing to the south. 
 
    Gorski nodded and cinched his pack straps, then checked to make sure his pistol was intact and functional before turning away from the burning railyard and following Verhoeven southward.  
 
    The two men made good time, and although they had to cross the Somme again, they managed it without incident, using the same technique of slowly swimming from one bank to the other while letting the current carry them downstream. Although it meant hiking in wet clothes right after they’d mostly dried, the two men knew it was far less risky than attempting to cross one of the bridges. Even if the bridges weren’t being actively guarded, there was enough movement of men and vehicles going to and from the railyard and other parts of the city that they could easily find themselves caught out in the open in the middle of a bridge. With time on their side, it was always better to be cautious and take the longer, more careful route, even if that was more uncomfortable.  
 
    Shortly after crossing the river, Gorski looked at his watch. “Sometime in the next ten or fifteen minutes, any charges that survived should detonate.” 
 
    Twelve minutes later, they heard four explosions over the course of about thirty seconds. Gorski tried not to think about the possibility of civilian casualties, instead reminding himself that the Germans would be even more convinced of Paquet’s story. 
 
    As the sky lightened with the dawn, Gorski and Verhoeven found themselves south of town, about half a kilometer from Paquet’s barn. Although he was somewhat doubtful that the Germans would search it again, Gorski took no chances. Instead, he and Verhoeven found a dip in the land, a portion of an old irrigation ditch or dried up creek bed that’d been overgrown with brambles, and they crawled into the undergrowth, finding enough space inside for the two men to hide. They sipped a little water, shared a bar of chocolate, and took turns sleeping in three-hour shifts. 
 
    By then it was nearly noon, and the sun was high in the sky and the air was warm. Although he didn’t like the idea of moving in the middle of the day, Gorski was anxious to reunite with the other Revenants. He hadn’t liked the idea of splitting up the team, but he also couldn’t have justified risking all of them on last night’s mission. One false move, one sound giving them away, and any chance of killing Hauptmann Kohl would have vanished, and all five of them would be captured or killed. And with the Germans, captured just meant a lot of pain and misery before being killed regardless.  
 
    With the summer sun overhead, their clothes finished drying out after an hour on the move, and the two Revenants crossed the southern road out of Abbeville without incident. Shortly afterwards, they saw a pair of troop transports heading north into town, their cargo beds packed with men in field-grey uniforms. 
 
    “More men to hunt for us,” Verhoeven wondered aloud, “or more bodies to help at the railyard and aerodrome?” 
 
    “Probably both.” Gorski replied. “They know we’re in the area, but if that’d been the extent of our mission, we’d be well on our way to the coast by now. Those transports might just be passing through town, moving towards the north-west.” 
 
    “Then let us hope they’ve left by the time we actually do need to go in that direction,” Verhoeven muttered, giving the trucks a final look as they passed out of sight beyond some trees. 
 
    An hour later, the two men were closing in on where Gorski believed Helene and Ethan’s hiding spot to be, when there was a soft noise from a bit of brush to their right, and the muzzle of a rifle appeared. 
 
    “You’ve been gone a long time,” Lambert said. 
 
    “It has been a long day,” Gorski replied, giving the countersign. 
 
    Lambert emerged from his hiding place. “We grew worried when the two townsfolk told us some of those bombs looked like they might have landed in the vicinity of the railyard.” 
 
    Verhoeven grinned. “Oh, wait until you hear the story of our little adventure. Where are the others?” 
 
    Lambert gestured to the north with the muzzle of his rifle. “Follow me. I’ll bring you to the locals, and then fetch Johansen and Dumond from picket duty. We pushed out fairly far, not knowing from which direction you might arrive.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the five Revenants were together again, and Helene produced a long baguette and a wheel of waxed cheese for them to eat. Gorski ran a critical eye over the provisions she’d brought to their “picnic spot”, and calculated that, along with the last of the food from Berger’s house and the field rations the team had brought with them, they had two days of food remaining to them if they were disciplined. After that, they would have to either forage for food or go without, and neither proposition sounded wise. 
 
    Gorski forced himself to put such thoughts out of his mind temporarily while he sat and ate with the others, telling them of he and Verhoeven’s exploits last night while the Dutchman volunteered to take sentry duty. As he described what took place, Gorski saw how Lambert watched him intently, absorbing every scrap of information, while asking the occasional question about the terrain or the disposition of the Germans. In contrast, Dumond seemed to simply enjoy the tale as he would any other adventure story, even stifling a laugh when Gorski told of the bomb blasts knocking them over at the edge of the forest. Johansen, as usual, said nothing. The Norwegian just sat with his machine pistol across his knees, methodically tearing off bites from his meal of bread and cheese, washing them down with small sips of wine.  
 
    Finally, his tale complete, the others sat in silence for a long moment before Dumond turned and looked towards Abbeville.  
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    Gorski followed his gaze. A thin haze of smoke was visible in the direction of the railyard. He turned back and looked to Helene and Ethan. 
 
    “I want you to return to town,” Gorski told them. “The basket and blankets will convince the Germans you decided to sleep under the stars, and if you are smart and careful, they will be too busy to worry about your story, if you have to pass through a checkpoint in the first place. If you can, make your way into town without using the roads.” 
 
    “Back to town?” Ethan asked, his tone worried. “But what if the Germans suspect something?” 
 
    “Paquet told them nothing about you, and after last night, his story of the railyard sabotage will seem genuine. The Germans will have their hands full looking for us to the north and west, towards the coast, and will assume that our work here is done.” 
 
    “You want us to return to our original assignment,” Helene said. 
 
    Gorski nodded. “We will probably be able to see Kohl’s flight arrive, but we won’t know for certain that he’s with them. We need someone in town to confirm his arrival.” 
 
    “Do you still think he’ll want to celebrate returning, after the attack last night?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “All the more reason to celebrate,” Dumond answered him. “Kohl will want to make merry with any of his mates who survived the bombing. Nothing drives a soldier to debauchery like a victory over death.” 
 
    “Then it is settled,” Helene said, giving Ethan a steady look that quelled any protest. “We will go back to town, and we will listen for information.” 
 
    “Can you return in two days?” Gorski asked.  
 
    “That may be difficult,” Helene answered. “But, I know the ruined shop you described, I knew the woman who ran it until a German bomb hit it and wounded her. I do not think they will continue tearing it down until the damage from the bombs is repaired, which will take some time. If you can return there in two nights, I will leave food and information in the cellar.” 
 
    Gorski nodded. “Two days it is, then. Good luck.” 
 
    The couple rose to their feet, Helene gathered their blankets and the basket, while Ethan brushed leaves from his trousers. He looked pale with fear. 
 
    “Yes, luck,” the Frenchman said softly. “We will need every bit of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day was largely uneventful. Before they left, Gorski gave Helene and Ethan all the money Berger had cached, along with the added money he’d promised them the first time they’d met in the barn. It wasn’t all the money the Revenants had brought with them to France, but if they never saw the French couple again, it would help get them through the war, and if they ever needed to escape Abbeville, it would prove useful. Gorski sent Lambert to escort Helene and Ethan to the edge of Abbeville, and when he returned, the Belgian reported seeing the two safely enter the town by means of a little-used path that the Germans weren’t keeping under observation. 
 
    Not wanting to take any chances, Gorski ordered them to break camp and move north, towards where he and Lambert had hidden and observed the aerodrome. Gorski wanted to see how much damage the bombing raid had done, and he wanted to get there before it was dark. The men packed up the few items not already in their rucksacks and moved out, Lambert staying behind for a short while to police their campsite. If Helene and Ethan were later taken into custody and revealed where they’d been hidden, Gorski wanted to make sure they weren’t there when the Germans arrived. 
 
    The Revenants reached the observation spot an hour before sunset. While Dumond, Verhoeven, and Johansen stood sentry duty, Gorski and Lambert returned to where they’d hidden the day before to observe the aerodrome. It appeared the bombing raid had focused primarily on the runway and the fighters that had been parked alongside it, and from what Gorski saw, the mission had been a success. He spotted several wrecked aircraft, and work crews were busy filling in the craters scattered across the length of the runway. With his binoculars, Gorski was able to tell that many of the workers were French civilians, probably pressed into service at gunpoint. He thought back to the charges detonating last night, and he wondered if the Germans would commit any sort of reprisals against the civilian population. He convinced himself that they would not, after Berger and Paquet’s deaths, and the apparent involvement of the British bomber forces. With luck, the Germans would just consider this akin to a Commando raid, and leave the citizens alone. 
 
    Of course, if they were successful in carrying out their primary mission, reprisals would be much more likely. The Germans would assume the Revenants acted with more local assistance than the two men already accounted for, and they would turn Abbeville upside down hunting for more resistance members. Once that happened, the desperation of the townsfolk to find someone, anyone to place the blame on would mean that one neighbor would offer up another, even if the suspicions were ultimately baseless. Fear, Gorski knew, made cowards and wretches out of everyone, given enough time to work its poison on the will. 
 
    With Lambert staying behind to observe the aerodrome, Gorski and the others took inventory of their weapons and supplies. Since coming to France, they’d acquired sufficient machine pistols and rifles to arm everyone with either weapon, depending on what was needed for the tasks ahead. There were at least five magazines for each machine pistol, and about fifty rounds apiece for the rifles. In addition, they had five Mills bombs remaining, as well as one German stick-grenade. They still had a dozen of their quarter-kilo charges and plenty of time pencils and other fuses. Finally, each man had their personal sidearms and several spare magazines. So far, they had looted far more weaponry than they’d expended, and that was a good thing.  
 
    Over the last year, the Revenants had spent hundreds of hours training with captured German and Italian weapons, as well as the arms of their own home countries, so that when in the field, they would be proficient in whatever weapons they were able to plunder from their dead enemies. Although it was not a perfect strategy, with only five men who needed to move quickly and quietly, it was far better to take what they needed as their mission continued, rather than bring everything they needed with them. 
 
    Beyond their arsenal, they each had a Verey pistol and a box of flares, a pair of binoculars, a compass, a small flashlight, matches and a cigarette lighter, along with a handful of other odds and ends - penknives, signal mirrors, lengths of string and wire. Not knowing what they might need in the days to come, Gorski wasn’t sure if their equipment was more than sufficient, or sorely lacking. He would have prefered to have more grenades, and even better, a captured MG-34 and several thousand rounds of ammunition, but at that point, he might as well just wish for a fully-armed Panzer IV. They would simply have to make do with what they had, and hope that the right opportunity presented itself. 
 
    Just before sunset, Verhoeven managed to kill a hare unlucky enough to wander within range of the Dutchman’s suppressed .32 automatic. Gorski allowed the men to dig a deep fire pit with their bayonets, and Verhoeven dressed his kill and cut the meat into small pieces, threading them along a length of wire strung over the fire pit. Gorski ground up a handful of Berger’s coffee beans with the butt of his knife and put them into tin cups with a little water, allowing each man a small measure of gritty coffee with their meal, the first hot food they’d eaten in days. Although it was a bit of a risk, the fire was hidden from view, and the thin wisp of smoke was hidden by the evening sky. Regardless, Gorski kept track of the wind, making sure it never blew towards the aerodrome, only half a kilometer away.  
 
    The men heard the drone of bombers overhead around midnight, and although they sat awake, alert for any sign of another attack on the aerodrome, the bombers passed well to the north, heading further inland. Some while later, they heard the bombers returning home, but the sounds were a little different - there were fewer planes, and at least one had suffered damage, the stuttering engine audible even kilometers away. Lambert, with the best eyes in the team, spotted a tiny pinprick of light moving east to west, off to the north.  
 
    “Engine fire,” the Belgian said softly, pointing.  
 
    Gorski brought up his binoculars and looked to where Lambert pointed. After some searching, he found the flickering light moving across the sky. As he watched, the flickering grew in strength, and suddenly, turned into a ball of fire tumbling through the air, plunging towards the coast. The men around him muttered in distress at seeing the deaths of their allies, and although Gorski kept sweeping the skies, he saw no signs of parachutes.  
 
    “What kind of bomber do you think that was?” Dumond asked no one in particular. 
 
    Gorski thought for a moment. “Probably a Wellington. Twin-engined, with a crew of five. Bomber Command prefers them for night raids, I believe.” 
 
    “Five dead men,” Johansen said. “Just like that.” 
 
    “Poor bastards,” Verhoeven muttered. “I’d rather die from a bullet or a grenade than go like that, falling to earth, trapped in a burning plane.” 
 
    No one said anything for a long while, until Johansen pulled the cork on a bottle of wine left by Helene and Ethan. He raised it to his lips and took a long slug, then slapped the cork home and handed the bottle to Verhoeven. One by one, each man took a deep draught of wine, silently toasting the dead men.  
 
    “I don’t want to burn,” Johansen said, breaking the silence. “I have nightmares where I burn. I cannot sleep after them.” 
 
    “It is not a good death,” Gorski said, looking off into the dark. “I have seen it, heard it.” He looked around the camp, the dim glow of the coals revealing each man’s face in flickering colors of yellow and orange. 
 
    “If it comes to it,” he said, “we should kill each other, rather than let fire take us.” 
 
    The other men simply nodded, saying nothing. 
 
    No one slept well that night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Gorski watched through binoculars as the French work parties finished repairing the runway craters. Once the men were done, the Germans used a bulldozer to drive back and forth over the filled craters for over an hour. The tracked vehicle’s weight packed down the loosely-filled earth and made it suitable for landing. Watching the bulldozer, Gorski was reminded of the Hotchkiss tank Verhoeven had seen in town the other night.  
 
    Gorski turned to Dumond, who was sitting watch with him. “What kind of armor does a Hotchkiss tank have?” 
 
    The Frenchman shrugged. “Three, maybe four centimeters in the front hull and turret. Lighter along the sides and rear. Even with our charges, we’d have a difficult time destroying it. Cripple its tracks, maybe. If we were able to sabotage it unawares, we would be able to knock out its engine, perhaps set it on fire. That would require getting close, and unopposed.” 
 
    “Could the Panhard’s main gun penetrate the tank’s armor?” Gorski asked. 
 
    Dumond thought for a moment. “Perhaps. A point-blank hit to the upper hull, maybe. But the tank’s glacis is deeply sloped. Your best bet would be to circle around it and come at the sides or rear. But the tank’s gun would penetrate the Panhard with ease. You would have to make the first shot count.” 
 
    After the bulldozer and its attendants finished their work, a team of German engineers walked the length of the runway, and once they departed, no more work was performed there. The last of the wrecked aircraft were pushed or towed away from the runway by the bulldozer, and men crawled over each of the planes, probably looking to salvage whatever was still functional. Only a couple of the planes had been completely destroyed by the bombing raid - the rest had suffered minor damage from bomb fragments or bits of runway debris. With time, Gorski imagined a few of those would be back in the air again.  
 
    A little before noon, the Revenants heard the sound of aircraft approaching from the south-east. Concealing themselves under nearby foliage, they watched as a dozen Messerschmitt Bf-109 fighter planes approached the aerodrome, circled in formation, and landed, one by one. Each plane taxied off the runway to where the damaged and destroyed planes had sat just hours before, although Gorski noted that these pilots parked their aircraft significantly further apart. As the pilots climbed from their cockpits, Gorski saw how they all gathered around one of their number. 
 
    “That must be him, that’s Kohl,” Gorski said to the others. 
 
    “Lambert?” Dumond said. “What do you think?” 
 
    The Belgian rested his Swedish Mauser across his rucksack, and adjusted the rear sight. He watched for several seconds. 
 
    “I can try, but I wouldn’t be sure. Not at this range. Not without an optic.” 
 
    Gorski shook his head. “No. Maybe if we had an MG-34, we could put a belt or two into that group, chop them to pieces. Then we’d be sure. But no, we’ll have to do it up close, in order to be certain.” 
 
    “In the town?” Johansen asked. “Or on the road?” 
 
    “The road would make it easier to escape,” Gorski replied. “But there is always the chance the pilots get an escort. Killing a dozen men in a couple of staff cars is one thing. But if they’re escorted by a squad or two of infantry, that’s another thing altogether. And there’s the Panhard or the Hotchkiss to think about. If the Germans are paranoid, they might use one of those as an escort.” 
 
    “If it is the town, getting out will be difficult,” Dumond stated. “We were lucky to get the truck out of town last time, but that was because the Germans were spread thin, with so many searching the railyard. If they catch us at a roadblock, we won’t be able to escape.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t use the truck,” Gorski replied. “When we go in, we go in on foot. We can get into town on foot at night if we are careful.” 
 
    After the attack on the gendarmerie, Lambert and the others had driven the truck a kilometer past Paquet’s barn, then turned off the road and onto a narrow cart-path, before parking and hiding it a hundred meters from the road in a dense stand of trees. They hadn’t gone back to check on the vehicle since leaving it there, considering the idea too much of a risk in case the Germans had found it and put it under surveillance. One section of riflemen and a machine-gun team left to watch the truck would ensure any attempt to recover it would end in disaster. 
 
    As they ate their noonday meal, Gorski mulled over their situation in his mind. With only five men, their tactical options were limited, and even carrying machine pistols and grenades, against superior numbers they had little chance of winning a firefight. As he played out every scenario in his mind, at the end such imaginings ended with all five men dead or dying, riddled with bullets and grenade shrapnel. No matter how hard they’d fight, the Germans could always come up with more men and more bullets. It was a simple matter of attrition, and in such matters, the Germans would never be exhausted. 
 
    Gorski sighed and scrubbed his fingers through his short black hair. He was tired, he was sore, and even after two brief dips in the Somme, he felt like he needed a bath. Dragging a dirty finger across his chin, Gorski noted that he needed a shave, as well. He wanted hot food, a glass of whiskey, and clean sheets. He also wanted the company of a woman, he realized, because Helene had been the first woman he’d spent any real time conversing with in over a year. Now and then during their time in Scotland, Gorski and the others would venture into town, but they didn’t interact much with the locals. Aside from ordering a drink or two, or purchasing something from a store, he’d had no female companionship of any kind since bedding a young woman shortly before the Germans invaded France.  
 
    Gorski forked out the last bit of canned bully beef from his tin and ate it, thinking of the evening ahead. He did not hate Kohl, aside from the fact the man was German. He didn’t know if Kohl was a devout National Socialist, if he hated Poles and Jews, or if he was simply a soldier, doing a soldier’s duty to his country. But the one thing Gorski did know was that Kohl was dangerous in the cockpit of a fighter plane, a man with a talent for slaughter. If he wasn’t killed, Kohl would be in the air over France every chance he could get, killing British airmen. Gorski thought back to the doomed bomber they’d seen last night, plummeting to earth with its engine on fire. As long as Kohl lived, that’d happen again and again, five men dead every time.  
 
    Looking around their encampment, Gorski watched Dumond hold a wine bottle upside down over his upturned, open mouth, thumping the bottle to catch the last couple of drops. Next to him, Verhoeven cleaned and oiled his Browning 1922 automatic, checking every part and ensuring all was in good working order. Lambert sat across from Gorski, the German stick grenade in his hand. Lambert had two of the dual-purpose charges and he was carefully forming them around the grenade’s explosive cylinder, using a length of wire to fasten the charges to the grenade, fragmentation side outward. Once primed and thrown, the modified grenade would be shockingly potent. 
 
    Of Johansen, there was no sign. The Norwegian was taking his turn standing guard, and Gorski knew he was somewhere to the south-west of their position, in the direction of the town. Although he was still nearly impossible to read, Gorski thought Johansen was handling the stresses of the mission surprisingly well, a real relief after the man’s violent behavior on the first day. Gorski wasn’t going to forget what happened or stop keeping a close eye on Johansen, but for the time being, he was content to believe the man wasn’t an immediate problem. 
 
    They were five men, men who’d already been written off as dead by their respective governments. Gorski did not want to die, nor did any of his companions. But, he reflected, they were not men who would otherwise serve in any great capacity towards continuing the war effort. He would do his best to ensure they made it out of this situation alive, but if they did not, he decided he would spend their lives to ensure Kohl died. 
 
    Five men who were already dead, balanced against the five men aboard every bomber Kohl would shoot down? Gorski decided that would be more than a fair exchange. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Although it was a risk, the Revenants left their position an hour before sunset, and began moving towards the town. Each man wore his rucksack and carried a machine pistol, although Dumond and Lambert wore their MP-38s slung, their own personal long guns in hand and ready. Gorski had decided the looted Mauser rifles weren’t worth bringing along, and so they’d left them behind, buried under a tree along with their ammunition.  
 
    The five men proceeded at a slow, steady pace, spread out ten meters between each man. Lambert took point twenty meters ahead of everyone else, the Belgian’s superior woodcraft making him the natural choice to guide them into Abbeville. Gorski led the rest of them, his machine pistol in hand, the bolt locked back and ready to fire. It’d been two days since their attack on the gendarmerie, and although Gorski was sure the Germans were still on alert, he had no idea if they still thought the saboteurs were in the area or not. Either way, Gorski didn’t want to enter town until after dark, so they proceeded slowly, carefully, and silently, until they were on the opposite side of a backyard hedge on the outskirts of town. 
 
    The sun had dipped below the horizon a quarter-hour before, and the sky to the west was growing darker by the minute. Using only hand gestures, Gorski directed his men to move south along the hedge, passing one backyard after another, until they came to a gap a few meters across where a narrow path gave them a way into town. At this point, Gorski moved Verhoeven up to take point. The Dutchman slung his machine pistol, then drew his suppressed automatic. The five men moved along the path, then at a signal from Verhoeven, waited until a pair of bicyclists passed them by. One by one, they crossed the road and moved into an alley, each man ducking into shadow, eyes scanning for any sign of movement, any hint of their discovery. 
 
    When there was no alarm, Gorski gave the signal for them to continue. Over the course of an hour, the five men moved from one end of town to the other, one alleyway at a time. It was clear that a curfew was in effect, because aside from the bicyclists they’d seen before crossing the first street, the only other people moving about Abbeville were German soldiers and French gendarmes on patrol. As they’d seen two days before, the Germans moved in half-squads of five men, four Soldaten carrying rifles, and one junior non-commissioned officer, a Gefreiter or a Feldwebel, carrying a machine pistol. In each group there were several men carrying stick grenades as well. One more than one occasion, a motorized patrol passed by, either a truck or a Kübelwagen, equipped with a pintle-mounted machine gun, a German soldier manning the weapon and ready to put it to use at the first hint of trouble. Gorski knew that even if they were detected by a patrol, and they wiped it out with a hail of bullets, there was little hope of them escaping the area. They’d be surrounded, cut off, and butchered in an alley or doorway. 
 
    When they reached the ruined store, it was clear no one had performed any further work on it in the time since Gorski and Verhoeven had been there. After circling the block to make sure there were no Germans lying in wait for them, Gorski performed a brief reconnaissance of the ground floor and the cellar. The ginger-furred tomcat was gone, either out prowling for mice, or possibly scared away by Helene’s visit. Beyond the cat’s absence, Gorski found nothing suspicious, and so he signaled for the others to come inside, while Verhoeven stayed in the shadows of the ground floor to serve as a lookout. Once the three other Revenants were in the cellar, Gorski lit a candle, and they searched for the information and supplies Helene was supposed to have left for them. 
 
    Helene had been clever. She’d dug a shallow hole in one corner, and after placing her cache there, simply placed a few pieces of wooden debris on top. Along with the glass jugs of water, bread, cheese, and cold chicken, she had left an envelope containing several roughly handwritten pages of information. Bringing them over to the table with the candle, Gorski sat down and began to read. 
 
    According to Helene, Kohl had, indeed, landed at the aerodrome that afternoon. The owner of The Red Hen, a local tavern, had contacted Helene asking for some specific vintages of wine, as well as cognac and several bottles of champagne. When Helene asked the owner what prompted such a delivery, he’d told her that a dozen Luftwaffe pilots had arrived that day, and were looking to celebrate their return to the aerodrome. There was no doubt in Helene’s mind that the pilots were Kohl and his fellow aviators. She wrote that they had delivered the spirits and overheard the reservations were for nine o’clock that evening, and the staff at The Red Hen knew these particular patrons, and expected to stay and work well into the small hours of the night. In fact, they’d even been granted curfew passes by the gendarmes, because the staff wouldn’t likely be sent home until hours after the curfew deadline. 
 
    Gorski checked his watch and saw it was 2130 hours, or a half hour after Kohl and his fellow pilots should have arrived at the tavern. Along with the note giving Kohl’s plans for the evening, Helene had included a hand-drawn sketch map of where The Red Hen was located in relation to where Gorski was now. In addition, she’d included in the sketch where the German garrison was stationed, noting that both the armored car and the Hotchkiss tank were, as of that afternoon, parked near the garrison, which happened to be Abbeville’s largest hotel.  
 
    After having read it once, Gorski had the three other men not on watch gather around the candle-lit table and examine Helene’s map, while he read aloud the notes she had left. Johansen, Dumond, and Lambert digested the information in silence, while each of them memorized the sketch map, noting their position, the location of The Red Hen, and the German garrison’s headquarters. Although the town was not particularly large, even the modest distances in between the locations would take time to cover and remain undetected by the patrols moving around Abbeville that night.  
 
    “So, now we know,” Dumond said after Gorski was finished. “We must strike tonight, if we are to be successful. But if we attack Kohl at The Red Hen, the Boche will swarm us like angry hornets. We will never make it out of town.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way,” Gorski said. “Remember, we must never give the Germans a fair fight. Our way must always be to strike where they are the weakest, or where they least expect it. We use surprise and firepower to our advantage, and escape before they know what’s happened.” 
 
    “How?” Johansen asked. 
 
    Gorski stared at the map on the table for a minute. Finally, a smile grew on his lips.  
 
    “Henri, please prepare the food Helene left for us. While we eat, I will explain.” 
 
    The other Revenants gave Gorski quizzical looks, but as they ate, they listened to his plan, and by the time he was finished, they were smiling as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The five men lurked in the shadowed alleyway opposite the hotel used by the Germans as their garrison in Abbeville. Two men stood as guards outside the building, rifles in hand, and although there were no lights visible through the blackout curtains, the faint sounds of a radio came from the top floor of the three-story building. Out front, the dark shapes of the Hotchkiss tank and the Panhard armored car sat silent and unattended. A Kübelwagen was parked close to the hotel’s front door, but there were no other military vehicles in sight. Gorski figured the rest of the garrison’s transportation was being used to patrol the town.  
 
    After everyone had gotten a good look at the front of the hotel, the Revenants slipped away to the other end of the alley before turning to Gorski, who used hand signals to give his orders. The others nodded, and without a word spoken, Lambert and Verhoeven disappeared around the corner of the alley. Gorski watched the two men depart and wondered if this was the last time he’d see his comrades. A tap on the shoulder from Dumond reminded Gorski that time was of the essence, and so he led them out of the alley in the direction opposite from where the other two Revenants had traveled. 
 
    The three men made their way to The Red Hen, and even a block away, they heard laughter and voices raised in drunken merriment. When they finally emerged from a narrow side-street, the Revenants saw a trio of civilian vehicles - all sedans of one variety or another - parked bumper to bumper in front of the tavern, each of them attended by a soldier with a slung rifle or machine pistol. The three men outside seemed bored, each of them leaning against the bonnet of their respective vehicle, two of them smoking cigarettes while the third kicked idly at one of his sedan’s tires.  
 
    Moving with care, Gorski led Dumond and Johansen towards the rear of the tavern. From there, a sliver of light was visible, spilling out from a the rear entrance, the door slightly ajar. Gorski stepped closer and peered inside through the narrow opening, and saw someone, a man carrying a tray piled with empty plates, walk past the door. The clatter of flatware and the splash of water was audible.  
 
    “Two more bottles of wine!” a man said beyond the door. “A good thing they’ve got drivers, because none of them would make it home alive, pilots or no!” 
 
    “Would that we would all be so lucky,” a woman muttered angrily. 
 
    “Shhhhhh!” the man replied. “Watch your tongue!” 
 
    Gorski heard the woman answer with a derisive snort. “They’re making such a noise, they can’t hear anything we say.” 
 
    “That’s not a bet worth risking your life on,” the man admonished. “Nor mine as well. Just fetch the bottles for them, and be quick about it. We don’t want them making any trouble.” 
 
    Gorski turned to Dumond and Johansen, and letting his machine pistol hang from its sling, communicated with them using gestures and hand signals. 
 
    Two civilians. We get them out. Dumond and I attack from here. Johansen to the front. When we attack, kill the drivers. 
 
    The two other men nodded, and Johansen moved away, his machine pistol at the ready. Gorski looked at the luminous dial of his wristwatch, then he met Dumond’s gaze and nodded, holding up one finger. 
 
    One minute. 
 
    The seconds passed. Inside, Gorski heard footsteps as someone returned from the front of the room, and glassware clinked together. The woman muttered something unintelligible, and the man chuckled, but said nothing in return. A cabinet door closed with a hard clacking sound, and a chair moved across a hardwood floor.  
 
    Gorski glanced again at his watch, then nodded. He drew his pistol and let his MP-38 hang from its strap. Taking a deep breath, he let it out, then slowly opened the door, stepping inside. 
 
    The tavern’s kitchen was tidy and well-maintained. Glassware and dishes were stacked near a large porcelain sink, and an icebox stood in one corner. Wine racks lined an entire wall, and at least a dozen bottles stood on a counter-top along the interior wall. There was no window open to the sitting room, but there was a three-quarter door opposite him that evidently led to the room beyond, where he heard several men speaking loudly in German, apparently having a spirited argument. 
 
    In the kitchen, two people sat at a table, the man and woman Gorski heard earlier. They were middle-aged, both slightly overweight, and both wore aprons. They turned as he entered, and their eyes grew wide when they saw his weapon. Gorski pointed his pistol at the woman’s face, then brought his finger to his lips and shook his head, The man froze, while the woman made an almost-silent, high-pitched whining sound, before Gorski took a step forward and shook his head again, then gestured towards the sitting room with his pistol. The woman closed her eyes and clapped her hand across her mouth, shaking her own head in terror, but the man looked Gorski in the eye, otherwise remaining stock still.  
 
    Gorski stepped to the side, then pointed towards the outside door. After a moment’s incomprehension, the color drained from the man’s face, and he shook his head vehemently, but Gorski replied by cocking back the hammer of his pistol and putting the muzzle against the woman’s head. This caused her to shudder in fear, but it got the point across, for the man put up his hands in surrender, then took the woman’s hand. Gorski again gestured for the two of them to move through the back door, and he followed them outside. As soon as they entered the alleyway behind the tavern, Gorski pulled the door shut to the point just before the latch caught, then turned to the man, who was facing away from him and blinded by the sudden darkness. Gorski used the de-cocking lever of his pistol to safely drop its hammer, then whipped the barrel of the pistol across the back of the tavern-keeper’s head. The man grunted and his knees folded, dropping him to the ground just as Gorski heard the sound of a fist connecting with the woman’s skull. She let out a soft moan and fell next to her husband, knocked senseless by Dumond.  
 
    The civilians out of the way, Gorski stepped up to the door again and opened it a few centimeters, peeking through to make sure no one was investigating the couple’s absence. When he saw nothing and heard the same unconcerned babble of voices coming from the room beyond, he stepped inside, followed by Dumond. Gorski looked to his watch again, then frowned, but as he turned to his companion, the sound of several distant explosions in rapid succession came from the east, the direction of the German garrison. All conversation in the next room halted, and raising his machine pistol, Gorski shouldered aside the door and stepped into the sitting room. 
 
    The Luftwaffe pilots occupied three of the room's five tables, four men sitting at each table. None of them were looking in the direction of the kitchen door when Gorski walked into the room, as several men were standing and pulling back the edges of blackout curtains, trying to see where the explosions had come from. One man, a young Leutnant by the insignia on his uniform, turned and saw Gorski and Dumond raising their weapons, but he only had time to open his mouth, eyes wide as saucers, before Gorski’s finger found the trigger of his machine pistol. 
 
    The MP-38 roared, and the first burst of slugs tore away the top half of the young officer’s skull, spraying the wall behind him with blood, bone, and brains. Finger clamped to the trigger, Gorski walked the torrent of nine-millimeter bullets across the three other men at the table, emptying the thirty-two round magazine. Uniformed bodies jerked and twitched, arms flailing spasmodically as the slugs ripped through bodies and shredded flesh, spraying blood across the white tablecloth. One man kicked out and fell backwards, his chair hitting another pilot seated at the table next to him, while the two others shuddered in death, slumping in their chairs, bits of broken glass and porcelain decorating their blood-soaked uniforms. 
 
    Next to Gorski, Dumond blasted two Germans into oblivion with his sawn-off shotgun, the first spray of buckshot nearly decapitating one man as it tore through his throat, while the second punched a hole in another man’s chest. His shotgun empty, Dumond drew his revolver left-handed from its holster while his right thumb tripped the shotgun’s latch, dropping the barrels and kicking the spent shells over Dumond’s shoulder. The Frenchman raised his revolver and pulled the trigger as the sights lined up on the face of a third man. The large-framed Smith & Wesson boomed, and a .45 caliber slug punched through the man’s eye socket, blowing a fist-sized hole out the back of his head. Dumond shifted aim, then double-actioned another round into the upper chest of the last man at his table, knocking the man out of his chair. Dumond took a step forward, then fired again into the side of the man’s head as the German sprawled onto the floor.  
 
    The first eight Germans were dead in seconds, and the two Revenants hadn’t even finished their work before three short bursts from a machine pistol signaled the deaths of the three drivers outside the tavern, each of them cut down by Johansen. The four Germans still alive at the center table had enough time to slide back their chairs and throw themselves at the nearest cover, but it was a completely futile gesture. Only one of the pilots had the impulse to claw at the buckled holster at his waist, and he was the first to die. Not bothering to reload his MP-38, Gorski drew his automatic and shot the man three times, twice in the chest and once in the head for good measure. The pilot spasmed and died with his service weapon still holstered. 
 
    Gorski let the smoking machine pistol hang from its strap around his neck, and he drew the .32 automatic he’d taken from the gendarme at the checkpoint. Stepping around the table, he kicked aside an overturned chair, and as Dumond executed another German crawling for cover, Gorski stood over the last two Germans as the men threw chairs aside and tried to overturn their table for protection. A pistol in each hand, Gorski emptied the weapons into the backs of the two men, knocking them flat on their faces. Dumond approached, sliding two shells into the shotgun’s breech, then snapping the weapon closed as he kicked over one of the men Gorski had just shot. The dying German, his chest sodden with blood from the 9mm slugs that’d passed clear through his body, wore the insignia of a Hauptman, and an Iron Cross hung at his throat.  
 
    It was Kohl. The ace fighter pilot’s eyes rolled and he coughed up a spray of bright red blood. He turned his head slowly, as Dumond lowered the twin muzzles of his shotgun.  
 
    “Do it,” Gorski ordered. 
 
    Dumond fired both barrels at point-blank range, and Kohl’s head vanished, spraying everything within a meter in an explosion of gore. Pocketing the .32 automatic, Gorski reached down and tore the Iron Cross from Kohl’s headless corpse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    The front door of The Red Hen slammed open, and Gorski stepped out, sweeping the muzzle of his reloaded MP-38 from side to side, searching for targets. Dumond followed, his shotgun at the ready, but there was no opposition, only Johansen, cutting the magazine pouches from one of the dead drivers and throwing them through the open window of the nearest Renault sedan. Gorski saw Johansen had already used his bayonet on the tires of the other two sedans.  
 
    A whistle came from the east, and Gorski turned, seeing Verhoeven and Lambert running towards them. There was the roar of an automobile engine, and a Kübelwagen sped around the corner a block behind the two men. Gorski saw the shape of a man leaning out the passenger-side window holding a weapon that sent a long burst of slugs over the Revenants’ heads, and Lambert dropped to his knee, raised his Swedish Mauser and took only a split second to aim before he fired. Gorski saw the flashing muzzle of the German’s machine pistol drop downwards, firing wildly into the street for a moment before the weapon tumbled from the dead man’s hands. Next to Lambert, Verhoeven shouldered his MP-38 and emptied its 32-round magazine into the oncoming Kübelwagen, and the little automobile swerved and slammed into the side of a storefront thirty meters away. 
 
    In moments, the five men were together again. Dumond took the driver’s seat, while Gorski sat next to him and the other three men piled into the back. Before the sedan’s doors were even closed, Dumond had the engine started and the transmission in first gear, the Renault’s big engine growling as he stomped on the accelerator. Gorski and the men in the back lowered the sedan’s windows and poked the muzzles of their machines pistols outside. Somewhere in the town, the air raid siren was howling in alarm.  
 
    “Report,” Gorski ordered, not taking his gaze from the street even for a moment. 
 
    “Not as successful as we had hoped,” Verhoeven replied. “I wasn’t able to get near the tank, but I was able to plant a pair of charges on the belly of the Panhard. When they blew, Adrien threw that improved grenade into the hotel lobby after I took care of the two guards. I tossed a grenade onto one of the tank’s treads, but I have no idea if that did anything or not. Maybe it cracked the linking pin, or a track link, but that would be it. A well-trained crew could fix-” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Gorski cut him off. “Did you encounter any other resistance?” 
 
    “Just the Kübelwagen,” Lambert spoke up.  
 
    “We’re getting near a checkpoint!” Dumond shouted. 
 
    Gorski peered into the darkness, and saw a German with a flashlight signalling him, while two others lifted their weapons. They stood next to a flatbed truck with a pintle-mounted MG-34 fixed to the back. A fourth man was trying to climb up onto the truck’s tailgate to reach the machine gun. 
 
    “Lambert, say something to them!” Gorski ordered. 
 
    The Belgian was seated between Johansen and Verhoeven, and he leaned past the Dutchman and stuck his head out the sedan’s window. 
 
    “Make way!” he shouted in German. “Hauptmann Kohl has been wounded! Make way, you idiots!” 
 
    The Germans all looked at each other in confusion as Dumond slowed the Renault, then brought it around in a sharp turn before slamming on the brakes, stopping the sedan with the passenger-side door towards the Germans. Without hesitation, Gorski and Verhoeven thrust their MP-38s forward and emptied the weapons into the guards. Gorski raked the man with the electric torch from groin to helmet, before shifting his aim and walking his fire across the bed of the truck and into the machine-gunner, who had just reached his weapon. The man jerked and stumbled back off the flatbed as the 9mm slugs tore through his guts. Verhoeven’s fusillade of auto-fire sawed back and forth across the two remaining guards, riddling each man with a half-dozen bullets and sending them sprawling. 
 
    Gorski took a moment to jump out of the sedan and pull a stick grenade from the belt of the man who’d been holding the torch. He twisted off the buttcap and yanked on the ignition cord, then tossed the grenade onto the flatbed before he stepped back inside the sedan, slapped the dashboard and shouted, “Go, go, go!” The sedan was a dozen meters away when the grenade blew, and Gorski looked back to see the wrecked MG-34 spin through the air. A few seconds later, they passed the last of Abbeville’s buildings, and left the town behind. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Gorski muttered. “We could’ve really used that machine gun.” 
 
    “We don’t have the time,” Verhoeven reminded him. “Besides, it is a little cramped back here already.” 
 
    “Ammunition count?” Gorski asked his men. 
 
    They took a moment to tally up magazines and grenades. Between the five of them, they had four Mills bombs and about four magazines apiece for the MP-38s. Dumond and Lambert had plenty for their own long guns, and everyone had sufficient ammunition for their sidearms. In addition, they still had a half-dozen explosive charges, although they were limited in their means of setting them off, only having pencil timers and pull-fuzes that detonated immediately. Gorski made a mental note that, if they ever got out of this alive, he’d add grenade-type fuze detonators to their demolition kits, so they could use the charges as improvised grenades. 
 
    Setting such thoughts aside, Gorski pulled the regional map from his coat, and with Lambert leaning forward in his seat holding a small, red-lensed flashlight, Gorski traced the road they were on with his finger.  
 
    “There’s going to be a left-hand turn in a couple of kilometers,” he told Dumond. “That should take us west. We follow that road for five more kilometers, then turn north, towards the coast.” 
 
    “What time is it?” Dumond asked, not wanting to take his eyes from the road. He was doing an admirable job of driving in the dark without using his headlights, but it took all of his concentration. 
 
    Gorski looked at his wristwatch. “Just past 2300 hours.” 
 
    Dumond grunted with displeasure. “We’re not expecting the boat until at least midnight, yes?” 
 
    “We can’t even be certain it will be there at all,” Gorski replied. “But yes, that’s the arranged hour.” 
 
    When the mission was being planned, it had been decided it was too risky for the recovery craft to return to the French coastline every twenty-four hours. Instead, they agreed that the motor gunboat would sit a few kilometers off shore every other night between the hours of midnight and four in the morning, to ensure it made it back into friendly waters before sunrise.  
 
    “At this speed, we’ll be at the coast in twenty minutes,” Dumond said. “Half an hour is a long time to stand in the surf letting your feet get wet, while the Boche close in on us.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about the timetable,” Gorski snapped. “Here it is, take the turn. Go about twenty meters in and then stop. We’re going to wire charges across this road and the next.” 
 
    Dumond slowed the sedan and took the left-hand turn, then pulled off onto the side of the narrow road shortly after. Gorski stepped out of the sedan and grabbed his rucksack.  
 
    “Verhoeven, you take Johansen and guard the road back to Abbeville,” Gorski ordered. “Lambert, come with me. Dumond, keep the engine running.” 
 
    Gorski and the three other Revenants jogged back to the intersection. It was dark and there were no signs of any homes nearby, and all was quiet except for the continuing wail of the air raid siren off in the distance. When they reached the intersection, Gorski looked left and right, alert for any signs of pursuit, but there was nothing. As Lambert and Johansen continued south and got into position, Gorski pointed to two trees on opposite sides of the road.  
 
    “I’ll run wires between these,” he said. “ Do the same about twenty meters after the turn. We’ll use a doubled charge on each. Make sure the fragmentation facing is pointed at the road.” 
 
    “We’ve practiced this a time or two, you know,” Verhoeven said. “I think I know what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Quickly, now,” Gorski answered. 
 
    They worked in the dark, performing their tasks largely by feel and the memories of many nights of field exercises back in Scotland. Gorski took two charges from his bag and bound them, one right above the other, to the trunk of a tree a couple of meters off the road. He fitted the pull-fuze igniter to the top charge, and tied wire to the pull-ring. Reaching up, he ran the wire over the top of a low branch, and then walked across the road, careful to not put too much tension on the wire. On the other side of the road, Gorski carefully tied the wire around the trunk of a young sapling. Anything that hit the wire would pull on it, using the branch above the pull-fuze to turn horizontal motion into vertical and pull the ring from the igniter. The first charge’s blast would sympathetically detonate the second charge, and the buckshot imbedded in the explosives would shred anything in the road between the two trees. 
 
    As he finished, Gorski heard the faint sounds of engines coming from the south, towards Abbeville. Shouldering his rucksack, he readied his machine pistol and jogged up the road towards Lambert and Johansen. The two men were prone along the side of the road, their weapons pointed towards the oncoming vehicles. Gorski saw the first gleam of light from the headlights several hundred meters away and raised his binoculars to get a better view. The two vehicles - one sedan and one open-topped flatbed transport - were risking the light from their headlights because they were driving at breakneck speed.  
 
    “Fall back towards the car,” Gorski told the two men. “But get ready. The lead car will trip the wire, but we don’t want to be anywhere near the blast when those hundred buckshot go flying.” 
 
    The men fell back through the woods towards the Renault on the other road. Gorski ran up to the driver’s window, motioning for Dumond to drive on. 
 
    “Continue on a hundred meters, then wait for us. Those oncoming Germans are going to hit the first charge in a few seconds, and we’ll mop up after.” 
 
    Dumond nodded and shifted into gear, motoring away. The four remaining men dropped down into the cover of the forest on the side of the west-bound road opposite the oncoming vehicles.  
 
    “Lambert, you’ll stay here and pick off anyone who tries to come this way,” Gorski said. “We’ll advance once the charges blow and engage the survivors.” 
 
    By now, the two vehicles were plainly visible, and Gorski was even able to make out the man standing behind the truck’s cab, manning the MG-34. If that German was paying attention and didn’t let himself get distracted, he could make the Revenant’s lives very difficult.  
 
    The sedan - a gendarme vehicle by its markings - hit the tripwire at close to forty kilometers an hour. However, the speed at which military-grade explosive detonates made the vehicle’s speed irrelevant. The half-kilogram charge alone would have been enough to incapacitate the sedan, but it was the one hundred buckshot, moving far faster than any shotgun blast would normally send them, that really did the damage. A cloud of broken glass sprayed meters away from the opposite side of the vehicle, and the Renault rocked over, two wheels lifting off the ground for a moment before slamming back down onto the road. The sedan swerved, fishtailed, and spun almost halfway around, coming to rest just before the flatbed transport plowed into it at nearly full speed, the driver having only enough time to slam on the brakes the instant before impact. 
 
    Although the cargo truck was sturdy enough to not be completely destroyed by the collision, the men sitting in the cargo bed were not so fortunate. Gorski saw the machine-gunner somersault over the top of the cab, arms flailing, then bounce off the wreckage of the sedan before finally sliding off the car’s bonnet and landing, face-first, in the road. None of the others fell out of the truck, but Gorski imagined they’d all smashed into a great twitching heap against the back of the truck’s cab, rifle barrels and helmets and all other manner of weapons and equipment jabbing and slamming into tender, unprepared flesh. Gorski wouldn’t have been surprised if the impact alone hadn’t killed one or two of the men in the back of the truck, and seriously injured several others. 
 
    But the Revenants weren’t going to wait around before finding out. Gorski, Verhoeven, and Johansen rose up and moved forward at a crouch, weapons up, as they shook out into a three-man skirmish line. They shifted over to the western side of the road, approaching the two vehicles from the right. Verhoeven drew his suppressed .32 automatic, and with a single muffled shot, ended the life of the twitching German machine-gunner who, although broken and bloodied, was still alive when they reached him. As they passed along the side of the crumpled Renault, Gorski caught a glimpse of moonlit gendarmerie insignia on the nearly-decapitated driver’s blood-soaked uniform. One look past the driver and into the shredded cab of the sedan told Gorski no one else in the vehicle was alive, never mind a threat. The explosive-driven buckshot had riddled the sedan with holes from bumper to bumper, turning the entire body into one gigantic sieve, and the three other men in the sedan had been reduced to mincemeat, the inside of the vehicle thickly painted in blood and bits of tissue. 
 
    The cries of pain and confusion from the back of the transport reminded Gorski that their job wasn’t done yet. He used hand signals to get Johansen’s attention, and the Norwegian reached into his musette bag and produced one of their few remaining Mills bombs. Pulling the pin, Johansen used a soft underhand throw, lobbing the grenade into the cab of the truck. There was a shout, and a second later, the crack of the grenade. Glass and unrecognizable human remains sprayed out of the cab’s windows, and Gorski felt something wet hit his face. Using a gesture, he had the men fan out, and bringing up their MP-38s, they cut loose on the back of the transport, chopping up wounded and struggling men with short, precise bursts of automatic fire. One German managed to make it over the other side of the flatbed, but Verhoeven dropped to his belly and killed the escapee before he crawled more than a meter.  
 
    When the slaughter was over, Gorski sent Johansen and Verhoeven up onto the flatbed to collect any grenades or MP-38 magazines, while he stood watch, eying the road back to Abbeville. His ears were too abused by the explosions and gunfire to hear anything, but he saw no glimmer of headlights. With luck, the Germans would pause at the ambush site long enough to give them the time they needed to escape. 
 
    “Johansen!” Gorski called up to the Norwegian on the back of the truck. 
 
    “Almost done,” Johansen replied. 
 
    “Not yet,” Gorski said. “We need to leave a message.” 
 
    “Yes?” Johansen asked. 
 
    “Take out your butcher’s blade,” Gorski answered, “and cut off a few heads.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Flash the signal again.” 
 
    Gorski scanned the dark horizon of the Channel waters with his binoculars, searching for any acknowledging signal from the recovery boat, but even as his eyes strained to penetrate the darkness, he saw nothing. 
 
    “Are you sure we’re at the right spot?” Dumond asked, his tone nervous. The big Frenchman crouched next to Gorski, facing inland, the buttstock of his shotgun tucked into his shoulder. 
 
    “I triple-checked the location on the map,” Gorski answered. “We’re half a kilometer north-west of that turn, and that puts us right where we should be waiting.” 
 
    “Even if we were several hundred meters in error along the beach in one direction or another,” Lambert added, “the boat should be far enough out to see us regardless. When you’re five kilometers from shore, a half-kilometer in either direction along the beach is negligible. If they’re looking for us, they’d see us.” 
 
    Gorski lowered the binoculars for a moment and looked at the luminous dial of his wristwatch. The time read five minutes past midnight. They were, in theory, right on time, but all it would take is a brief delay on the other side of the Channel to make their rendezvous late, and the other party wouldn’t necessarily expect Gorski and his men to be at the pickup point right at midnight, anyhow.  
 
    The second explosive, the one placed thirty meters after the turn, had detonated fifteen minutes ago. They’d heard the distant sound of the blast while still on the road, and Gorski had smiled, knowing that the gruesome sight of the severed German heads he’d used to decorate several tree branches at the intersection had distracted and enraged the Germans. They’d no doubt rushed ahead without looking for a trap, and the sound of the blast meant they’d paid for their recklessness. 
 
    Now, another sound reached his ears, the metallic squeaking and grinding of tank treads, coming from the direction of the road. 
 
    “They’ve brought up the Hotchkiss,” Gorski said. 
 
    Dumond grunted next to him. “They figure those charges aren’t going to do more than scratch its paintwork.” 
 
    “And they are right,” Gorski replied. “We don’t have anything left that can hurt that beast. Lambert, the signal again, please.” 
 
    As Lambert flashed the signal out into the Channel again, Gorski heard the sound of the tank’s treads diminish, then stop. A few seconds later, there was another explosion. 
 
    “They found the car,” Dumond muttered. 
 
    “Whoever opened that door,” Lambert said, as he finished the signal, “they’ll need a bucket and a scrub brush to get the poor bastard’s bits and pieces off the tank’s armor plating.” 
 
    Gorski had rigged one of their last charges inside the Renault’s cab in such a way that opening either of the sedan’s front doors would activate a pull fuze and set off the charge. They’d left the sedan at the edge of the road, about half a kilometer away.  
 
    “There!” Lambert said, raising his voice just a little and pointing out across the water. “A signal flash.” 
 
    “Repeat the signal,” Gorski told him, raising the binoculars to get a better look. A moment later, he saw the acknowledgment signal from the recovery boat. 
 
    “Send the following,” Gorski instructed. “Success. Enemy close. Send launch now.” 
 
    As Lambert sent the message, there was a low whistle from the woods behind them, and Verhoeven emerged from behind a tree.  
 
    “You heard the charge?” he asked. 
 
    Gorski nodded. “How many?” 
 
    “Three transport trucks, a pair of Kübelwagen, and that damned tank. Probably a reinforced platoon’s worth of Heer infantry,” Verhoeven answered. “Last I saw, they were shaking out by five-man sections, getting ready to start their search sweep.” 
 
    “How much time do you think we have?” Gorski asked.  
 
    Verhoeven shook his head. “I don’t know. We left enough presents along the way here that I’m betting they are going to advance slowly and carefully. That doesn’t mean they won’t find us, though. Once they get to the beach, there’s no way we’ll be able to board the launch and get away without being seen.” 
 
    “Response from the recovery craft,” Lambert announced. “Message reads: Hold fast. We are coming.” 
 
    Gorski glanced back in the direction of the road. There was five hundred meters of trees and brush between them and the Germans, but if one of them heard the sounds of a motor boat, they’d descend on the beach like a pack of grey-clad wolves, heedless of booby-traps or ambush. It would be a race against time, and Gorski suspected the winner would be the Germans. 
 
    Someone would have to slow them down, buy time for the other men to escape. Gorski knew that someone had to be him. He turned to Verhoeven. 
 
    “Give me your pistol and your spare magazines,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” Verhoeven answered. 
 
    “Because I said so,” Gorski told him. “I’m going to make a bit of a fuss, draw the Germans away.” 
 
    “The hell you are,” Johansen said, speaking for the first time since they’d arrived at the beach. 
 
    “He’s right,” Dumond spoke up. “We all get off the beach, or none of us do. There’s no other option.” 
 
    “This isn’t open for discussion,” Gorski snapped. “I lead here. That means it’s my responsibility to see you get away. If we all get caught, then the Boche win, and that’s not going to happen. Now, give me your pistol.” 
 
    Verhoeven cursed and drew his Browning automatic, then pulled several spare magazines from his coat pocket. He handed them off to Gorski, who slung his MP-38 over his shoulder. Johansen pulled one of their last remaining Mills bombs and two German stick grenades from his musette bag and gave them to Gorski.  
 
    “Save the last for yourself,” he said. 
 
    Gorski nodded, then pointed out towards the beach. “When the boat gets here, no waiting. Get aboard and shove off. I’m going to try and draw them north, up along the coast. If I can get away, well, I’ll go underground and send word somehow.” 
 
    With that, he turned and moved through the brush, heading in the direction of the road. He drew back the slide of Verhoeven’s automatic and saw the gleam of brass inside. The four spare magazines, each holding nine cartridges, gave him fifty-four rounds. He’d probably wear out the suppressor before he ran out of ammunition, and he had his Vis 9mm and the MP-38 as well. Indeed, ammunition was the least of his problems.  
 
    Gorski moved through the brush as quickly as he was able, trading a little silence for speed. After all, he was hoping to draw the Germans away from the landing site, not stay unnoticed. After about two hundred meters, he heard a voice call out ahead of him, perhaps a hundred meters away. Crouching and peering around a tree, Gorski caught the gleam of moonlight off of a bayonet fitted to the end of a rifle, The Germans, five of them, were moving right in his direction, and if unchecked, would emerge on the beach within spitting distance of Gorski’s men. 
 
    Moving quickly, he slipped through the brush, moving laterally to his left. When he’d covered maybe twenty meters, Gorski took a knee next to a thick tree trunk, and bracing his arm against it, sighted down the length of the Browning. The sights were small and low-profile, and they barely cleared the suppressor tube at the end of the weapon, making them all but useless at this range, perhaps seventy meters. But Gorski didn’t need precision, he just needed to get rounds in proximity to the target. 
 
    Taking a shallow breath and holding it, he began to fire, the Browning giving a cough with every shot. In a couple of seconds he’d emptied the nine-round magazine, and in that time, there had been shouts and a couple of gunshots from the Germans, but without any muzzle flash, they had only a general idea of where Gorski was. One of them, probably the section leader, scythed through the trees with a long burst from a machine pistol, but none of the shots came within a meter of Gorski.  
 
    Someone in the Germans’ section blew a metallic whistle, and immediately several other whistles responded. Gorski reloaded the Browning and kept moving to his left, towards the north-east and away from his men. In the distance, he heard the roar of an engine, and the unmistakable squeak of tank treads, as the Germans readied the Hotchkiss tank. He guessed the tank would serve as the anchor point of the advance, with a squad supporting the tank and one squad to each of its flanks, all of them pushing in his direction. Ahead, perhaps forty meters away, someone swept the beam of a flashlight through the trees.  
 
    Gorski went low, sighted the pistol, and fired three shots rapid-fire. Someone shouted in pain and the flashlight swung in his general direction a moment later, followed by a burst of rifle fire. A fist-sized chunk of wood exploded from a tree trunk an arm’s length from Gorski, a splinter gouging the back of his neck. Scuttling away to his left, he brought himself out of the cone of the German’s fire, long enough to prepare and arm one of the stick grenades Johansen had given him. Standing up for a moment, Gorski drew back his arm and threw the grenade as hard as he could, arcing it high overhead and dropping it a few meters from the men with the light.  
 
    The grenade exploded with a flash and the light went out, followed by a long, high-pitched scream of agony, and Gorski used the distraction to run charging through the brush as fast as he could without slamming face-first into a tree. There was gunfire to his right, and he heard bullets tearing into trees and snapping off branches behind him, but again, none of the gunfire came his way, although the rifles and machine pistols were now accompanied by the roar of light machine guns, what sounded like a pair of MG-34s hammering long bursts of slugs through the brush. 
 
    Suddenly, a fusillade of gunfire tore through the trees right in front of him, and Gorski gasped in pain as a slug ripped his trouser leg, the pain like someone had laid a hot poker across the front of his thigh. He staggered and dropped to the ground, bringing up the Browning and firing the pistol dry. The enemy gunfire had come from his front-right, which meant the Germans had guessed the direction he’d been moving in, and had hustled a section of men in a move to outflank him.  
 
    Gorski had no time to reload the .32 automatic, so he shoved it into his musette bag with one hand while pulling his Vis 9mm from its shoulder holster with the other. He heard men crashing through the brush, heading his way, and Gorski managed to get to his feet, his wounded leg trembling with the effort. Flinching as bullets snapped through the air all around him, Gorski took deliberate aim and fired four times at the oncoming Germans. One shadowy form tumbled into the undergrowth, but three others kept coming, and a bullet plucked at the musette bag, ricocheting off something within and nearly tearing the bag from his shoulder. Gorski fired the last four rounds in the pistol and dropped the Gefreiter carrying the machine pistol, then the pistol’s slide locked back, the weapon empty, and the two remaining Germans charged him, bayonets gleaming. 
 
    Gorski flailed at the first bayonet thrust, knocking the blade aside with the barrel of his pistol, but the German followed through with his charge and drove his shoulder into Gorski’s chest, bowling him over. Gorski managed to smash the butt of his pistol into the German’s shin and the man cursed, then tripped over something unseen in the dark. The second German brought up his rifle and thrust down hard, putting his weight into it, and Gorski rolled out of the way, but the bayonet punched through his coat and pinned him to the ground. Desperate, Gorski grabbed the Mauser’s forestock and sling, keeping the German from pulling the rifle away. Out of the corner of his eye, Gorski saw the other German get to his feet and recover his rifle. Out of options, Gorski dropped his Vis and fumbled in the pocket of his coat, trying to reach the looted MAB .32 auto, but he knew he wouldn’t get to it in time. 
 
    There was a stupendous blast behind him, and the German standing over Gorski spun away, the rifle pinning Gorski to the ground falling from lifeless hands. The second German turned and brought up his Mauser, only to lose his face an instant later to a second massive report. Gorski looked up, and a huge, dark figure loomed over him. 
 
    “Better get on your feet,” Dumond said, a huge smile showing white teeth. “You’re going to miss your ferry home.” 
 
    Gorski tugged the bayonet out of his coat and raised his hand. Dumond grasped it and pulled him to his feet. Gorski bent and found his Vis, then pointed towards the shadowy forms of Germans moving through the trees towards them. 
 
    “We might not make it on time,” he told Dumond.  
 
    The Frenchman broke open his shotgun and reloaded it, then pulled one of the Verey pistols from his pocket. “Don’t be so sure,” he said, then he pointed the pistol skyward and fired it, the flare shooting through the foliage above them to burst high overhead, the crimson light of the flare turning everything around them bloody and ghoulish.  
 
    Almost immediately, there was the sound of heavy weapons fire, and lines of tracer slashed through the trees, coming from the beach. Gorski heard the steady hammering of a Vickers machine gun and at least one Bren, but over them thumped the report of something considerably heavier. 
 
    “Come on!” Dumond shouted over the sound of gunfire. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The two men ran through the brush, chased by the occasional German bullet, but the withering fire from the beach was keeping the Germans occupied. Behind them sounded the immense crack of a high-velocity tank cannon and a shell flashed through the dark a hundred meters to Gorski’s left, but the rest of the Germans were too busy keeping their heads down.   
 
    Gorski and Dumond burst out of the brush and onto the beach. In front of them, the small motor launch was sitting at the shoreline, rolling in the phosphorescent surf. The three other Revenants were on board, all of them firing machine pistols towards the treeline to Gorski’s left. Two hundred meters offshore, the much larger gunboat sat with its starboard side to the beach, and the entire length of the boat was alight with muzzle flashes, tracers filling the air between the boat and the treeline. 
 
    “That’s against orders!” Gorski exclaimed, “They shouldn’t be this close to shore!” 
 
    “Shut up and be grateful,” Dumond replied, grabbing Gorski by the arm and all but dragging him towards the launch.  
 
    The two men ran across the sand and sloshed into the surf, the water coming up past their knees before they reached the launch. Hands grasped them and dragged them aboard, the launch’s motor roaring to life before they finished clearing the side. Gorski barely made it into his seat before a weapon was thrust into his hands, a Lanchester submachine gun. Gorski automatically checked to see that the bolt was drawn back, then leveled the weapon at the shoreline and cut loose, emptying the Lanchester’s fifty-round magazine in one long burst as the launch turned away from the shore and gunned its engines. The motor gunboat’s own engine rumbled, and Gorski saw the water behind the gunboat turn white with froth as the vessel began to move, turning its bow in the same direction as the launch. On the gunboat’s aft deck, the twenty-millimeter autocannon continued to hammer shells towards the treeline, while two other muzzle-flashes, both from light machine guns, kept up a steady rate of fire.  
 
    “It’s a wonder they didn’t chop us to pieces!” Gorski shouted to Dumond over the sounds of engines and gunfire. 
 
    “That’s why I used the flare,” Dumond replied. “Lambert signalled for them to keep their fire south of the flare. That way we would be safe.” 
 
    “Safe is a relative term,” Gorski noted, but he clapped his hand against Dumond’s immense shoulder. “But thank you, even if you disobeyed orders.” 
 
    Dumond’s face broke into another enormous grin. “Don’t thank me, thank Johansen. He told us that if we left you here, he’d cut all our throats in the middle of the night.” 
 
    Gorski turned and looked to the tall silhouette of the Norwegian, who sat fitting another magazine into his machine pistol. Gorski caught his eye with a wave of thanks, but Johansen said nothing, only offering a small nod. 
 
    Two minutes later, they drew alongside the gunboat and scrambled up a lowered rope ladder. Ensign Sims stood at the gunwale, pulling each man aboard in turn, and as he helped Jones aboard, he undid the line to the launch and tossed it over the side.  
 
    “No time to secure it, I’m afraid,” Sims said, a note of regret in his voice. He turned towards the gunboat’s cabin. “All ahead full, now, if you please!” 
 
    “Thank you for risking your vessel, sir,” Gorski said to Sims, shaking the young officer’s hand. “But we’re not out of danger yet. The Germans will send up aircraft and try to sink us before we get across the Channel.” 
 
    Sims smiled at Gorsk, “On any other night, I dare say we’d be in quite a pickle all the way back to Blighty. But Jerry is going to be a bit busy tonight, too busy to worry about us, I imagine.” 
 
    Before Gorski could ask what Sims was talking about, he heard, high overhead, the drone of aircraft engines - lots of them - through the steady growl of the gunboat’s own motor. Looking up, he saw nothing, but now and then, a star winked at him.  
 
    “A flight of bombers,” he said. 
 
    “Quite right,” Sims answered. “Although their squadron command didn’t know why, they were on alert and ready for takeoff since midnight. As soon as you sent a signal telling of a successful mission, we sent a signal of our own. Those Wellingtons are going back to paste the aerodrome at Abbeville again, now that another squadron of fighters has landed, and they don’t have to worry about Hauptmann Kohl any longer.” 
 
    Gorski nodded. Any air assets the Germans might have dedicated towards finding and sinking the gunboat were going to be racing for the flight of bombers passing overhead. Although he felt a pang of guilt at the thought of the bomber crews taking on the danger he would have faced, after the day’s events, Gorski was too exhausted and relieved to care. 
 
    “Ensign,” Gorski asked Sims. “You wouldn’t happen to have a bottle of whiskey aboard, would you? I’m feeling a bit chill.” 
 
    Sims’ teeth shone in the moonlight. “As luck would have it, there is a bottle-shaped parcel below deck, given to us by a fellow we both might know, name of Wormwood.” 
 
    Gorski nodded, then turned to his men. The four Revenants were sitting on the aft deck, backs against the gunwales. They all looked up at him.  
 
    “Well now,” Gorski said to them. “Anyone care for a drink?” 
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    Gorski pulled aside the curtain as he saw the Invicta four-door sedan come to a stop in front of the manor house. Lance-corporal Phillips emerged from the driver’s side door, and a moment later, had the door open for Wormwood, who emerged from the back seats in a cloud of pipe smoke, a valise in hand. Gorski heard the measured tread of Kinley, the groundskeeper, as he crossed the foyer and opened the front door, the sounds of voices in greeting audible even in the parlor room. A moment later, Wormwood stepped through the door and immediately offered his hand to Gorski.  
 
    “My apologies for not making an appearance sooner. How’s the leg?” Wormwood asked. 
 
    “Healing nicely,” Gorski answered. “The naval surgeon had a deft hand with the needle and thread. It’ll scar, but not too badly.” 
 
    Wormwood smiled around his pipestem. “Brilliant! Glad to hear that was the worst of it. Would you mind fetching the rest of the lads? We’ve got quite a lot to talk about.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the four other Revenants were standing with Gorski and Wormwood, each man holding a tumbler of eighteen-year Balvenie. Wormwood raised his glass in a toast. 
 
    “Gentlemen, here’s to a job well done. Cheers!” 
 
    The six men sipped their Scotch and enjoyed the warm glow of the liquid as it hit their bellies. Then, Wormwood gestured for everyone to take a seat, as he pulled a file folder from his valise. 
 
    “We have had a man in the Normandy sector for about a month now,” Wormwood began. “I cannot divulge any details, but suffice to say, he has direct access to German intelligence. According to him, the Germans aren’t releasing the official cause of Kohl’s death, that he was killed by British agents. The Germans claimed he was killed by French partisans, remnants of the partisan band formerly led by the Butcher of Calais.” 
 
    The five men looked at each other. Dumond shrugged. “What of it?” 
 
    Wormwood looked down at the file in his hand, then opened it, clearing his throat. He seemed reluctant to discuss its contents, and suddenly, a chill ran down Gorski’s spine. 
 
    “They didn’t…” he said. 
 
    Wormwood looked up at him, his eyes solemn, and he nodded. 
 
    “Yes, lad, I’m afraid they did,” Wormwood said. 
 
    “Did what?” Johansen asked, his expression bemused. 
 
    Wormwood looked around the room. “The day after Kohl was killed, an SS colonel, one of their Einsatzkommando leaders, arrived in Abbeville from Calais with a contingent of his men. After an investigation, this SS chap declared the attack the work of partisans, and he ordered, well, he ordered the reprisal killing of sixty Abbeville citizens.” 
 
    “Dear God,” Lambert breathed. 
 
    “The Einsatzkommandos trucked the civilians out to Paquet’s barn, herded them inside, barred the doors,” Wormwood stopped, a quaver in his voice. 
 
    “He burned them,” Johansen said.  
 
    Wormwood nodded. “Yes, the colonel ordered the barn to be torched, with those inside still alive. The building was doused in petrol and set alight. Several attempts were made by those inside to escape, but the Germans fired into the barn and killed anyone who tried.” 
 
    “Better a bullet than burning to death,” Verhoeven muttered, looking down at his feet. 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose you’re right,” Wormwood agreed. He drew another sheet of paper from his file. “Among those killed by the SS, there was a married couple, a Bernard and Anna Dubois, who owned a wine shop in Abbeville.” 
 
    “Ethan and Helene,” Gorski said, the pit of his stomach knotted with horror. 
 
    “There is no evidence that they were suspected of any participation in the events that transpired,” Wormwood said. “If that had been the case, they would have no doubt been detained and interrogated for some time. Their deaths were, unfortunately, just bad luck.” 
 
    Gorski looked up at him. “No, not bad luck! It was because of us, because of what we did there. Sixty innocent lives burned away because of us!” 
 
    At that Wormwood drew his lips into a thin line, tucked the papers back into the folder, and flung the folder onto the coffee table in the middle of the room, where it landed with a flat whack. 
 
    “Do you think I relish their deaths?” Wormwood asked Gorski, then swept his gaze around the room, looking at each man in turn. “Do any of you? I should hope not. I don’t like what happened any more than you did. But this is war, and not a war to claim a fat colonial territory from some native savages, or uphold the honor of some royal who was slighted by another. This is a war for the fate of civilization! That bloody maniac in Berlin is driving a steel sword into the heart of Russia even as we speak, and more of Stalin’s divisions are being obliterated every day! If the Soviets fall, we stand alone! All of you, more than anyone else, should understand this! All of your homelands are suffering daily because of that bloody conqueror!” 
 
    “And so, innocent Frenchmen must die,” Dumond said softly, looking at Wormwood with a dark gaze. 
 
    Wormwood leaned back in his chair. “Yes, innocents must die. Sixty innocent lives to kill one of the enemy’s most lethal combatants, and in turn save the lives of many skilled airmen.” Wormwood tapped a finger against his temple. “There is a ledger, up here, you see. I must tally up the value of every life - and mark my words, in this war, some are more valuable than others - and I must make sure that at the end of all this, this madness, we are in the black. And I am not the only accountant. Politicians, generals, officers, all maintain ledgers.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we should keep our own, as well,” Dumond said levelly.  
 
    Wormwood tilted his head to the side and raised an eyebrow, then stood up. “As you wish, my good fellow. We all must be true to our own consciences.” He picked up his valise and turned towards the doorway. 
 
    “A last question, if you would,” Gorski said. 
 
    Wormwood turned. “Yes, of course, certainly.” 
 
    “The bombing raid on Abbeville, on the second day,” he said. “Were they meant to bomb the railyard? Did they see the flares?” 
 
    Wormwood gave a small smile. “I did see the report, yes. A group of four Wellingtons had strayed off course by a few miles while avoiding some heavy flack along the coast. They were coming at Abbeville from the wrong direction, and saw your flares illuminating the yard. The flight leader decided to hit the yard, and then turn away before he was over the aerodrome, a decision that earned him a severe reprimand upon landing.” 
 
    “And the bombers the night we returned?” asked Verhoeven. “Sims said they’d been waiting for his signal to take off. Seems that would have taken orders from rather high up the chain of command.” 
 
    Wormwood smiled at that. “Yes, well, as you are aware, I am merely the, well, the facilitator of sorts here. You gentlemen don’t really work for me of course, but for those I report to, men of power who are willing to do things which aren’t strictly in the book, as it were, in order to win the war. Some of these men can, with a phone call, make things happen.” 
 
    “And when will things happen again?” Gorski asked. 
 
    Wormwood turned away and walked out of the room.  
 
    “All too soon, I’m afraid. All too soon.” 
 
    Gorski waited until he heard the Invicta’s engine come to life outside, and the sound of the motor faded away as the sedan departed. Then, he turned and picked up the bottle of Scotch from the table, eyeing its contents. 
 
    “Well then, another dram it is, while we can still enjoy it.” 
 
    The four other Revenants raised their glasses in agreement. 
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    Much of the WW2 adventure fiction written between the 1960s and 80s can be put into two broad categories: stories about fighting men in regular or elite military units – Commandos, Rangers, SAS, Marines, Submariners, and so forth – and stories about men operating either for intelligence organizations such as the OSS or SOE, or for completely fictitious, ad hoc groups with dubious official standing.  
 
    Having written about British Commandos for the last four years, I began to consider writing a story about a group of men who operated outside of any official military or intelligence organization, men who would take on the assignments that no one would officially sanction, either because the risk of failure was too great, or because the missions were too sensitive in nature. In many of the stories of this variety, the characters are criminals or prisoners, offered a deal to take on a mission in exchange for a reduction or pardon of their sentences. While this had some appeal to me, I didn't relish writing about protagonists so reprehensible, the reader would come to despise them. So, I landed upon the idea of men who were already considered dead – men whose governments had already written them off as casualties of war.  
 
    If you're coming to this novel without having read any of my Commando novels, I hope you enjoyed the story, and would consider reading the Commando series – the two series occur in the same “universe”, and there are references here to events that took place in Operation Arrowhead and  Operation Bedlam. If you've already read my Commando stories, I hope you enjoyed Assault on Abbeville, even though Gorski and his men operate in a somewhat darker moral space than the likes of Lynch, Price, and McTeague. I hope that, in time, these two different series “flavors” of WW2 fiction will complement each other well. 
 
    Also, for the record, although there was no German fighter ace in France by the name of Werner Kohl, there is an Abbeville in France, and it was home to at least a portion of Jagdgeschwader 26, one of only two fighter wings stationed in northern France after the invasion of Russia in the summer of 1941. JG 26 possessed a number of skilled German fighter aces, men who achieved dozens of kills in the air, although many of them never lived to see the end of the war. 
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