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  Sergeant Brooks

  
  




He who would live must fight. He who doesn’t wish to fight in this world, where permanent struggle is the law of life, has not the right to exist. 

—Adolf Hitler




December 18, 1944

The sun rose over the Ardennes Forest, its light dulled by heavy clouds. The Ardennes’ conditions were near-Arctic. Eight inches of snow covered the ground and mist hung in the air. The forest was picturesque from the outside, even in this frozen state, but within was reminiscent of Dante’s Ninth Circle.

Two Rangers approached a small camp on the outer edge of the forest.

“I tell ya,” said Private Eric Grady, “you’re the first sign of replacements Red Platoon has seen in months.”

“Red Platoon?” Private Damien Green asked. “I thought I was joining Second.”

Grady chuckled. “Technically we’re C Company’s Second Platoon, but Major Brandon nicknamed us ‘Red’ and First Platoon ‘Blue.’”

“Why?”

“Officially it’s because he claims he attended the Louisiana Maneuvers back in ‘41 and that General Marshall used red and blue to identify the two teams. So Ike was on the blue team and Patton was on red. Like that. His way of telling us he’s a big shot. But the rumor is that Brandon’s wife was bustin’ his balls about OPA tokens.” Grady referred to the Office of Price Administration, which regulated rations on the home front.

“Hm.” Green struggled to keep up with Grady, his boots crunching ice and sinking in snow. He glanced briefly at the side of Grady’s face, his sturdy, mean look fitting well with his tall physique. Grady wore a dark green uniform with a yellow Rangers patch on his arm. In his hands he carried his helmet and his M1 Garand, a rifle commonly used by American soldiers. Green was shorter and boyish. He did not carry a weapon; the two red-cross symbols on his helmet indicated he was a medic. “When did you arrive on the continent?”

“D-Day,” Grady answered. “That’s when most of us got here.”

“Which beach?”

“Omaha.” Grady sighed. “Worst thing I’ve seen this whole war, which is saying something. Command’s mostly used us to put out fires across the front in the five months since. I expect we’ll be going into the forest soon, given the Kraut breakthrough in the Ardennes a couple days ago.”

“Nothing’s been as bad as D-Day?”

“Probably not,” Grady said. “Though we were mauled by the Waffen SS at Arracourt. Those are some mean sons of bitches. I assume you heard what happened at Malmedy yesterday?” Green nodded. “They had over eighty of our guys as prisoners and they just—it’s fucking disgusting. Don’t surrender to them. Die like a man.”

“I’d never surrender to the Krauts,” Green said.

Grady chuckled. “You’ll fit right in. Where you from, by the way? I meant to ask ya that earlier.”

“Iowa,” Green said. “How about you?”

“Kansas.” Grady looked forward to lighting a cigarette once his hands were free. “Is there anything else you want to know about the Seventh Rangers or Red Platoon?”

Green paused. “Who’s my squad leader?”

“Sergeant Brooks, but the guys call him ‘the Scourge.’”

“Is he mean?”

“Not really. What happened was the Krauts had Red Platoon surrounded in Normandy. A couple weeks after D-Day.” Grady rubbed his thumb along his M1. “We thought we’d either have to surrender or be KIA. Then Brooks grabbed his Thompson and fought our way out. Killed nearly a dozen Krauts then and there. Probably a Jewish fantasy or somethin’. Lieutenant Curtis, our platoon’s CO, called Brooks ‘the Scourge of the Wehrmacht.’ It stuck.”

“Damn,” Green muttered, shaking his head. “Did he get a ribbon?”

“Curtis submitted his name for a Silver Star. Brooks called it ‘the clattering of tongues’ or somethin’. Protested that soldiers shouldn’t get awards for fulfilling their duty. I think it was a show. Everyone likes recognition.”

They entered the camp. Dozens of men ate breakfast or played cards.

“Are all these guys from C Company?”

Grady nodded. “Yep. All either from Red or Blue Platoon. Come on, I’ll show you where you can put your bag.”




…




A short distance away, Sergeant Jonathan Brooks and Private Phillip Reilly were locked in a chess game. They sat on opposite sides of an old wooden table. Reilly played as the white pieces and hesitated to make his next move. He rested his chin on his gloved hand and studied the board while scratching his thin, black goatee. Reilly had dark hair that he’d let grow longer than normal and innocent brown eyes. He traveled throughout Europe before the war, becoming fluent in several languages, including French, German, Italian, and Polish. This allowed him to act as an unofficial translator for the squad.

Reilly’s pieces controlled the center of the board while Brooks’ king hid behind two pawns in his left corner. Reilly was eager to attempt a checkmate but feared that Brooks was lulling him into thinking victory was imminent before delivering a crippling blow. A classic Brooks tactic. The insult was made worse by Brooks reading a letter instead of paying attention to the game. Reilly turned to Corporal Tom Beck for help. Beck shrugged, disinterested. Beck turned to Brooks.

“Is that from Queen Victoria?”

Brooks ignored Beck and looked to Reilly. “Have you moved yet?”

Reilly’s jaw clenched at the pressure. He slowly moved a pawn forward, beginning his assault on Brooks’ flank. Brooks moved his knight from the board’s edge to a square that placed four of Reilly’s pieces, including his king and queen, into harm’s way.

“You son of a bitch,” Reilly muttered.

Brooks finished reading the letter. It was from Rachel Goldberg, whom he’d met in London seven months earlier. He’d gone to a synagogue to pray for his safety during the invasion. Rachel was there praying for her brother, who was in the Royal Air Force. They hit it off, making his final weeks in Britain pleasant ones. He pictured her blonde curls and brown eyes and he heard her accent in his ear. Her image was an injection of joy, a brief antidote to the pain of the blowing cold eating his skin.

“What did she say about going to the States?” Beck asked.

“Her parents don’t want her to leave Britain. They’re more afraid of German submarines than rockets.”

“But the Allies have controlled the North Atlantic for a year.”

“I know. It’s stupid. She’d be safe with my mother and Uncle Glenn in New York.”

Reilly flicked over his king. “Why do I even bother?” he asked. “What do you want to do now?”

Private Grady and Private Green arrived before Reilly got an answer.

“Sergeant Brooks, this is Private Green, from Iowa. He’s our new medic.”

Brooks looked to Green. “Welcome to Second Platoon, Seventh Ranger Battalion.” He gestured for Green to sit, who obliged. He turned to Grady. “Have you informed him of our protocols?” Grady nodded. “What about our motto?”

“I left you the honor.”

Brooks turned to Green. “‘If you haven’t killed a German today, you’ve wasted the day.’” Green smiled. Brooks turned back to Grady. “Bring the rest of the squad here so we can make introductions.”

Grady nodded and left. Reilly introduced himself to Green and offered him a cigarette. Green accepted; his arms rested on the table as Reilly lit it. He appreciated the cigarette’s warmth in the cold. Green noticed that Brooks wore a Star of David necklace. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

“By all means.”

“I noticed the six-pointed star on your necklace.”

“What about it?”

“Is it a good idea to wear that? The Krauts are known for—”

“I look forward to their reactions once I’ve added their Fuhrer’s mustache.”

Green nodded, awkwardly. Grady returned with four other soldiers.

“Men,” Brooks said, “this is Private Green. He’s a new medic.”

Green stood up and looked to the soldier on the far left, who was a head shorter than the others but who had a tough expression. They shook hands. “I’m Private Dennis Orion.”

Green nodded. He turned to the next man, who was tall with short, blonde hair. He spoke with a southern accent. “I’m Private Jack Finn.” He had a Springfield sniper rifle strapped over his shoulder.

The third man was also a medic. “Hi. Private Wayne James.” They shook hands. “It’ll be nice to get some help keeping these bastards alive.”

“Damn straight,” Green said.

Green turned to face the last man, who was a giant next to the others. He had a shaved head, a tear in his uniform which needed to be fixed, and a bazooka over his shoulder. The man held out his hand, which consumed Green’s, and said, “I’m Private Justin Roebuck.”

“Nice to meet you,” Green said, feeling the tightness of Roebuck’s grip.

Roebuck turned to Reilly. “You got a cigarette?” Reilly nodded as he retrieved one.

Orion gestured to the chess board. “Who won?”

“Who do you think?” Reilly asked.

Roebuck held his cigarette in his left hand while his right reached into one of his colossal pockets and plucked out a small puppy.

“Where the hell did you get that?” Beck asked.

“I found him.”

“Well, you need to un-find him.”

“Why?”

“I’m sure some Belgian kids would appreciate having their dog back,” Orion said.

“Can you imagine,” Reilly chuckled, “what Goebbels would do if he heard the Americans were stealing pets from children? The posters!”

The others laughed.

“You don’t know if its owners are even alive!” Roebuck said. “The Krauts might have killed them.”

Beck turned to Brooks. “Can you help me out here?”

Brooks looked to Roebuck. “I think it’s lovely you want to share your rations with an animal. Really generous.”

Roebuck’s eyes widened. He placed the puppy down and it ran away.

Brooks returned his attention to the letter he’d started writing. He reviewed what he wrote so far.

Dear Rachel,

As I’m sure you’ve heard, the Krauts have launched an attack through the Ardennes. That’s close to our camp, so this may be the last letter that I send before I’m sent back into combat. Don’t be afraid for me. If anything, you should be afraid for the Germans. I’ve been waiting for the chance to fight again after being stalled in the mud for the past weeks. So have all the other guys.

He looked up. “Does anyone have any news from the Pacific?”

“No one cares unless they got a brother over there,” Finn said.

“Yeah, well, I do have a brother over there.”

“Is he alive? If he is, tell her that.”

Brooks looked down.

I received a letter from Adam a few days ago. He’s still fighting the Japanese in the Philippines. He’s fine, but a lot of the men in his platoon are being killed or wounded. He said the Japanese become more vicious with every step they take closer to Japan. Apparently, they’ve started flying suicide planes into our ships. That’s the only good thing I could say about the Germans. They’re insane, but they’re not THAT insane.

He tapped his pencil on the table.

Red Platoon had a baseball game a couple days ago. My squad played against Sergeant Victor’s. We were tied the entire game, even until the top of the ninth inning. That’s when we unleashed our secret weapon: Roebuck. He hit the ball so far that it took Private Brady ten minutes to find it. And since the bases were loaded with Beck, Orion, and James, we finally gained a lead that they weren’t able to catch. Victor’s squad had to buy us drinks. That was probably the most fun we’ve had since we took Paris.

Brooks sighed.

I ask you again: please leave England. I know the Nazis haven’t launched as many rockets recently, but it would still be safer if you went to America. I promise my mother would love having you stay with her and my uncle. If you want, you could—

“Second Platoon! With me!” Lieutenant Curtis shouted. Brooks’ squad followed Curtis to the middle of the camp. Curtis noticed Brooks fold his letter into his pocket. “Who are you writing?”

“Rachel.”

Curtis shook his head. “I’ve told you. Avoid women. They’ll say they love you to spend your money and desert you when you have to fight a war for their freedom.”

“Permission to speak freely?”

“How long have we known each other, Jonathan?”

“Your bitch of an ex-wife isn’t representative.”

“I’m a realist.”

“Cynicism isn’t intelligence.”

“Touché. Though that’s a laugh, coming from you.”

“I’m not a cynic.”

The Seventh Rangers’ C Company gathered around a table. Major Brandon stood at one end. He was skinny and had red hair. He’d fought in the Argonne campaign of World War I and had gotten C Company into and out of a lot of bad situations since D-Day.

Red and Blue Platoon stood on opposite sides of the table. Red Platoon was formed of thirty men divided into squads led by Sergeant Jonathan Brooks, Sergeant Nathan Victor, and Sergeant Steve Schwartz. Blue Platoon was made of over forty men. Lieutenant James Young, Blue Platoon’s CO, glared at Lieutenant Curtis, who he viewed as a rival. Curtis ignored him and lit a cigarette. Most of the men had shaved heads and all wore army jackets.

Brandon looked at a map of the Ardennes that laid on the table. Curtis and Young gravitated to his sides. He noticed Curtis smoking and said, “Smoke if you got ‘em.” The Rangers smiled as they relaxed and pulled out their cigarettes. Brooks did not; he disliked smoking and distributed his cigarette rations to his squad. Brandon took a deep breath.

“Well, men, the inevitable has come. We’re going into the Ardennes.” The Rangers were stoic. “As you all know, the Germans have put over three hundred thousand soldiers and three thousand tanks in the forest. They’re trying to rupture our lines, cross the Meuse River, and take Antwerp, a critical Allied port. If they take Antwerp, they’ll shatter our advance into Germany. Their immediate objective is to find a bridge on the Meuse.”

Brandon pointed to a spot on the map north of Bouillon that was a couple miles away from the river. “Fort Maeterlinck is here. It’s an obstacle to this bridge.” Brandon pointed to a dark line drawn on the river. “Field Marshall Model knows that, so he’s sending a German force to capture it.” He looked to the Rangers. “I estimate that the enemy will reach the fort tomorrow, probably around noon. Allied armor won’t reach the area until tomorrow evening. That’s why General Bradley wants us to go there and deny them the fort until armored support arrives. If we leave now, we’ll reach the fort tonight.”

Corporal Kevin Eddie, of Schwartz’s squad, asked, “Is there anyone defending the fort now?”

“General Hodge thought the fort wasn’t an important objective, so he had it evacuated.”

“What if they hit us with tanks? What will we have to defend ourselves?” asked someone from Blue Platoon.

“There are some large guns at the fort that the Belgians set up before the war. They will be our primary weapons against tanks. Plus, we have some men with bazookas.”

Roebuck nodded, as if Brandon was talking specifically to him.

Private Julio Sanchez, of Sergeant Victor’s squad, signaled that he had a question. “Sir, I don’t understand why the Krauts don’t just flank the fort. Couldn’t they go around it and take the bridge from the side?”

“The trees are thick in the area, so the pathway that the fort covers is by far the fastest way to reach the bridge. The terrain at the fort should give us the advantage. The trees will make it difficult for German tanks to maneuver, and the ice will exhaust the enemy.” Brandon pointed to the map and said, “I plan to have Blue Platoon stationed in the fort, while Red Platoon will be in foxholes and prepare outer defenses.”

Everyone in Red Platoon groaned.

“I want everyone to ready their weapons and supplies,” Brandon said. “Every squad should have one Browning machine gun. Then go to the trucks so we can depart in thirty minutes.”




…




A Volkswagen Kubel arrived in Spartiate, a small town in the Ardennes. The Kubel looked like a brown bucket on wheels. Its door opened and a pair of black boots stepped out. Colonel Peiper, commander of the Waffen SS in the Ardennes, surveyed the situation. Two subordinates stood at attention. Peiper smiled as he watched his troops build a pile of American soldiers who had fallen while defending Spartiate. His forces had multiple Sd.Kfz. 251 half-tracks. Peiper took a deep breath.

“I love the smell of victory at this temperature. It reminds me of my campaigns against the Bolsheviks.” He looked to one of his subordinates. “Have the men search this shithole for American rats. The Belgians are likely hiding some.” The subordinate gave Peiper the Nazi salute and left to commence his task. Peiper turned to the other subordinate. “Where is it?”

The subordinate led Peiper to a large cubic warehouse on the other side of the town. The doors were opened for him. He saw his objective and smiled.

“Perfect,” he whispered.

“We lack the means to evacuate it,” the subordinate said.

“That’s ok,” Peiper replied. “Soon we’ll capture Antwerp and Operation Watch on the Rhine will be a success. We’ll be able to move it at will.” He walked toward it. “I sense a promotion in my future.”




…




That evening, five Chevrolet G506 carrying C Company of the Seventh Ranger Battalion arrived at Fort Maeterlinck. Each truck was dark green and had a large, white, five-pointed star on their sides. Their backs opened and the Rangers exited the vehicles. Their feet sunk as they stepped into the snow. The fog was thick and they could only see thirty feet ahead.

The fort was shaped like a round gray dome. It had slants on each side and a small, anti-tank gun at the two front corners. The fort was only twenty feet from the road so the Germans could not bypass it. The Rangers stared at the fort until Major Brandon said, “Get your weapons out of the trucks so we can prepare our defenses. Their wheels will freeze if they stay here too long.”

Every step was a struggle; each Ranger wore at least one heavy jacket and some wore two. Brooks and Beck put down their Thompson submachine guns. They went back to unload more and saw that Green and James were only watching.

“Why don’t you privates make yourselves useful?” Beck asked. “I swear to God, medics think they can waste time just because they don’t fight.”

Corporal Eddie, Private James, Private Travers, and several men from Blue Platoon all carried Browning machine guns, which resembled long tubes sticking out of large silver boxes. Many boxes of ammunition were placed together in a large pile.

Major Brandon looked to his soldiers. “Listen up! Blue Platoon will enter the fort. See that small ridge that looks like a balcony? Set up there. The height’ll allow you to fire at the Germans without risk of hitting Red Platoon.” He turned to Lieutenant Curtis. “Have your men dig three foxholes.” He pointed to three spots, each one about fifteen feet apart. “Each foxhole will contain one squad. Every squad should have a Browning, so Travers, switch weapons with Grady.”

Private Travers handed Grady his Browning. Grady relinquished his M1.

“I better see my babe in one piece when this is over,” Grady said. Travers glared as he returned to his squad.

Brandon continued. “This battle may go on for a while so, Lieutenant Young, pick five of your men who’ll bring ammunition to the foxholes.” Brandon thought for a moment, hoping that he did not forget anything. “Reinforcements will be here to secure the fort by this time tomorrow. Now let’s get to work.”

Blue Platoon entered the fort and Red Platoon grabbed entrenching tools to dig out foxholes. They felt the cold attack their skin. Snow burned their hands. Upon completion the Rangers jumped in and sat down. Sergeant Brooks held his Thompson in his hands as he leaned back. Grady loaded the Browning and placed it into a deployed position so it resembled an artillery gun or a tank cannon.

Private Green opened his rations and began eating. It was a painful process because of the cold.

Private Finn turned to him. “Hey, medic, gimme some of that.”

“Don’t you have your own?” Green asked.

“Yeah, but I don’t feel like getting it out,” Finn said. “You can have some of mine later.” Green still wasn’t convinced but nodded after a moment. Finn smiled. “You know we probably shouldn’t be doing this.”

“Why?” Green asked.

“Our asses are going to be pretty damn cold when we take our pants off to crap.”

Green chuckled. As a medic, it was his job to anticipate actions which could result in exposure to the weather. “I’ll take my chances.”

Night fell, and the Rangers resisted anxiety and the cold as they got what rest they could.








  
  
  None Shall Pass

  
  




May the light of freedom, coming to all darkened lands, flame brightly — until at last the darkness is no more.

—Dwight Eisenhower




December 19, 1944

The hours dragged by for the Rangers. Each did their best to remain warm; many hugged themselves. Some tried to light cigarettes but most were too cold. A few of the soldiers were successful and were warmed by inhaling the smoke into their lungs.

Sergeant Brooks rested his eyes. As the freezing air fought its way through his gloves, he imagined what Adam, his brother, was doing. The Philippines were much, much warmer than the Ardennes Forest. The marines were sweating as they fought the Japanese. Adam complained of a sunburn in his last letter. Jonathan wished that was a risk. He would much rather fight in the broiling sun than in the freezing snow.

Brooks opened his eyes and reached into his pocket, retrieving a picture. It was a photograph of him and his brothers. Adam stood between David and Jonathan, a head taller than both of them. Jonathan was taller than many of the other soldiers in his squad but Adam dwarfed him. The three big Jewish boys—that’s what people called them in New York.

Beck looked at the picture and smiled. “I wish I had siblings. I was my parents’ only child when they left the Fatherland in the twenties. They were too busy building their new lives to have any more kids once they were in the States.”

Brooks chuckled. “Trust me, as the youngest in my family, I know how much of a pain older brothers can be.” Snow landed on the photograph and Brooks wiped it away with his thumb. “You know, since my dad died before I was born, David was the closest thing I had to a father figure.”

“What about your uncle? Or Adam?”

Brooks shook his head. “Uncle Glenn was busy with his fancy job in the State Department and Adam’s never been responsible. I don’t envy the other marines in his unit. David did his best to be a positive influence. Didn’t always succeed, but he did his best. And now he’s a fighter pilot for the Eighth Air Force.”

“I assume this blizzard grounded him.”

“Me too. Can’t believe it’s been three years since we’ve all been together.”

“Well, the war will be over soon. Then you can all reunite in New York.”

Brooks smiled.




…




Private Green arrived at another foxhole. He turned to Private Harold Werner, a medic, as he hopped into the hole. “Hey, I forgot to grab extra morphine when we left. Do you have any to spare?”

Werner shook his head. “That’s really unprofessional.”

“Do you have any or not? I only joined the Battalion yesterday.”

“Yeah, here.” He handed Green several syrettes. “Now go back to your foxhole. It’s almost noon and I want to start my rations.”

“Thanks,” Green said as he climbed out. He watched the Rangers in the next foxhole as he walked by before rejoining his squad.

A shout came from the fort twenty minutes later: “Get ready!”

All of the Rangers from Red Platoon grabbed their guns and lunged forward. They watched the thick fog for enemy soldiers. Private Finn, with his Springfield sniper rifle in his hands, looked into his scope. He could barely make out the Germans as they advanced sluggishly.

“What do you see?” asked Lieutenant Curtis, who sat in Brooks’ foxhole.

Finn took a few moments to respond. “Four Panzer tanks and about sixty infantry. Maybe eighty.”

“That’s it?” asked Roebuck. “I thought they’d hit us with at least a couple hundred.”

“They probably think that the fort will be undefended,” Reilly said.

“Hold on,” Finn said. He watched the Germans carefully through his scope. “They’re preparin’ an artillery barrage.”

“Get down!” Curtis ordered. A shell struck the ground near the foxholes after a few minutes. It threw snow in every direction. Several more shells exploded nearby, but none hit the foxholes. Then, as quickly as the barrage began, it ended.

Brooks opened his eyes and took a brief survey of his squad. Half fought to reduce their anxiety while the other half barely blinked at the scattered artillery.

The Krauts did that to destroy any possible defenders. They’re not aware that we’re actually here, Brooks thought.

The Americans sat up. They watched as the first wave of thirty Germans approached through the fog. Curtis shouted to Red Platoon, “Wait for them to get closer. I repeat, do not fire until I give the order.”

Most of the Rangers were not comfortable letting the Germans get so close but did as they were ordered. They heard them quietly talk to each other. The Americans hated listening to the Germans, having grown to despise their language.

The German soldiers were now less than twenty feet away from the American foxholes. The fog limited their vision but they would soon realize how close they were to their enemies. Every soldier in both Red and Blue Platoon had the same thought: What was Lieutenant Curtis waiting for?

“Now!” Curtis shouted.

Red Platoon unleashed a storm of lead on the Germans, who realized what was happening and collapsed into panic. The Browning machine guns were devastating.

A German officer shouted, “Amerikanische Soldaten schießen auf uns! Zurück! (American soldiers are shooting at us! Go back!)”

The Germans retreated back to their lines. Brooks smiled like a young boy as he fired at the enemy. He wasn’t sure if he had actually hit anybody with his Thompson submachine gun with so many people shooting. His body felt wave after wave of adrenaline as dead Nazis fell to the ground. An addictive high coursed through his veins.

Brooks concentrated on shooting fleeing German soldiers. Beck hit him on his helmet and pointed to two Germans dragging their wounded comrade. Brooks smiled as he aimed his weapon. This group was an easy target.

Brooks inhaled the stench of gunpowder as he fired his Thompson. The smell made him dizzy, although it didn’t repulse him like it used to. The cracking gunfire banged around his eardrum as he, and several other Rangers, held the triggers of their guns.

A grin spread across Grady’s face as he fired the Browning. “Take this ya Hun bastards!” His bullets chased away the enemy.

In contrast to Private Grady, who sprayed his bullets, Finn was careful and precise with every shot he took. He carefully lined the enemies up in his scope’s crosshairs before pulling the trigger. The Springfield was an instrument in his hands. A bursting head or blood vessel was his prize for a good shot.

Private Orion waited in the back of the foxhole with Green and James, since his trench gun had too short a range to reach the enemy. Roebuck waited with his bazooka for the tanks to come, but they remained in place.

The surviving Germans reached their lines. Brooks came down from his adrenaline rush and calculated that the Americans had killed nearly twenty enemy soldiers, over half of the first wave. The Germans returned fire. The Americans ducked as enemy bullets entered their foxholes.

“Keep pressure on them!” Curtis ordered. The Americans resumed firing. The Germans attempted to advance again, this time with caution. They kept low to the ground, trying to find a proper spot to shoot at their American enemies.

Brooks turned to Beck. “Three Krauts, over there!” They turned and fired their Thompsons at the enemy as one unit. The Germans ducked and shot back.

“Keep firing!” Brooks ordered as he pulled a grenade off of his belt. He removed the pin and threw the grenade at the Nazis. The grenade went off but the blast failed to strike the Germans.

Brooks retreated and threw another. This time the grenade landed directly between the three enemy soldiers. The blast ripped one to shreds and blew the leg off a second. The third was covered in the blood of his comrades. Brooks grinned as he finished off the trio. The Americans and Germans might both have white skin, but they were not the same. He did not see the Nazis as the same species. They were bloodthirsty, warmongering fascists. He was more than aware of the Nazis’ persecution of the Jews and hated them for their ruthless anti-Semitism. Brooks had seen far too many of his friends killed by the Nazis. They viewed the Americans like dogs and he saw them the same way.

The battle wore on. The Germans retreated back to their lines. The Americans thought the Nazis were preparing to retreat when dozens of Germans soldiers advanced along their flanks. Brooks watched the Germans carefully. The Krauts know a direct attack isn’t working. They’re trying to do a pincer movement around the fort. He looked at the four Panzers that the Germans still had not brought forward. Then they’ll crush us with their tanks.

“They’re trying to surround us! Stop them!” Curtis said. The Americans fired but the trees gave the Germans a safe passageway.

Private James, who operated the Browning for the center foxhole, ran out of ammunition. A man from Blue Platoon ran toward his position. Straps of bullets wrapped around his neck. The soldier sprinted, knowing he was vulnerable to enemy fire. A German bullet struck him in the chest. The American collapsed to his knees and coughed up blood.

Private Green saw the man was alive. He grabbed the edge of the foxhole and started climbing when Roebuck’s great hand grabbed him and pulled him backward. Green landed on his back.

“Get down! What’s wrong with you? You think the Krauts won’t shoot you just because you’re a medic? That’s all the more reason why they’d kill you! After seeing that poor son of a bitch get shot, only an idiot would—”

Brooks dropped his Thompson and climbed out of the foxhole to grab the wounded soldier. He sprinted but the snow slowed him down. Every step was a struggle since his feet kept sinking into the ice. Enemy bullets flew by his head. Brooks was determined to save the American, despite the challenge.

Brooks was less than halfway to the soldier when a German grenade landed under him. Brooks jumped forward with all his strength. The Earth shook as the grenade exploded. The blast lifted Brooks into the air, throwing his legs upward in a flip. Brooks slammed into the snow like a comet. Ice covered his face. Brooks felt his helmet leave his head, maximizing the force of his impact.

He was dizzy for several moments and kept his eyes closed. He wanted to relax but knew he had to keep moving. Brooks heard multiple sounds around him. The crackling of American and German bullets. The explosions of grenades going off. The screams of men trying to survive. He heard an exchange between two Rangers.

“What happened to Sergeant Brooks?”

“He’s gone.”

Brooks pushed himself up. “Don’t bet on it.” He grabbed his helmet and put it on his head. He felt a new surge of energy and lunged toward the wounded soldier. Brooks grabbed the man and lifted him into his arms before spinning around and racing back to his foxhole. He saw a German rifleman aiming at him from the trees.

Brooks zigged and zagged. Fog blurred the German’s vision and Brooks narrowly dodged the bullet. He landed in the foxhole and handed the wounded American soldier to Green and James. Green tore off the man’s jacket and shirt to look at his chest wound. It was acorn-sized and gushing blood.

“Holy shit,” Green said. “Keep pressure on it while I get morphine.” James placed both hands on the man’s chest while Green retrieved the syrettes. Green opened a syrette and stuck the needle into the man’s chest.

The man opened his eyes. “How bad is it?” he whimpered.

“It’s fine but don’t look!” James said. “Let us handle it!”

Brooks grabbed his Thompson and searched the trees.

“Are you insane? You were nearly killed!” Reilly said.

“Whatever,” Brooks said.

A large round struck the trees, causing a blast that killed several German soldiers. Brooks’ squad turned to see that some men from Blue Platoon had fired an antitank gun at the pincer movement.

“Alright!” Reilly said.

Blue Platoon loaded another round and fired it into the trees. The Germans retreated back to their lines. The Rangers cheered. Most of the German infantry were killed or wounded and the antitank guns kept the Panzers at bay.

“What time is it?” Beck asked.

Reilly looked at his watch. “Two thirty-five in the afternoon. Why?”

Beck sighed. “I just want to know when our relief is coming so we can get the hell out of here.”




…




The Rangers were locked in a standstill with the Germans ninety minutes later. Neither side had taken a shot for over an hour. The Germans, horrified by their losses, sought a better way to attack the fort. The Rangers knew reinforcements were arriving shortly and bided their time.

Reilly yawned and rubbed his eyes. Brooks remained motionless with a finger on his trigger. He stared into the fog, watching the enemy, seething with hatred. Beck had lowered his gun and struggled to light a cigarette. Many of the others ate their rations, waiting for the combat to resume.

A deafening sound pierced the calm. The Panzers advanced toward the Rangers’ foxholes.

“Get ready!” Curtis said. “The Kraut tanks are approaching!”

Each of the four Panzers was followed by six German soldiers. Beck turned to Roebuck. “Get ready with that bazooka!” Roebuck nodded as Orion helped him load his weapon.

Brooks watched as one Panzer drove around his foxhole. He started shooting his Thompson at the Germans following the tank but they moved so the vehicle was between them and the Americans. The Panzer turned its cannon at the foxhole. With one shot it would destroy Brooks and his squad but the Panzer was hit by an anti-tank blast from Blue Platoon before it could fire.

The Panzer’s tracks stopped; its engines combusted. Fire from the engines consumed the vehicle. The hatch on top of the tank flipped open and the crew climbed out. Brooks and Beck fired at the crew. Their bodies fell on top of the tank.

The other tanks did not have any success either. Soldiers from the fort fired down at the Germans who were following behind the tanks. One of the Panzers fired at an anti-tank gun. The shot missed but the soldiers around the gun scattered. Roebuck took advantage of the vehicle’s distraction and fired his bazooka into its side. The blast tore a hole through the armor.

The damaged Panzer set its attention on killing Roebuck. It turned its machine gun in his direction. Roebuck looked to Orion. “Quick, help me reload!”

The Panzer was struck by a tank blast. Confused, Roebuck turned to see almost a dozen American Sherman tanks arrive with about one hundred infantry.

The M4 Sherman, though easy to mass produce, was weaker than the German tanks. It possessed a four-foot long seventy-five millimeter gun, which was smaller than the Panzers’. It had only ten inches of frontal armor but could drive forty miles per hour, making it a speedy devil on the battlefield.

The German infantry turned and fled toward the trees in the face of the American reinforcements.

“Don’t let them escape!” an American officer shouted. The Rangers fired at what few Germans they could before the enemy vanished from sight.

The Rangers emerged from their foxholes for the first time in nearly a day. Blue Platoon climbed down from their fort. The leading officer from the reinforcements approached Major Brandon.

“We’re here to relieve you and your men of your position.”

“Thank you, sir.” Brandon saluted the officer. He turned to his company. “I’ll secure us some trucks to ride back to camp. Everyone retrieve their equipment. This was an overwhelming success. I’m very proud of all of you.”

C Company cheered.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I am ready for a long nap. Yes sir, I am going to sleep well tonight!” Grady said.

Beck started following the others when he noticed Brooks staring at the battlefield. Dozens of German bodies littered the ground. Beck watched Brooks’ face, which held back a smile.
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I’ll never believe an American soldier can fight like a hero.

—Adolf Hitler




December 20, 1944

“SHAEF and Allied high command congratulated C Company for our defense of Fort Maeterlinck,” said Major Brandon, referring to the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force. He stood with Lieutenants Curtis and Young in a tent inside the Seventh Rangers’ camp. “They were impressed that a single Ranger company held a bridge from the Germans for several hours and only suffered a single casualty.”

“It’s less impressive when realizing the Germans made a mistake in not bringing their Panzers up sooner,” Young interrupted.

“Anyway,” Brandon said, “they have a new mission for us.”

Young chuckled. “Can’t be worse than the last one.”

“I would disagree.” Brandon placed his map on a table that sat between the three men. The map laid next to his copy of the King James Bible. “C Company’s mission is to take Spartiate. It’s a small town, or city, in the Ardennes.” He pointed to it on the map. It was east of St. Vith and north of Schonberg. “The Nazis took it two days ago. Within a building in Spartiate is something that’s been described to me as a large crate. Command codenamed the crate ‘the package.’ We have to secure the package and stop the Germans from taking it out of the city.”

“Permission to speak,” Curtis said.

“Permission granted.”

“Okay.” Curtis formulated his words. “What’s in the crate? Why does it matter?”

Brandon sighed. “I’m not privy to that information. Above my paygrade.”

“You expect my men to go on a suicide mission behind enemy lines to secure an unknown object?”

“I didn’t design this mission, Lieutenant. I may not know what the package is, but I’ve been told that securing it is of the utmost importance.”

Curtis broke eye contact.

Young shook his head. “Didn’t know General Bradley had it in him to devise a crazier mission than the last one.”

“Bradley had nothing to do with this,” Brandon said. Curtis and Young restored eye contact with their superior. “This came from General Eisenhower himself.” The lieutenants lowered their gaze. “I’ve plotted out what should be the best path to Spartiate. We’ll bypass the most dangerous sectors of the forest, though that says little given the Ardennes offensive. Allied intelligence expects little resistance within Spartiate itself.”

“We won’t be able to drive there, will we?” Young asked after clearing his throat.

“Of course not,” Brandon said. “The Germans could easily spot our trucks. We’ll have to walk. My hope is we’ll be in Spartiate in less than a week and can wait out the Ardennes battle there. That’s only if we can keep a good pace and don’t encounter too much resistance.”

“Or aren’t all killed,” Young said.

“I want you to each have a map of the path I laid out.” Brandon handed a small map of the Ardennes to each lieutenant. “Explain the mission to your platoons and instruct them to get ready.”




…




The Rangers passed time by playing cards and telling stories in their barracks. Green turned to Reilly and asked, “Is it true you speak five languages?” Reilly nodded. “Are you a genius?”

Reilly laughed. “No, just persistent. I spent a few years studying languages in Europe in the late ‘30s, before the war. In one village I might need French, in the next I might need Italian, or something.”

“Plus,” said Private Orion, “it helped him talk to French girls.”

Reilly smiled. “Oui.”

“Wait,” Green said, “what would you say to them?”

“Laissez-moi montrer mon lit.” Reilly chuckled.

“What does that mean?”

“Let me show you my bed.”

The others laughed.

“I got one for you,” Roebuck said. “When we capture Hitler in the Reichstag, how do I tell him, ‘you’re under arrest, you Kraut scum?’” 

Reilly put his finger to his lip as he switched to German. “Du bist verhaftet, du Kraut Abschaum.”

Finn snorted.

“What?” Reilly asked.

Finn shook his head. “Nothin’. I’ve always been of the opinion that languages are dumb. Just different sound combos. You know?”

Reilly shook his head. “They’re so much more than that. They transfer ideas through space and time. They—”

“But they’re made up. Unlike math, which is concrete. And what are you hoping to do with it? Go into business?”

“No,” Reilly said. “My goal in life is to become a linguistics professor. Have you heard of Leonard Bloomfield?” Finn shook his head. “He’s a leader in the field. His recent stuff focuses on the scientific basis of linguistics, such as behaviorism, but lately I’ve been looking into his early work on the Neogrammarian principle of regular sound change—”

“That’s a bunch of gobbledygook.”

Reilly sighed. “I disagree, but, fine.”

Lieutenant Curtis entered the barracks. “Come outside. All of you.” The Rangers followed Curtis. He scanned the group to confirm he had everyone from Red Platoon.

“C Company has been given its next mission.” He paused. “Ike wants us to go behind German lines and take Spartiate.” Curtis opened the small map and pointed to where Spartiate was circled. “Our main goal is to secure the package that’s there.”

“What’s the package?” Sergeant Victor asked.

“It’s a crate that contains something important.”

“And that something is?” Corporal Cory, from Victor’s squad, asked.

“I don’t know.” Curtis sighed. “I just know our order is to secure the package.”

The Rangers fell silent. They exchanged awkward glances.

“This seem stupid to anyone else?” Private Gary Keith asked. “The Krauts will tear us to shreds!”

“Complain to General Eisenhower!” Curtis said. “Otherwise, get your gear. Gather an ample amount of ammunition, food, water, cigarettes, and whatever else you’ll need. You have two hours.”

The Rangers scattered.

“Bunch of bullshit. Not telling us what it is,” Orion said. Beck nodded. “Fucking Ike. Asshole.”

Brooks ignored them. He’d grown to trust and admire General Eisenhower over the past year. He was a giant, the architect of Overlord, the Supreme Commander of the Allies in Europe. The package had to be important if he was sending C Company to secure it. Letting the Germans keep it wasn’t an option.




…




December 22, 1944

Major Brandon guided the sixty-nine men of C Company through a small, abandoned village. The path he’d designed was easy to retrace in case the mission had to be aborted. The platoons walked separately, with Blue Platoon about one hundred yards north of Red Platoon.

Lieutenant Curtis had difficulty maintaining visual contact with Brandon and Blue Platoon through the fog. He noticed them turn and he glanced at his map.

“Thirty degrees to the northeast!” he said. Red Platoon followed his command.

Private Green fought to hold back anxiety, feeling his squad resented him for being a replacement. He was on good terms with Reilly and James but knew that Finn and Roebuck had little respect for non-combat medics. Beck was the closest soldier to him. It was worth a shot.

“Hey,” Green said. Beck didn’t respond. “Where you from?” 

“Nebraska.”

Green nodded. “You and Sergeant Brooks are friends?”

“Yup. We’ve been saving one another for months.”

“Where’d you meet?”

“Ranger training. We were assigned as ‘buddies.’”

“Oh? How’d that go?”

“It was embarrassing.” Beck chuckled as he stepped over a snow pile. 

“Why?”

Beck held up a finger and lit a cigarette. “Hard to keep up with him. Like this one time, we were doing this obstacle course. Brooks ran through the zigzag maze, climbed the giant wooden wall, ran across the rope-bridge over a river, and climbed under the metal bars. Before he went on to the next obstacle he turned and saw that I was still climbing the goddamn wall.

“He decided to wait for me and stepped to the side so the others could keep going. The drill sergeant came up to him and screamed, ‘Why are you waiting, soldier!’ Brooks, still watching me, replied, ‘I’m waiting for my Ranger buddy!’ You should have seen the look on the drill sergeant’s face. Priceless.”

Green laughed. Beck continued. “It’s not his strength that impresses me.” He puffed on his cigarette. “It’s his mind. He can think his way out of danger, no matter what. Any situation we found ourselves in, he found a way out of it.”

Green nodded. “Can I ask one more question about him?”

“Shoot.”

“Why does he hate the Germans so much? I mean, I hate them too, we all do, I’m sure, but he seems to be on another level. Why is that?”

“You’re aware that he’s Jewish?”

“Right.”

“And the Krauts hate Jews? Like, really hate the Jews?”

“I know, but it seems beyond that. Seems bloodthirsty.”

Private Grady was bored a few yards away. “Alright, I got a question. I read that, at Stalingrad, the Russkies would shoot Russkie children who brought the Krauts water in exchange for bread. If we were in that situation, and Belgian kids brought the Krauts water, would we do the same?”

Curtis said, “No,” and Brooks said, “Yes,” simultaneously, to the squad’s amusement.

“We’re not shooting kids,” Curtis said, still looking at the map.

“They’re aiding the enemy if they’re bringing them water,” Brooks said. “They’re helping them stay in the fight, which means they’re increasing the likelihood of us taking casualties.”

“We’re not barbarians. This is a hard line. No nuance.”

“Brooks has a point, sir,” Finn said. “Kids helpin’ the Krauts are makin’ us choose between us and them. Why shouldn’t we do whatever we have to to survive this war while still winning?”

“You’re comfortable watching a child’s head explode in your cross-hairs?” Curtis asked.

“Better than mine explodin’.”

“How are we even discussing this?” Reilly asked. “Surely, the Geneva Convention must—”

“Oh, please,” Brooks said. “I’ve seen too many men die since June sixth to care about a scrap of paper. The Russkies and Japs are smart to not hold themselves back.”

“Amen,” Finn said.

“Nice to know my subordinates are comfortable pillaging and—get down!” Curtis said.

A nearby building exploded. Debris flew in every direction. Dust consumed the surrounding area. Brooks took a deep breath a moment before the dust cloud surrounded him. It passed in a few moments. The Rangers stood up.

“What the hell was that?” Orion asked.

“Tank blast,” James said.

They heard shouts of German.

“Get close to those buildings!” Curtis said. Red Platoon crouched as they sprinted to the nearest structures.

Brooks held his Thompson in his gloved hands. He saw a number of enemy soldiers moving through the buildings a few yards away. “Follow me,” he said to his squad. The Rangers sprinted forward. They crouched down next to a large pile of rubble. Bracing their guns on the rubble, they fired at the Germans.

The German soldiers ducked as they took their positions. German bullets peppered the Americans after a few seconds. The Rangers lowered their heads as the first rifle shots struck the rubble protecting them. For several minutes, the Americans waited as German bullets flew over-head. “Return fire!” Brooks said. He looked over the rubble and sprayed his Thompson. His squad followed suit.

Brooks sized up the situation. He counted nine German fighting men, while his squad had seven. But the Germans were all riflemen, while his squad had multiple submachine guns. That gave the Rangers the edge.

“Beck and Orion, you two come with me,” Brooks said. “We’re gonna flank them. The rest of you hold their attention.”

Brooks, Beck, and Orion crawled around the rubble and made their way to a spot directly behind the enemy. Brooks watched the Germans and saw a rifle bullet strike one of the Germans in the shoulder. He signaled for Beck and Orion to restrain their fire. They continued approaching the enemy. Finally, he nodded to Beck. The two men lunged forward, firing their Thompsons at the Nazis. Attacking from behind, the Americans shot many of the Germans in the back without worry.

“Wir werden flankiert! (We’re being flanked!)” a German shouted before Beck shot him in the back. Orion came from the side, his trench gun ready. He fired it into a German soldier’s chest just as he turned around. Though a short range weapon, the trench gun had a devastating impact.

Brooks’ plan succeeded. He thought all of the Germans had been killed when one lunged toward him. The enemy soldier held a bayonet. Brooks was not fast enough to get out of the way. “Stirb, du Yankee! (Die, you yank!)” Beck slammed into the German before the bayonet could stab Brooks. He fired into his fallen foe.

“Thank you,” Brooks huffed.

“What’s the count now?”

“That’s the thirteenth time you’ve saved me.” Brooks smiled. “But I’m at seventeen.” 

“Guess I’m catching up.”




…




Sergeant Victor’s squad was in a similar situation a few yards away. German and American bullets flew overhead. Lieutenant Curtis turned to Victor. “We have to reach Blue Platoon. Together we can defeat these Krauts.”

Victor nodded as a German grenade landed next to him. “Son of a bitch!” He grabbed the explosive and threw it back. It went off before the Germans could react. All German fire stopped for several moments.

The Rangers looked up, cautious. Submachine gun bullets sprayed at them. They ducked but a bullet struck Private Peter Brady in the throat. Brady landed on his back and grabbed his wound. Blood gushed from the injury. The Americans listened as their friend gagged. Private Werner, a medic, rushed to the wounded soldier. He grabbed Brady, trying to get him to stop shaking back and forth.

“Calm down!” Werner said. “You’ll be okay! Calm down!” Brady didn’t respond as he continued shaking. “Goddamn it!” Werner, whose hands were now covered in Brady’s blood, turned to Curtis. “I can’t help him if he keeps spasming!”

Curtis, careful to not get shot himself, rolled over beside Werner. He grabbed Brady, trying to control him. “Do whatever you need to.”

Werner nodded as he pulled out a morphine syrette. He grabbed a rag, placing it into Brady’s throat to stop the bleeding. It didn’t work. After a few minutes, Private Brady stopped shaking. Werner shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

Curtis nodded. The cold reality was the Rangers didn’t need the dead weight.

Private Gregory Lepton saw that Brady still had ammunition. Lepton stood up and moved toward Brady’s body. A German rifle bullet struck Lepton in the head. His dead body landed on the snowy ground with a thud.

“Fuck!” Sergeant Victor said. “Everyone stay down!” The German soldiers retreated. “After them!” Victor said, full of adrenaline and anger. His squad pursued the enemy. They turned the corner of a building and saw a twenty-millimeter cannon waiting and aiming for them.

Five German soldiers stood on the large, gray weapon. They pulled the lever. Several colossal shells flew from the cannon. The first shell tore through Private Paul Nichols, killing him instantly. What little remained of his body landed on the ground.

Victor’s squad retreated behind the building and learned that the shells could tear through concrete. The wall behind them blew apart. One shell struck Private Robert Connors. He fell screaming. Private Werner jumped to his side but the soldier was already dead. More shells struck the building. The Rangers knew the wall would come down on top of them if they didn’t move. But any movement risked exposure. They stayed put.

Lieutenant Curtis caught his breath. “That thing is destroying us,” he said. He wanted to shoot back but knew it was suicide.




…




Sergeant Brooks watched as the twenty-millimeter gun fired at Victor’s squad. They would all be killed if he did nothing but the cannon was too far away for his Thompson to reach. The wall would collapse by the time he was in range.

He turned to Finn. “Can you take out that gun with your Springfield?”

“Of course I can.” Finn smiled. He looked through his scope and quickly put the first German crewmember in his cross hairs. With the pull of a trigger, the German fell off the cannon, dead. Finn quickly prepared his gun, aimed, and shot again. Another German was killed as the sniper bullet tore through his neck. All five crewmen were dead after a few seconds. The cannon stopped. Brooks’ squad ran toward Victor’s.

“Are you guys ok?” Brooks asked.

Victor looked at his fallen men. “We lost four guys. But thank you.” 

“You’re welcome,” Finn said.

“We should strip the bodies of food and ammunition. We may need it,” Curtis said.

“I disagree, sir,” Victor said. “We should find Schwartz’s squad.”

Curtis hesitated. “Okay. Which direction did they go?”

Reilly pointed to the northwest. Curtis nodded. The Rangers slowly advanced but the fog grew thicker and made it difficult to see. They finally noticed a small group of men, unsure if they were American or German. The Rangers raised their guns.

“Show yourselves!” someone said.

The men held up their arms. They walked toward the Rangers. Brooks put his finger on his trigger. It was the missing squad. The Rangers lowered their weapons.

“Thank God,” Curtis said. “Are you alright?”

“We lost Private William,” Schwartz replied.

“I’m sorry,” Curtis said. “We have to find Blue Platoon or we’ll be separated for good.”

The Rangers nodded but the ground vibrated. Beck watched some specks of snow roll off a larger mound. “The hell is that?” he asked. A large vehicle tore through the side of a building. Its thick armor protected it from falling rubble. As the dust cleared, the Rangers saw that the monstrosity was a lone Tiger tank. The colossal German war machine was ten times more powerful than Allied tanks. It wielded a terrifying 88-millimeter cannon which dominated the battlefield. It possessed four tons of frontal armor that was nearly indestructible and weighed sixty-eight tons.

The Tiger’s driver couldn’t see the Rangers in the dust and fog. They retreated behind some buildings.

“I hate Tigers,” Grady said as he sat down and readied his M1. “I really hate Tigers.”

The tank’s colossal cannon, which looked like a gharial’s jaws, turned through the air. Roebuck knew he couldn’t pierce the Tiger’s frontal armor with his bazooka. He had to hit it from the side. He and Orion got up to prepare their attack, leaving the other Rangers.

Green noticed the tank didn’t fire at them. “It doesn’t know we’re here. Maybe we could hit its tracks.”

“We wouldn’t get close enough without it noticin’,” Finn said.

“Just watch me!” Private Tommy Travers said from behind another building. He grabbed his Browning machine gun and, staying low to the ground, ran toward the Tiger.

“Travers, get back here!” Schwartz said. Travers ignored him and fired his Browning at the tank. The bullets harmlessly bounced off its armor. The crew saw Travers and prepared its machine gun. Travers grabbed a grenade, pulling the pin as the tank’s machine gun opened fire. Travers lunged underneath the stream of bullets, which fired inaccurately in the fog. Travers held onto the grenade too long. It exploded in his hand.

“Asshole gave away our position,” Grady said.

Roebuck’s bazooka struck the Tiger’s right flank, piercing its armor but not all the way through. Brooks watched the Tiger’s cannon turn in Roebuck’s direction. Brooks wondered if he could throw a grenade down the cannon and kill the crew. Roebuck launched a second bazooka shell. It too failed to cripple the Tiger. The Tiger fired in Roebuck’s direction. A building collapsed and dust filled the air. Brooks’ jaw clenched, praying he hadn’t lost a man under his command.

Private Keith and Corporal Eddie ran out from their hiding positions and charged toward the tank. The tank’s crew focused on Roebuck and didn’t spot the charging Rangers in time. They jumped onto the tank and pulled the hatch open. The first German crewmember looked up at Keith and shouted. Keith shot his BAR into the German, killing him. Eddie took a grenade and threw it down the hatch.

The Americans cheered. Keith took a small bow as he climbed off the Tiger. Orion got Beck’s attention and Beck ran to where the building was minutes before. They searched the rubble for several minutes. Roebuck touched Orion’s shoe. Orion dropped to his knees. Roebuck muttered something too soft for Orion to hear.

“What is it?” Orion asked.

“Did I hit it?” Roebuck asked, coughing.

Orion chuckled. “Yes. You did great.”

“Good.” Roebuck smiled as he pushed himself up. He wiped blood from his forehead.

“How do you feel?”

“My head hurts like hell.”

Orion laughed. The three Rangers joined the others. Roebuck smiled as he saw the tank’s iron cross was blackened by his bazooka shots.

“I’m basically repeating myself at this point,” Curtis said, “but we have to find Blue Platoon.”

“Did they keep going or are they waiting for us?” Private Moss asked. 

“I don’t know.”

“Didn’t you say Major Brandon drew a path on your map?” Reilly asked. “They’re probably on the path.”

Curtis nodded and pulled out the map. “Strip the dead of their ammunition and rations as I figure this out.”

The Rangers did as ordered. Orion stepped aside and pulled out a cigarette and lighter. The cold made it hard to maintain a light. “Come on, ya piece of crap.”

“The lieutenant gave us an order,” Brooks said.

“I will, just give me a second.”

“Private, this is going to be a very long mission. If you have the chance to refill your rations, I would think—” Brooks stopped mid sentence.

“What?” Orion asked. Brooks pulled out his binoculars, looking through the fog. “Is it Blue Platoon?” Brooks shook his head. “More German infantry?”

Brooks studied these people, noticing an SS insignia on each of their collars. “Worse.” He turned to Lieutenant Curtis. “Sir, a platoon of Waffen SS is approaching.”

Curtis’ face dropped a shade paler. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. We have just enough time to avoid them.”

Curtis put his finger to his lip. It was clear from the map that the Waffen SS stood on the path Brandon laid out, meaning they were an obstacle to reaching Blue Platoon. That had to be his highest priority because separation meant each platoon would be destroyed and the mission a failure.

“We stand and fight,” Curtis said.

“You’re not serious,” Brooks said.

“Don’t question my decisions, Jonathan.” Curtis turned to the other Rangers. “Get ready for battle, men.”

“What’s coming?” Sergeant Victor asked.

“Waffen SS. A whole platoon.”

“Shouldn’t we avoid them?” Corporal Cory asked.

“No,” Curtis said. “They stand between us and Blue Platoon. We have to fight through them. See those three shops? I want a different squad in each building. Entrench your positions. They’ll deplete their strength. Then they’ll either retreat or we’ll counterattack.”

“When have the Waffen SS ever been known to retreat?” Brooks asked.

“Then we’ll counterattack.” The Rangers froze. “Now, Rangers!”

Each squad entered a separate shop; each man found a different opening from which to look at their enemy. Brooks peered through a window in the farthest right building. The Waffen SS wore light gray, almost white, uniforms, and carried black submachine guns. They looked at the defeated Tiger tank and knew Americans were nearby. They raised their weapons and looked in every direction, spreading out. It was a much larger force than Brooks had realized; almost twice as large as Red Platoon.

The Waffen SS looked like raptors hunting for prey in an ancient dinosaur kill-ground. One officer shouted, “Keinen Rückzug! Keine Kapitulation! Keine Gefangenen! (No retreat! No surrender! No prisoners!)” One looked directly at the Rangers’ middle building, where Victor’s squad was located. The Rangers fired their weapons for what felt like the thousandth time that day. The Waffen SS returned fire, crouching into position.

Finn looked through his scope. He put a German in his crosshairs and fired. The round barely missed. “Son of a bitch.” He lined up another shot.

Brooks and Beck fired from the same first story window, their streams of bullets forming an X that was difficult to avoid. Brooks analyzed the situation. The Rangers were entrenched, so they likely had the numbers to withstand the German assault, but they would be a shadow of a unit.

Curtis reached the same conclusion from the middle shop. Not even finding Blue Platoon was worth the cost that fighting through this enemy unit would require. “Prepare to retreat!” he said. He stood with his BAR. “I’ll cover you! Go!” Curtis sprayed his BAR at the Germans, moving its nozzle to and fro. The other Rangers left the shops; Brooks and Shwartz’s squads left when they saw Victor’s squad withdraw. Curtis inhaled the fumes from his gun powder. He glanced to see the other Rangers had withdrawn. He lowered his gun and followed.

The Germans pursued.

“Lassen Sie die Amerikanernicht entkommen! (Do not let the Americans escape!)”

Curtis did a brief headcount of Red Platoon as he caught up with his men. Every Ranger seemed to be there. He heard the Nazis shouting, having made their way through the buildings.

A German bullet struck Grady in the upper-thigh. He fell to his knees. Private Wayne James rushed to his side. The medic looked at the wound. It was small and only seemed to be a scrape.

“It doesn’t look too bad. Can you get up?”

Grady nodded. He summoned all his strength and rose to his feet. He threw his arm over James’ shoulder and they walked together. A Nazi came up behind them and fired into James’ back. The medic fell to the ground. Still alive, he looked to Grady. “Run!”

Grady fired two shots at the Nazi before he turned and ran. He ran past Brooks, who turned back. James rolled over and saw the German standing over him. His lungs were exhausted; he struggled to breathe. “Water?” he asked with difficulty.

The German looked into James’ eyes as he lifted his pistol and shot him in the throat.

“No!” Brooks said. He fired his Thompson at the German’s legs. The enemy fell.

Brooks grabbed the Nazi’s collar and punched him in the face. He grabbed him again and struck him twice as hard. The German’s nose broke from the strike. Blood dripped down his chin.

“You piece of shit!” Brooks said as he punched the German a third time. “You arrogant Kraut fucker!” He punched him a fourth time. He raised his fist again.

Curtis grabbed his wrist. “That’s enough, Jonathan. I won’t stand for torture.”

Blood poured down the German’s face. Brooks looked at James’ body and then back at the Nazi, who had a small smile. Brooks broke his arm free from Curtis’ grip and punched the German again.

“I order you not to strike him again! Finish this so we can leave.”

Brooks watched his bloody, beaten enemy. “Fine,” he said, retrieving a knife from his belt and slitting the German’s throat. Brooks dropped the body and followed the other Rangers.




…




The Rangers regrouped on the town’s outskirts.

“The Germans control the town,” Curtis said, stating the obvious. “We can’t go back to the path Major Brandon planned. It’s too dangerous.”

“What does that mean?” Sergeant Schwartz asked.

Curtis sighed. “It means we’re cut off. Let’s move a bit further away and wind down for the night. We’ll make decisions in the morning.” He glared at Brooks, who glared back. “Can I speak to you?” Curtis and Brooks walked out of earshot of the others.

“What?” Brooks demanded.

Curtis sighed, trying to calm himself. “You tortured that German. I don’t feel bad for him, but you violated the Geneva Convention.”

“So?”

“I don’t want to have to report you to the JAGs, Jonathan. You can’t—”

“Fuck the JAGs! If you don’t like how I act when my men get killed, don’t make stupid as shit decisions like fighting the Waffen SS when it’s not necessary—”

“Don’t you talk to me that way! I’m your superior officer!”

Brooks looked away for a moment. “Fine. Anything else?”

“No.”

They rejoined the others.








  
  
  Something in the Air

  
  




Let everyone hold before him a single thought: destroy the enemy on the ground, in the air, everywhere . . . destroy him! United in this determination and with unshakable faith in the cause for which we fight, we will, with God’s help, go forward to our greatest victory.

—Dwight Eisenhower




December 23, 1944

The fog cleared over the Ardennes Forest, allowing the Allies to unleash their greatest weapon—their mastery of the sky. General Eisenhower launched thousands of planes against the enemy. Their missions ranged from destroying German transportation to attacking tanks. Leading the offensive was the P51 Mustang, the best fighter plane of the war.

The Mustang was key to destroying the German Luftwaffe. Each plane had a thirty-seven foot-long wingspan and flew over four hundred miles per hour. Their six machine gun turrets were ideal for long-range combat.

Lieutenant Colonel David Brooks, Jonathan’s older brother, had been a Mustang pilot since February 1944. In March, Eisenhower and his air chiefs ordered an attack on Berlin, the one target the Luftwaffe had to defend. B-17 Flying Fortresses pounded the city; seventy percent of the Luftwaffe fought back. David and the Mustangs intervened, targeting the German planes as Grant targeted Lee’s army in the Civil War. The Allies launched sixteen such attacks on Berlin in spring 1944, pulverizing the Luftwaffe and securing Allied aerial superiority.

David’s plane, The Flying Shark, flew over the border into Germany. David smiled under his oxygen mask. He had seen the devastated German cities through his goggles several times but always felt a rush when flying over the enemy. Dozens of American V-formations darkened the skies over the Reich. The formation leader’s voice came in through the radio.

“Break off formation. Destroy anything that may be useful to the enemy.”

David shifted the throttle and The Flying Shark went off on its own course. He looked through the sky and only saw Allied planes. He was almost sad at the lack of a challenge. Almost.

A falcon hunting for prey, he saw a German train heading west, probably carrying oil for the German tanks or ammunition for the soldiers. David turned the throttle and began his descent. He loved the hunt.

He fired his guns, leaving the train a flaming wreck within seconds, and looked for his next target.




…




Lieutenant Curtis studied his map while Sergeant Victor watched the planes overhead. “Really missed the sky,” he said.

Curtis was silent. He needed a way to swing east of the town to avoid the Waffen SS while moving north to reach Blue Platoon. He thought they were north of Wiltz, near Luxembourg, but he wasn’t sure. Curtis doubted he would ever see Blue Platoon again. The forest was too large and the enemy was everywhere.

“Nathan,” Curtis said, “what do you think of this plan?” He drew a path on the map with his finger.

Victor sighed and condensation left his mouth. “I think it’s enough, sir.”

“What is?”

“I lost half my squad yesterday. This mission was suicide before we lost Blue Platoon. Now it’s beyond that, if that’s possible. A single platoon behind Kraut lines during their biggest offensive of the war? C’mon.”

Curtis looked down, wrecked by indecision. He hated saying it, but there was only one person he trusted. “Can you get the other sergeants?”

Victor nodded and walked toward the larger group.

Brooks sat with his squad. Grady rested on his knees, still wounded from the previous day. He turned to Green. “Hey, medic, can you stick me with another morphine?”

“Your heart will stop beating if I do.”

“Will that make my ass hurt less?”

Victor got everyone’s attention. “Schwartz, Brooks, follow me. The lieutenant wants a word.”

“What does he want now?” Brooks said.

The four leading men of Red Platoon sat together over Curtis’ map. Curtis and Brooks exchanged a quick glance. Curtis began. “Sergeant Victor is of the opinion that this mission is hopeless and we should leave the Ardennes. What do you two think?”

Schwartz’s face scrunched. “Wouldn’t we be locked in the stockade if we refused the mission?”

“I’d rather be in the stockade than fertilizer in the Ardennes,” Victor said.

“I’m no coward.”

“What path would we even take to Spartiate? We’re cut off.”

“Can I see the map?” Schwartz asked. Curtis handed it to Schwartz. “The Krauts have the bulk of their forces in the northern part of the Bulge. We should keep to the south and swing around to Spartiate.”

“We don’t have the food for that,” Victor said.

“You’re not going to agree to anything! SHAEF wouldn’t have sent us on this mission if it wasn’t important.”

“Please, we don’t even know what the package is.”

“Exactly! It could be anything. We can’t let Hitler keep it. What if this is the end of the world?”

“Are you serious? It’s probably just some French artwork. It isn’t worth all our lives.”

“Enough!” Curtis said. “What do you think, Jonathan?”

Brooks watched the others in silence. “I can’t speak for all of you, but I’m going to Spartiate to find the package. And I’ll bring it back.”

“I am not keeping my squad on this suicide course!” Victor said.

“That’s for you and Lieutenant Curtis to decide. I’m just telling you my intent.”

“What about food? There’s no way to preserve our rations while avoiding excessive German resistance.”

“We’d intercept German food supplies and pockets of American forces where possible.”

“You’re full of shit. Everyone acts like you’re a genius, but really—”

“That’s enough,” Curtis said. “This is either the best or worst decision you’ve ever made, Jonathan. Return to your squads and tell them to prepare to move out.”

“No!” Victor said. “I won’t—”

“That’s an order, Nathan.”

Victor submitted to his superior’s will. The sergeants left and Curtis devised a new path. He returned to the group an hour later.

“Listen up! We need some ground rules before we keep moving.” The Rangers formed a ring around Curtis. “First, since we’re behind enemy lines, we’ll have no way of sending the enemy to an Allied patrol. That means we aren’t taking prisoners.”

Several Rangers exchanged glances.

“Second, we need to save as much food as possible, so we’ll only stop to eat once a day. We can only eat the bare minimum to keep moving. We’ll try to divide our rations evenly. We won’t let anyone starve.

“Third, since we need to move as much as possible, we’ll only sleep for six hours a night. Four men will have to stay up and guard the others. That role will switch off every day.”

He turned and initiated the platoon’s descent into enemy territory. The others hesitated before following.




…




December 25, 1944

Private Finn returned to the rest of the squad from the bushes. He pulled out a cigarette and sat down. “Well, I just pissed an icicle.”

The others chuckled.

Green turned to Reilly, whose nose was deep in a large book. He turned to the others. “Wasn’t the war supposed to be over by Christmas? That’s what the government promised.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not,” Grady said. He turned to Finn. “Can I have one of those?”

“Didn’t you bring any?”

“Yeah, but I’ve been smoking like crazy the past few days. So, can I have one?”

“Sure,” Finn groaned as he reached back into his pocket. Finn lit the cigarette for Grady but the flame went out in his lighter. He pulled the lever again but it was too cold to ignite.

“That’s okay,” Grady said as he leaned back. His arms sunk into the snow.

“Oh!” Beck said as he reached into his own pocket. The others turned to him. He pulled out a chocolate bar. “Merry Christmas, everyone. You all can take a piece.” He passed the bar to Roebuck and turned to Brooks. “And Happy Hanukkah to you.” Beck threw the wrapper aside.

“Thanks Beck,” Finn said. The others nodded.

Private Orion looked at his piece for a moment. “Yep, thanks, Corporal. This little piece of candy makes up for the fact that I can’t feel my hands.”

Roebuck turned to him. “That’s enough, Orion. Beck just did a nice thing for us.”

“Oh, shut up!” Orion shouted. He stood up. Orion threw the piece of chocolate on the ground and stepped on it. He turned back to Beck. “You’re with your buddy, Brooks, who cares more about killing the enemy than our lives!” He turned to Curtis. “We all know who’s pulling the strings here! Curtis isn’t smart enough to make his own decisions, as he proved with the SS! He needs Brooks to run the show! And who’da guessed that Brooks would have decided to continue this mission? But we’re not going to complete this mission. We’re all going to be fucking dead by New Years!”

“Sit down, Private!” Curtis said. “Don’t you dare talk to your superiors that way!”

“To hell with the package and to hell with this mission,” Orion said before sitting.

An awkward silence fell over the platoon. Brooks turned to Reilly, who still read his book. “What are you reading?” Brooks asked. Reilly showed him the cover. It was Emil Ludwig’s biography of Napoleon. “Oh, I love him!”

“Have you read his bios of Bismarck or Goethe?”

“What? I don’t know the writer. I mean Napoleon.”

“Oh. Really? I feel like he’s a proto-Hitler.”

“Come on, you can’t compare them.”

“Why not? He was a forerunner of this century’s dictators. A secret police and everything.”

“He was good to the Jews though.”

“Fair. Just not good to anyone else.”

“What part of his life are you at?”

“The Russians are surrounding Paris.”

“Hm. Hope I’m not ruining anything, but the fact he took poison and survived shows that he was a great man of history. God wasn’t finished with him yet.”

“I suppose that’s one interpretation.”

“What do you mean?”

“He took that poison with him during the Russian campaign. He’d had it for two years before taking it. It lost most of its potency.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“The really impressive thing was a little earlier. Napoleon’s second wife, the Duchess of Austria, was giving birth to their son. But there was a problem, and the doctors told Napoleon that they would only be able to save one: either his wife or his baby.”

“Knowing him he probably chose the baby.”

“You’d think that, but he ordered the opposite. He said his wife could always have more children so they should abort the baby. They did as they were told. Later, he sat at his wife’s side and held her. The baby’s body was in the corner when it started crying.”

“Wow.”

“Right?”

“How do you not admire him? Look at what he did at Austerlitz.”

“I skim the battle chapters. They don’t make sense to me.”

“Oh, Austerlitz is simple. That’s why it’s a masterpiece. Probably the greatest tactical masterpiece in military history.”

“If you say so.”

“The short version is that he deployed a small force under a hill, letting the Austrians and Russians take the high ground. They thought he was either surrendering or was outnumbered, so they launched a frontal attack and exposed their flank which he struck with his main force. The Austrians and Russians retreated over a frozen lake, which Napoleon targeted with artillery. Drowned thousands of them.”

Reilly was taken aback at how much energy his sergeant had while explaining the battle.

“Sorry for bothering you,” Brooks said. “I’ll let you read.”




…




December 26, 1944

Red Platoon took shelter within a large, brick cafe to sleep. Their food supply was dangerously low. Brooks, Crook, Johnson, and Christian were the night’s sentries.

Brooks held his Thompson submachine gun in his hands. He leaned against the wall, struggling to stay awake. His eyes felt heavy, closing briefly. He forced them open. He heard a noise outside. It sounded like the engine of a large vehicle.

He crawled to a small hole in the wall and heard the sound again. Brooks turned to see if any of the other sentries heard it. They didn’t. He wondered if he was imagining the sound and continued looking through the hole.

Shadows moved across a nearby building. Something was outside but Brooks wasn’t sure what it was. Was it German soldiers advancing through the night? Belgian civilians trying to escape Nazi-occupation? Could it be American soldiers?

Brooks couldn’t get the Tiger tank from a few days ago out of his mind. One shot from its cannon could kill his platoon as they slept. And Private Tavers, the fool who ran at the Tiger and blew himself up with his own grenade. What was he thinking? What was his plan? Did he even have one? Probably wanted the platoon to see him as the hero who killed the Tiger. What some men do for glory. For prestige.

Is that what Orion meant yesterday when he said Brooks cared more about killing Germans than about saving his fellow Rangers? Brooks felt warm and angry as he watched Orion sleep. How dare he accuse Brooks of lacking a soul. That’s what this was. That because Brooks was Jewish, or because he’d been in combat too long, the war had taken his humanity. Orion effectively called Brooks a killing machine. Not a man. Not a soldier doing his duty.

Brooks and Orion. The men on opposite sides of the debate that consumed the platoon. Pursue the package or live another day. That was Orion’s interpretation. Brooks’ was different. Who should have the package, regardless of its contents? Eisenhower or Hitler? That’s what this was about. Brooks, Orion, and the others were mere chess pieces, the type that Brooks and Reilly played with, as historical titans like Eisenhower and Hitler battled for world dominance. Whose world would be better to live in? Even for non-Jews that should be obvious.

Brooks was right. Orion was wrong at best. An idiot was more accurate. He’d prefer to have it easy now and be Hitler’s slave later? What an idiot.

A shadow came into Brooks’ view. It was German infantry. He listened to the enemy soldiers talk to each other.

“Wir müssen am Morgen da sein (We have to be there by morning)”

“Dann mach voran! (Then keep moving!)”

Brooks put his finger on his trigger. He realized there were over a dozen enemies outside the cafe. That sound he had heard could be a German tank. Brooks wondered—if he didn’t shoot at the Germans, would they walk by and spare his platoon? If that was the case he didn’t have to start a vicious fight that would cost lives.

Brooks lowered his gun when he heard Private Crook’s BAR open-fire.

Damn it! Brooks thought as he began firing. We could have avoided a battle if we just let them go! The gun fire woke the other Rangers. They joined the fight and started shooting at the Germans through the windows. The Germans outside fell into disarray.

Beck crouched next to Brooks. He pulled himself from slumber to fight for his life.

The Germans returned fire. Bullets struck the wall. Several broke through. Brooks worked on instinct, as he had many times before. He was unnerved as he shot at something he could not see.

While the Americans and Germans felt tremendous animosity and revulsion toward each other, hate was not the dominant emotion they felt during battle. It was fear. Fear of being wounded or killed. Fear of being struck by molten lead. Fear of never seeing their loved ones again. Fear of watching their friends die in front of them. Both sides were a group of men fearing for their lives.

Lieutenant Curtis decided to retreat. The Americans had nothing to gain from this battle and further losses could jeopardize their mission. He looked at each wall and realized that the Germans were only outside two of them. The Rangers could break through the third or fourth walls and escape.

German bayonets stabbed at the walls. A razor-sharp blade pierced the cement between bricks above Reilly’s head. The American took his M1 Garand and struck the blade, bending it. Reilly smashed a small hole between bricks with the back of his rifle. He put the barrel of the gun into the hole and fired two shots.

The blasts struck the German in the abdomen. He fell over, grabbing his stomach. A German medic ran over to him. Reilly considered shooting at the easy target but couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger. He lowered his rifle and looked for another enemy but then watched as the German medic was shot and killed. “Who?”

“Got that Kraut,” Stevens said as he reloaded his weapon.

Reilly had an epiphany. The Americans and the Germans were not that different when it came to combat. Both killed medics or messengers when given the opportunity, both viewed the other as non-human entities, and both viewed the other’s country as the greatest evil imaginable—the opposite of what the world should be.

Reilly turned as he heard an explosion from the wall behind him. Were the Nazis entering from the rear? No, it was Curtis making an escape route.

“Everyone out, now!” Curtis said.

Brooks turned to the men around him. “You guys fall back, I’ll hold them off!”

“No, you go!” Grady said. “I’ll keep them busy and catch up.”

Brooks looked at Grady’s wound and knew the inevitable, but didn’t want to waste time debating. “You be right behind us!”

“Understood!”

Brooks followed the others, glancing at Grady one last time as he left.

The Germans, now facing much less resistance, entered the cafe. Grady fired at them. He shot one crawling through a window. The German fired his submachine gun as his body fell to the ground.

The bullets struck all around Grady. One flew directly over his helmet. Grady returned fire. “Take this, Nazi scum!” He fired again, this time hearing a loud click!

He reached for his belt to get more ammunition. Germans swarmed around him. He lunged toward the exit. A German soldier stepped over Grady and fired his rifle right at his head.








  
  
  Scourge

  
  




One Beethoven symphony contains more culture than America has produced in her whole history.

—Adolf Hitler




July 15, 1918

Private Jerrod Brooks was shoulder to shoulder with the other American soldiers in the trench. He wore the classic American doughboy uniform: a brown jacket and pants, a deep helmet, and a gas mask over his face. Ammunition and an entrenching tool were strapped to his belt. He prepared his M1903 Springfield rifle by loading the clip of five rounds and cocking it. He looked into the scope and aimed outside the trench. He was ready.

Brooks came from a conservative Jewish family. He’d been married to Carole for six years and adored and missed his two sons, Adam and David, who were waiting for him back home. Carole gave birth to a third boy, Jonathan, after Jerrod was drafted. A first generation immigrant, Brooks’ parents fled the Cossacks at the turn of the century. Brooks worked in his parents’ leather shop; Glenn, his younger brother, worked at the Navy Department.

Brooks scratched his short, brown hair and turned to the man next to him, Private Chuck Danton. The two met in basic training. Neither had yet experienced combat.

“I almost wish the Germans would get here already,” Danton said. “The sooner this is over, the sooner we get to go home.”

Brooks nodded.

The trench was east of the Marne River, where the French blunted the German advance to Paris four years prior. The Kaiser’s final offensive broke through the Anglo-French lines and sought to take the French capital before Americans arrived in large numbers. Brooks and his comrades were the last line of defense.

A shadow fell over Brooks. He looked up to see Sergeant Phillips. “How are you privates doing?” he asked.

“Alright,” Brooks said. “A bit nervous.”

“Is that so?” Philips asked. “Have you ever been in a fight before?”

“I’ve roughhoused with my little brother.”

“Ha! Well, picture the Krauts like your little brother, assuming he was a bloodsucking pest. Otherwise, this may be a new experience.” 

Brooks nodded. He peered outside the trench. Thick clouds filled the skies but he could see the black, scorched ground. Barbed wire stretched for miles across the Allied line and a few hundred yards away were dark trees. Philips walked away.

Brooks turned to Danton. “Are you ready?”

“I think so. We trained enough.”

“True.”

An officer said, “German artillery, get down!”

“Remember men,” Philips said, “hell is too good for the Hun!”

Brooks crouched, put his hands over his head, and closed his eyes. Many others did the same. He heard the boom of an artillery round echo from a distance. Then he heard the screams of his fellow soldiers. His eyes tightened. An artillery round struck the ground behind him. Fire from its blast entered the trench and threw dirt, but Brooks and the others evaded harm. He felt heat on the back of his neck.

Brooks endured two prolonged emotional cycles before the barrage ended. The Americans checked for casualties. Brooks climbed back onto the trench’s ledge. He grit his teeth and tightened his hold on his rifle.

“Here they come!” the officer said.

Brooks looked through his scope. A swarm of Germans charged toward the American trench. An ocean. He put a German in his sights and aimed for his lungs. He fired.

The German fell to his knees. Brooks smiled but watched as the German clutched the wound in agony. What had he done? The man, though wearing a mask, looked like Brooks’ friends back home. They might get along, if not for the war. Maybe they had things in common. No. That was the enemy. Brooks aimed between the German’s eyes and fired.

Barbed wire blocked the Germans’ advance. They used wire cutters. The Americans took advantage of this, firing as much as possible. Germans screamed as they reached the American trench. Brooks fired, piercing a German’s abdomen. He fell over his rifle, and his body tripped two more.

“Good one!” Danton exclaimed. Brooks prepared another round. A German leapt above him. Brooks lunged as the enemy soldier landed in the trench. Brooks, now covered in mud, turned to his foe.

The German rose to his feet. He peered down at Brooks, his gas mask’s dark eye goggles making him look like an insect. Brooks pointed his rifle at the German and pulled the trigger but only heard a click! Brooks rolled out of the way as the German lunged at him with a bayonet.

Brooks dropped his rifle and grabbed his entrenching tool. He swung the sharp shovel at the German, striking the enemy in the left arm. The shovel dug into the German’s flesh, causing him to scream in pain. Brooks prepared to swing the shovel again.

“Take this, you damn Kraut!”

The German dodged the attack. “Brenn in der Hölle, Yankee! (Burn in hell, Yank!)”

The German lunged with his bayonet. Brooks swung his shovel, barely deflecting the attack. He glanced at the other Americans. Many, including Danton, were in their own fights. Brooks was on his own.

The German, undeterred, elbowed Brooks in the face. His gas mask absorbed the shock. Off balance, Brooks was unable to stop the German from grabbing his gas mask. Brooks clutched the German’s hands. The two men struggled. Brooks felt the German’s hands on his mask but he wasn’t strong enough to remove them. The German tore Brooks’ mask from his face and threw it aside.

Brooks lunged, elbowing the German and knocking him down. He mounted his enemy and punched the German. Brooks grabbed his rifle and retrieved ammunition from his belt. The German retrieved his bayonet. He was faster.

The German stabbed Brooks’ abdomen. The American spat blood and tripped backward. The German towered over him. Brooks grabbed his wound and pushed himself backward with his heels. His eyes begged the German for mercy.

Brooks pictured Carole wrapping her arms around his three sons, including Jonathan, who he had yet to meet.

Danton knocked out his own enemy by striking him with the butt of his rifle and turned as the German shot Brooks in the chest, killing him. Enraged, Danton lunged and struck the German with more force than he ever imagined. The German spun around. His dog tag swung upward, tearing the chain. The small metal piece fell into the mud.

Danton prepared his rifle when a rogue bullet flew by his head. Danton fell to his knees, fearing another attack. The German took the opportunity to flee, crawling away to the safety of the chaos that consumed the trench. Danton returned to combat instead of giving pursuit.

The fighting ended several hours later. Hundreds died in Danton’s region of the trench but the German offensive was blunted.

Private Danton returned to Brooks’ body and took his dog tag. He saw the German’s dog tag in the mud and grabbed it, too. He looked at the two pieces of metal. One identified his friend, the other, his friend’s killer, who escaped to fight another day.




…




December 27, 1944

Sergeant Jonathan Brooks awoke from his nightmare. Brooks curled up into a ball, holding himself, feeling cold and nauseous. He was in a foxhole with the rest of his squad. They had yet to find another safe building and slept in the cold.

Brooks fought to regain control of himself. He had an urge to vomit. He turned upward toward the night sky, looking at millions of stars. Each was light-years apart; some may have had planets of their own. Brooks also saw bright red tracer bullets fly through the sky like shooting stars.

Brooks rested his head on the ice behind him, continuing to stare at the sky as he exhaled. He closed his eyes, fighting his nerves.

Beck was a sentry. He crawled to his friend. “Are you alright?”

Brooks nodded. “I’m fine. I just had a bad dream.”

“What happened?”

Brooks shook his head. “Nothing, it was just a nightmare. Can I have a cigarette?”

“I thought you didn’t smoke.”

“I’ll make an exception.”

Beck retrieved a cigarette from his nearly empty pack and lit it. Brooks inhaled. He hated the taste and smell but the smoke warmed him.

“Jonathan, I’m worried about you. Please tell me what happened.”

Brooks waited a few moments, wrestling with whether to open up. “I dreamed about my dad.”

“I thought you never met him.”

“True, but I know how he died. That’s what I saw. The same thing I’ve seen in my dreams for months.”

“You’ve never told me. How did he die?”

Brooks hesitated. “He was killed during the last war.”

“Is that why you hate the Germans so much?”

“They took my father from me. On top of everything else. I barely know what he looked like. Just some old pictures. Forced Uncle Glenn and David to help my mom raise me.”

“How do you know the details of your dad’s death? Are you just imagining them?”

“I imagine some but Mr. Danton informed me about most of them.”

“Who?”

“He was with my dad when he was killed. He tracked my family down in New York a few years after the war. Told us the whole story of what happened in the trench that day. He told us how a German stabbed and shot my dad in cold blood.” Brooks reached into his pocket. “He gave us this.” It was a small piece of metal. He handed it to Beck.

“It’s a dog tag,” Beck said as he held the piece. “And it’s old. I don’t even think it’s American.”

“You’re right,” Brooks said. “It’s not. That belonged to Direk Galland, the man who killed my father.” Beck looked up at Brooks. “I’m going to search all of Germany until I find him.”








  
  
  Up the Stairs

  
  




Plans are worthless. Planning is everything.

—Dwight Eisenhower




December 28, 1944

Red Platoon walked in silence for hours. Now that the fog had passed, the sun finally shone down upon the Ardennes Forest, making their mission a little less miserable.

The Rangers descended a small hill. Sergeant Brooks looked at the sky. His lungs stung from smoking his first cigarette the night before.

“Holy shit,” Corporal Cory said. The others turned to him. “Look!” He pointed to a small field which was littered with the wreckage of destroyed vehicles. The Rangers approached the area and saw all the vehicles were tanks.

Private Reilly walked up to one and looked at its scorched symbol. “Oh my God. These are American.” All seven were Shermans. But there was no sign of a destroyed German vehicle.

“Definitely took a beating,” Sergeant Schwartz said. “The Krauts didn’t lose anything. They just killed these tanks and left.”

Curtis was disgusted. Seven American tanks; their crews dead, their cannons ripped off, their tracks misshapen, their steel bent as if made of plastic. But where were the tracks from the German tanks? The tracks should still be present in the snow even though the skirmish had occurred days before.

Curtis found them about thirty yards from the destroyed Shermans. The other Rangers followed him as he walked toward the tracks, which made clear that only one German tank had been present. The tracks came from the trees to the open terrain, where it fought the Shermans. They passed the hill.

“Son of a bitch.” Roebuck said. The tracks were enormous and their width taller than a man’s height.

“That’s definitely larger than a Panther,” Victor said.

“Looks larger than a Tiger,” Curtis said. The Rangers stopped staring at the tracks and turned to him. “And whatever it was, it destroyed these Shermans single-handedly.” All of the Rangers, including Curtis and Brooks, were consumed by the terrifying reality that something larger and more powerful than a Tiger tank was in the Ardennes.




…




The Rangers were on their way but they stopped again upon seeing another battlefield. Dozens of dead American and German infantry laid all over the ground. The Rangers sadly looked at thirty of their fallen comrades.

“Strip them of anything useful,” Curtis said.

The Rangers did as they were told. This was their chance to acquire more ammunition. Brooks and Beck found a group of soldiers who were carrying Thompson submachine guns. Brooks flipped over one of the corpses and took ammunition from his belt. Beck did the same to another body.

Green and Werner found medics who the Germans had killed. They stripped them of their morphine and other medical supplies. Their faces, darkened by the ice, stared at the Rangers as they worked.

“Don’t any of these guys have a sniper rifle?” Finn said.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Orion said. “Why? Are you low?”

“No, but it couldn’t hurt to get more ammo.”

They moved on to taking the men’s rations. Most of the food was bad from exposure, but some of it was good. More useful were the canteens, which the Rangers used to carry extra water.

Private Jake Christian fell to his knees. He put his head in his hands and cried. Some of the Rangers turned away, while others watched him, unsure what to do.

Lieutenant Curtis approached Christian and knelt down to eye-level. “What’s wrong, Private?” Curtis asked. Christian said nothing. “Private, you need to tell me what’s wrong so I can help you. Christian still did not respond. “Private—”

“Stop calling me that!” Christian said. He looked up at Curtis, tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay. What’s wrong?”

Christian swallowed. “I’m sick of it already. This goddamn mission. This war. I just want it all to end! I want to go home.” He gestured at the corpses. “I mean, look at what we’re doing! It’s disgusting. We’re human beings. Humans should not be acting like this!”

“I agree. But unfortunately, we need to take these supplies so we can keep moving. If we don’t we’ll be at the enemy’s mercy.”

“You know, sir, before this war, I had barely heard of Belgium. I didn’t know where it was on the map. And now I’m going to die here.”

“You are not going to die here,” Curtis said. Tears continued rolling down Christian’s cheeks. “We’ll be in Spartiate before you know it. Then we’ll return to the States as heroes.”

“We both know that isn’t true.”

“I don’t know much about you. What was your life like before the war?”

“It wasn’t much. I lived in Montana with my family. I have one brother and three sisters.”

“Did you have a woman?”

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t even get a French woman to smile at me after we liberated them.”

“I’m sorry. But I do promise you, this war will be over before you know it.”

“I know, sir. I’m alright. I’m just hungry. I’ve barely eaten anything in days. Skin and bones, as my ma would have said.”

“I know,” Curtis said as he looked at the ground. He knew his men weren’t eating enough. They had to get food to raise their morale, but that was easier said than done.




…




December 30, 1944

Red Platoon entered a new village. They saw a former residential building a few hundred yards away with a Nazi flag hanging down the side. Private Roebuck stared at the swastika. “Symbol of death.” The others nodded.

“Take a break,” Curtis said. “I need to talk to the sergeants.” Curtis, Brooks, Victor, and Schwartz stood together.

“What is it, sir?” Schwartz asked.

Curtis sighed. “We have to take that building.”

“What?” Victor asked. “Sir, you know that there are probably Germans in there.” Curtis nodded. “Armed Germans.”

“I know, Sergeant.”

“But sir, why?” Schwartz asked. “This seems unnecessary.”

“Our food supply is dangerously low. We’ll be at starvation level by New Years. It’s already getting to the men. That looks like a supply center, and if there are enemy soldiers in there, they’ll have food with them. It’s probably a lot, and if we take it, we can keep moving.”

“He’s right,” Victor said with a sigh. “I haven’t eaten in over a day and I assume I’m not alone. We’re at the breaking point.”

Schwartz’s face fell.

“So we all agree?” Curtis asked. “Taking that building is necessary?” All three men nodded. “Okay then.” Curtis knelt down. The others followed. Curtis grabbed a stick and drew a circle in the snow. “This is the building. We have about twenty guys left. If we charge one side we’d overwhelm the defender.” He drew three lines in the snow, each one leading to the circle. “Once we’re inside, we can fight our way upwards. At most, there’s probably only five Krauts in the building, so taking them out shouldn’t be too difficult.” Brooks let out a soft, unintentional whine. “What is it, Jonathan?”

“I don’t think we should concentrate our attack. We’d let the Germans solidify their defense on one spot. We could face multiple machine guns.”

“What do you suggest?”

Brooks reached for the stick, which Curtis relinquished. He wiped his hand through the snow and erased Curtis’ drawing, replacing it with a new circle. Brooks drew three arrows approaching the circle from all different sides.

“Attacking the building from three different sides will force the Germans to defend each point. A defense’s strength goes up exponentially when reinforced. This would prevent that. My squad will attack the building’s right flank. Victor’s squad attacks the left. Schwartz will attack head-on.” He drew small marks behind each arrow. “We should have long range firepower behind each thrust.” He looked at the terrain before the wall with the flag and saw a broken brick stack that looked like a good place for a sniper to have cover. “Schwartz will take Private Finn. Corporal Eddie and Private James both carry Brownings. I’ll take Eddie. Victor can have James.”

Schwartz and Victor locked eyes and then turned to Curtis, whose ego was sore.

He said, “Fine, we’ll go with this plan. I’ll go with Victor’s squad. Go tell your teams. We’ll launch in fifteen minutes.”




…




Brooks and his squad watched the target carefully. They waited, crouched behind another building. Corporal Kevin Eddie finished loading his Browning machine gun and put it in its deployed position pointing toward the building.

“I’m ready, Sergeant Brooks.”

“Good,” Brooks said as he turned to the others and asked, “How about you guys?”

Everyone told the same lie at the same time—they nodded. Brooks sighed. Their hiding spot was two hundred yards away from their target and there was a high chance they would face a German machine gun. The amount of food that the Rangers could seize better be worth the risk.

He turned to Lieutenant Curtis, who was with Sergeant Victor several hundred yards away. Curtis wanted all of the squads to attack at the same time. Brooks waited for the signal. He thought about Napoleon’s old adage that an army moved on its stomach. Acquiring enough food would determine the success or failure of the mission.

Curtis turned his right hand into a fist. That was the signal.

“Move!” Brooks said. Everyone in the squad stood up and charged toward the building. Brooks ran in front of the others with Beck right behind him.

The first seconds were quiet. Then a terrible crackling sound filled the air as a German soldier fired from the building. The Rangers were a third of the way to the building.

“Get down!” Brooks said. They all dropped forward and landed chest-downward. The Rangers crawled. They heard Corporal Eddie fire his Browning. The Nazi’s attention switched targets.

The German was on the third floor of the building, his weapon resting on the window-frame. Brooks could tell from the sound that it was an MG42, the most dangerous machine gun in the world. Nicknamed ‘Hitler’s buzz saw’ for the terrible sound it made, the MG42 could shoot at two thousand miles per hour, twice as fast as the American Browning.

Bullets flew back and forth several yards above the Rangers’ heads. “Keep moving!” Brooks said.

“Really?” Beck asked, on the verge of panicking, “I wanted to wait here a little longer!”

“Shut up and move!” Orion said.

The Rangers reached the building. Brooks, disoriented from the guns’ sound, looked at the wall. “Does anyone have any ideas?” he asked.

No one spoke while the deafening machine gun fired overhead.

“I could blow a hole in the wall with my bazooka,” Roebuck said. 

“Wait,” Orion said. Pulling his legs close to his body, he pointed and asked, “What about that window?” Brooks nodded and Orion got up. Staying close to the wall, he swung his trench gun at the window. Once it was shattered, the Rangers stepped over the frame, one at a time.




…




Schwartz’s squad ran toward the wall with the flag. He was surprised no German machine gun was firing but then saw the ground by his foot blow apart. Pieces of rock and ice flew in every direction. 

“Sniper!” Schwartz said. The Americans lowered themselves to a crouched position but kept advancing. Schwartz expected the next shot to be at him again. Then Private Christian collapsed.

Finn watched as the squad panicked. He looked into his scope to have a closer view. Private Werner, a medic, lunged toward Christian. But the German marksman fired again and the round tore into Werner’s neck. The medic rolled over his patient’s body as he died instantly.

Finn was almost excited. He had not faced an enemy marksman in weeks. He turned his scope to look into the second story of the building. That’s where he saw the shot fired. A German holding a Mauser Karabiner 98k rifle was waiting, just as he expected.

Finn fired his Springfield. The round missed. The German ducked. Finn prepared his rifle to fire again, giving the German an opportunity to seize his chance. Finn saw a flash emerge from the German’s rifle. The concrete block next to Finn’s head exploded.

Finn lined the German up in his cross-hairs. Knowing that failure meant death, Finn said, “Make this count!” as he pulled the trigger. The German sniper’s head blew apart like a watermelon.




…




Private Austin James and another German MG42 fired at one another while Lieutenant Curtis and Victor’s squad crawled below. When James’ Browning ran out of ammunition, the German turned his attention to the squad. He fired a few bullets, but was forced to readjust his position.

Private Fred Crook looked toward the window from where the German was firing. He pointed his BAR in that direction. He fired, thinking he could take out the machine gun and save his squad. A few shots slammed into the concrete below the German’s gun, but the Nazi shot back. Several bullets struck Crook’s chest, killing him.

Private Bruce Johnson yelped as he watched his friend die. “Son of a—”

He was shot before he could finish his last sentence. Curtis saw the machine gun. He looked at the terrified faces of his men and felt the same pit in his stomach he had when he told them to fight the Waffen SS days before.

Bullets struck the German’s window frame before he could find his next target. The MG42 fell backward. The Rangers looked back to see their savior. Private James, with his Browning at his side, gave a great salute. The Americans continued on their way.




…




Brooks’ squad climbed up the stairs of the building. The walls were dark gray. Brooks was in the middle of the group. “We’re almost there!” he said. They arrived on the second floor and looked into one of the rooms. They saw the dead German sniper that Finn had killed.

They continued upward, soon reaching the third floor. The Rangers heard machine gun fire coming from one of the rooms. They laid on their chests and waited. The Americans spread out across the hallway. Orion, still in the lead, gestured for the others to stop. He quickly peered into the room and then retracted and turned to the others.

“I’ve got this,” he said as he took a grenade off of his belt. He pulled the pin and threw it into the room. There was a loud explosion. Smoke flowed around the wall. Orion readied his trench gun and entered the room.

Two pistol bullets struck Orion in the chest. He collapsed to the ground. Orion’s body lay limp. Blood dripped from his lips. Both pairs of his limbs crossed each other like scissor blades.

“What now?” Beck whispered to Brooks, who did not respond. They heard screams of German coming from the room. No one moved, not wanting to share Orion’s fate.

Private Reilly said, “Komm raus! Es ist sicher! Das war der Einzige! (Come on out! It’s safe! That was the only one!)”

The Rangers heard a few soft footsteps before the German emerged from the room. Reilly pushed himself upward and fired. The bullet struck the German in the chest. The Nazi fell down and slammed his head on the wall. Blood emerged from his mouth.

The Americans stood up. “That was brilliant,” Beck said.

“Thanks,” Reilly said. They searched the other rooms to make sure there were no other enemies.

Roebuck and Brooks knelt by Orion’s body. Beck stood behind them. 

“Well, he was right,” Brooks said. “He said he’d be dead by New Years. And it’s my fault.”

“It’s the Kraut’s fault!” Beck said. Brooks did not respond.




…




Red Platoon occupied the supply center. They silently paid their respects to their fallen comrades and searched the building, finding the Germans’ food supply. It was not as large as Curtis hoped but was still enough to last a week. Then they would have to hunt again.

Reilly approached Curtis. “Don’t doubt that this was worth it, Lieutenant.” Curtis nodded half-heartedly.

Brooks stood next to the MG42 in the next room. He saw that the grenade had landed in the opposite corner of the room and had done no harm to the German. He gazed out the window, watching the forest. Beck came to his side. “What are you looking at?”

“Spartiate’s in that direction.”

Beck watched Brooks, who was stoic, but whose cheeks and nose were flushed.
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In the distant future, one could imagine a new association of nations […]

composed of individual states of superior national quality […] that could challenge the imminent overpowering of the world by the American union.

—Adolf Hitler




January 1, 1945

On the first day of the New Year, Adolf Hitler and the Nazis launched Operation Bodenplatte—a massive air offensive meant to regain aerial superiority in the Ardennes. Hundreds of German jet fighters were launched targeting Allied airfields.

Lieutenant Colonel David Brooks’ squadron was just one of many that were sent to contain the enemy attack. The Flying Shark flew a dozen yards away from the squadron leader, Alex DeFalco. Behind David was Colonel Joey Marvin. The other two pilots in the squadron were Ken Lee and Mark Chancy. All were skilled in dog fighting and eager for the new challenge of battling jets.

David’s mind wandered and was brought back to reality when Chancy’s voice entered his cockpit through the speaker. “Two 262s, below!”

“Split off and attack! There are five of us and only two of them!” DeFalco’s voice said.

David watched the German jets as he separated from the squadron. Like a shark, they had gray backs and white underbellies. The Me 262s were almost twice as fast as the Allied planes. They each had three machine guns and a cannon in their nose.

David lifted his speaker to his mouth. “DeFalco, Chancy, you two come with me. We’ll take out the leader while Marvin and Lee deal with the follower.”

The Flying Shark took a steep dive, trying to catch the German plane. He lined up at the jet’s 6 o’clock position but closed too fast and inadvertently overtook him. Frustrated, David made a sudden climb, escaping his pursuer. After ascending for a few seconds, David pulled back on the joystick, completing a loop. He started his descent and shot downward, attacking the jet from above like an eagle hunting its prey.

David pressed down on his trigger. The Flying Shark’s machine guns opened fire. David saw a couple hit their target, but most missed. The jet kept flying and made a sharp turn downward.

David pushed down on his joystick, entering a free fall. The distance between the Mustang and the Messerschmitt closed quickly. A thousand feet. Nine hundred feet. Eight hundred feet.

The enemy plane made a sharp turn when The Flying Shark was just seven hundred feet away from the German jet. David realized his plane was on a collision course with both DeFalco’s and Chancy’s, who were attacking the 262 from both three and nine o’clock. David pulled back on his joystick and shot upward, narrowly avoiding a crash into his friends.

The Flying Shark gained hundreds of feet in altitude and David decided it was time to switch from his drop tanks to internal fuel, but he forgot to turn the switch to activate the internal fuel before hitting the release. The Flying Shark flew for a few seconds before the engines stalled. The flow of gas was interrupted and the plane lost airspeed. Not realizing his mistake, David pulled back on his joystick, stalling the wings.

“What the hell?”

“Brooks, what are you doing?” DeFalco’s voice asked.

David realized what he had done and flipped the switch for internal fuel. He regained control of his aircraft. “I’m an idiot,” he said, cursing himself for his own stupidity. David looked for the 262; he saw Chancy’s plane explode into flames. He heard his friend scream through the speaker.

The Flying Shark climbed again. He saw a few bullets fly by his cockpit. The 262 attacked his plane from below. The Flying Shark banked hard to the left, trying to avoid its attacker. But the 262 was relentless. It tracked its victim effortlessly and continued its attack. David knew that the 262 was much faster and more agile than his Mustang. Trying to escape was futile.

“I got you, buddy!” DeFalco said. His plane fired at the 262 from three o’clock. The bullets pierced the German’s cockpit, killing the pilot.

David rolled his plane and fired at his falling enemy. The 262’s engines exploded. David leveled-out, rejoining the others.




…




January 4, 1945

Lieutenant Gabriel Curtis stepped over a great mound of snow. His BAR was strapped across his back; every step forward was an effort. He looked at his boot sinking in the snow and then gazed upward at a sign leaning against a tree. He stared at it for a few moments, realizing his platoon was entering another village. The sign had large bullet holes so it was difficult to decipher.

“Take a break, men. I need to figure something out.”

Brooks sat down and thought about Rachel, his antidote to the anger that otherwise ruled his emotions. He wondered where she was. Had her stubbornness kept her in London? His mind flashed to when they went dancing in May. They held each other for several hours while the band played. Then he remembered the night of June 3, when he comforted her while she cried. Was the package worth never seeing her again? Maybe Orion was right. Maybe there was more to life than conflict. He’d wished he’d told her he loved her. It might have been too late. Regrets. Her blonde hair. Her accent. God.

Brooks got up and walked toward Lieutenant Curtis, who was crouching and studying his map of the Ardennes. He looked confused.

“Can I help you?” Brooks asked.

“Maybe,” Curtis said. Brooks sat down next to him. “Okay.” Curtis pointed to a circled city on the map north of St. Vith. “This is Spartiate.” He pointed to another spot a bit south of St. Vith. “I believe we’re here. At least, if I read the sign correctly. It’s hard to read because of the damage.”

“So we’re getting close?”

“Not as close as I’d like to be. We keep hitting so much damn resistance.”

“We haven’t encountered any Germans in the past few days.”

“True. But we’ve lost so many men already. Our platoon is just over half of what it was.” He looked up at Brooks. “I pray that the package is still there. I couldn’t live with myself if this was all for nothing.”

“I find it hard to believe that the Nazis would make an effort to move it while the battle’s going on. What I’m worried about is what happens once we take the city. We’ll have to hold it until someone relieves us.”

“Luckily, Spartiate doesn’t appear to be a strategically important objective. Besides taking the package back, the Nazis would have no reason to want to retake the town. I’d expect they’d deploy their troops elsewhere.”

Brooks nodded. He hoped they’d buried the hatchet, that time had healed wounds. Things felt like they used to.




…




Reilly sat with Finn and Roebuck a few yards away. He moaned when he reached for a cigarette and realized he was out. He turned to Finn, who said, “Sorry, but I only have a couple left. I’d like to save them.”

Reilly nodded. He looked frustrated. Roebuck noticed. “Are you thinking about Orion?”

Reilly nodded again. “If I’d come up with the idea of using German a second earlier, he’d be—”

“Can I give you some advice?”

“Please, I would love some.”

Roebuck leaned forward. “Don’t think about it.” His massive body shifted slightly on the ice. “If you think about it, you’ll go insane.”

“How can I learn from it and recognize my mistake if I don’t think about it?”

“I have a philosophy—never overthink anything. Your initial reaction to something is probably the right one. Not your reaction a few minutes or a few days later, but the one you feel immediately. The more you think about something, the more distorted your view of it becomes, and the more unrealistic it is. Let me give you an example. Before the war, I liked this one girl back home.”

“What was her name?”

“Sarah,” Roebuck said. “I really liked this girl. And when we would hang out together with our group of friends, I would analyze everything that happened. What did she say to me; how much did she say to me; how much did she say to the other boys. Drove me nuts. Eventually, I decided to stop thinking about it and I became a lot happier.”

“What happened with her?”

“Her face crumpled when I told her I was drafted. She said she would wait for me to come home. Later learned she’s dating someone else, but, you know, I think my lesson still stands. Don’t overanalyze things. Your life will be a lot simpler.”

Reilly nodded.

Finn turned to them. “Anyone got a razor I can borrow? I lost mine at some point and am startin’ to get whiskers. Don’t look good on me.”

“I’ve been tearing up my neck with a straight-edge,” Roebuck said.

“So you want my razor but I can’t have a cigarette?” Reilly asked.

“A razor is in-fini-te!” Finn said.

“That’s—okay.”

“I’ll trade you my razor if I can borrow your toothbrush,” Roebuck said. “I left mine at camp.”

“What? No!” Finn said. “The fuck?”

“I thought your breath was just like that,” Reilly said to Roebuck. “Your spit must taste like—”

“Here, try some!” Roebuck said.

Private Julio Sanchez shouted to the others, “Hey guys, look what I found!” The Rangers stood up and walked toward abandoned businesses where Sanchez was waiting. “Follow me.” They descended into the village and saw a Panther tank, which was larger than a Panzer but smaller than a Tiger.

The massive German vehicle had ice forming on its sides. Two long icicles were hanging from its cannon. The Rangers realized it wasn’t damaged. It had run out of gas and been abandoned.

“What do you think this means?” Beck asked.

“Must mean the air campaign against the Kraut fuel lines is working,” Brooks said.

Private Green wondered whether they could hijack the tank if they could somehow find a source of gasoline. Shouts of German filled the air. The Rangers dropped to the ground as the first enemy bullets flew toward them. Curtis frowned; they’d fallen into a German ambush. The Rangers split into two groups and entered different buildings. Brooks ducked as he ran into a former barber shop while German bullets flew overhead. They came through the windows and pierced the concrete.

Brooks dropped to his knees and sat down. He turned around and saw that many others had followed him. They tried to stay as low as possible while more and more German bullets zipped by overhead. One bullet slammed into a small chair for customers, tearing it apart.

“It’s a machine gun,” Green said, shouting over the blasts.

Private Finn pushed himself upward, trying to get a glimpse of the enemy. He came back down. “There’s only one, across the road. I might be able to snipe it.”

“And face it head on?” Lieutenant Curtis asked. “No, we need to hit it from behind. Brooks and Beck, you two come with me. Everyone else, keep its attention, and stay low.”

The three men grabbed their guns and ran out of the barber shop. Brooks ran in front of Curtis while Beck followed close behind. German bullets continued hitting the barber shop. The Rangers kept their knees bent. Brooks, sprinting, thrusted his Thompson from side-to-side. “Stay low!”

They reached the side of the street and flanked the butcher shop containing the German machine gunner. They sat down to catch their breath. Beck took off his helmet and scratched the top of his head. He gasped for air as he struggled to regain energy. Brooks was the first to stand up. He looked at Beck.

“Ready?” Brooks asked.

Beck shook his head. The freezing air hurt his lungs. Finally, the pain in his chest ceased. He leaned against the wall as he stood up. Both men turned to Curtis.

“Let’s keep moving,” he said.

They reached the back of the butcher shop. The wall had one small window and a short, wooden door. Beck looked through the window. He turned to the others.

“There’s only one machine gun and a few other rooms. I don’t see anything in them.”

Curtis nodded and turned to Brooks. “Kick that door down.”

Brooks briefly backed up, took a great step forward, and kicked with all his strength. The door nearly broke in half as it swung open. Brooks and Beck charged into the butcher shop. They saw the German operating the machine gun. He was kneeling at the window, firing his weapon.

Brooks and Beck raised their Thompsons and fired into the German’s back. The man fell forward, screaming as he died, unaware of his attackers. The two men towered over their fallen enemy, making sure he was dead.

Lieutenant Curtis broke off from the others and entered another room to make sure no one else was there. He took a quick glance around as he passed through the doorway. Before he finished, a German soldier slammed into him from the side. The enemy used his momentum to slam Curtis into the wall.

Curtis dropped his BAR. He felt the air escape his lungs as his back struck the wall behind him. Curtis, struggling to regain air, looked into the German’s eyes, which were filled with hatred. The German used his left arm to pin Curtis to the wall, reaching back with his right hand to retrieve a knife.

Curtis kicked, desperate to strike before the Nazi could use his blade. The German’s grip weakened but he continued pressing with his arm. Curtis kicked again. This time the German accidentally took a step back, letting Curtis kick into the German’s abdomen.

The German dropped his knife and fell backward, regaining his balance in the last second. He briefly leaned against the opposite wall, tilting forward to balance himself.

Curtis watched the German and looked back at his BAR, which laid on the ground a few feet away. Curtis wanted to lunge and grab his large weapon but saw the German reaching for a holster on his belt, retrieving a P-38 pistol. Curtis decided he did not have enough time to get his BAR and reached for his own Colt pistol.

Lieutenant Curtis lifted his pistol as quickly as possible and pointed it at the German. The Nazi did the same and pointed his toward the American. Both men pulled their triggers and fired their weapons at the same moment. Both bullets hit their target.

The German died instantly. His body plummeted to the ground, his head limp. Blood dripped from his mouth. Curtis grabbed at his wound. The German bullet struck him in the chest and was lodged in his lung. Curtis slammed back into the wall and fell to the ground. His head, protected by his helmet, hit the wall. He was still alive but couldn’t breathe.

His throat felt constricted; he could barely inhale. Curtis looked up at the ceiling and shouted, “Brooks!” Exhaustion struck him and his head dropped. He stared at the ground, waiting for help.

Sergeant Brooks entered the room. He lunged to Curtis’ side. For a moment, Brooks stared at his lieutenant, not sure what to do. Corporal Beck entered the room. Brooks turned to him. “Beck, go get Green!”

Beck ran from the room and left the butcher shop. Brooks leaned forward and pressed his hands into Curtis’ chest, putting pressure on the wound. He was not a trained medic but recognized that the bullet had struck a vital part of his chest, penetrating either his heart or lungs. Brooks saw Curtis was struggling to inhale.

“Try to breathe,” Brooks said. Curtis nodded. “Green will be here soon. He’ll help you.”

Blood covered Brooks’ hands. He watched Curtis carefully, unsure how he was doing. Brooks worried. What could they do, even if Curtis was not fatally wounded? They were nowhere near an Army hospital. But they couldn’t just leave him there. Curtis coughed heavily, blood spitting from his mouth.

“Where the hell is Green?” Brooks said.

Green entered the room. He rushed to Brooks’ side. Brooks removed his hands from Curtis’ wound so Green could see. Green grabbed at Curtis’ Army jacket and tore through the cloth. He saw the wound. It was a triangular hole.

“Should we take the bullet out or do we leave it in?” Brooks asked. Green hesitated. “Well?”

“I don’t know!” Green said sheepishly.

“How do you not know? This is what you were trained for!”

Curtis made a loud moan as he turned his body to the left. Green grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t move, Lieutenant. I’m going to give you some morphine.” He reached into his supplies and pulled out a syrette. Curtis’ chest was thick with blood. Green grabbed Curtis’ canteen, which was attached to his belt. He poured what little water that remained on Curtis’ chest and managed to wash some of the blood away.

Beck and the others entered the room. They waited in the back and watched as their platoon’s last remaining medic tried to save their lieutenant. Their hope faded as the minutes passed.

Curtis could no longer feel his legs. His uniform was drenched with his own blood. He looked up at Brooks.

“Don’t talk, Lieutenant. Save your strength.”

“Shut the fuck up and let me speak, Jonathan,” Curtis mumbled. “It’s your job now—” he paused and gagged “—to take these men to Spartiate.”

Brooks shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t lead these men the way you can.”

“You’re right. You—you’re better. Don’t—don’t waste my last minutes saying you aren’t.” Tears developed in Curtis’ eyes. “You’re the bravest man I’ve ever met, Jonathan. I’m not meant to go to Spartiate. You are.”

The others watched Curtis. Reilly turned to Beck and whispered. “It’s disgusting how an entire human life, years of experience and knowledge, an entire universe unto itself, can be ended instantly by a bullet. A tiny metal object.”

Beck nodded. He thought about how innocent Curtis was, a simple man living his life when his existence was interrupted by a few powerful men deciding to go to war. Now, he was never going to return home. Why didn’t those who start wars have to fight them? Roosevelt and Hitler should duke it out in Normandy or the Ardennes. Leave Curtis alone.

Curtis lost all feeling in his arms. He gathered what remained of his strength. “Men—come closer.” They all took a few steps forward. “I know most of you don’t think this mission is worth all of the lives it’s cost. But I tell you—I sincerely believe that I could not have died—for a better purpose.” He paused for a moment. “We’re Rangers. We are—Americans. This is what we do—when the world needs saving.”

Lieutenant Gabriel Curtis closed his eyes. They did not open. The Rangers stared at his lifeless body. The man had been their leader since before D-Day. He was gone.

They continued watching Curtis’ body for nearly an hour. Nobody spoke. Brooks, who was still on his knees, finally stood up. One by one, the others turned to him. His hands, covered in Curtis’ blood, hung at his sides. He wiped tears from his eyes.

Sergeant Victor broke the silence. “What are your orders, sir?”

Brooks said nothing but reached down to Curtis’ pocket and took his map of the Ardennes. He breathed deeply, determined to remain the master of his emotions in this moment. He was now the leader of Red Platoon. His decisions would determine the outcome of the mission and the survival of the men. Sergeant Jonathan Brooks was now the head of the snake.
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I hate war as only a soldier who has lived it can, only one who has seen its brutality, its futility, its stupidity.

—Dwight Eisenhower




January 5, 1945

Brooks found that Red Platoon, particularly Victor’s and Schwartz’s squads, did not see his succession as commander of the platoon as legitimate. They showed resentment whenever he made an order and only complied because Victor and Schwartz insisted. Brooks walked in the middle of the platoon. His foot sank into the snow. He pulled it out, causing his other foot to sink. Frustrated, Brooks sighed, but the freezing air hurt his lungs when he inhaled. Brooks pulled out his foot, causing himself to lose balance and almost fall to his knees. He let out a grunt.

The Rangers watched Brooks struggle.

“Are you alright?” Reilly asked.

“I’m fine,” Brooks muttered. “Just hungry. My rations are low again and I haven’t eaten today.”

“Everyone’s are low!” Private Moss said. “We’re all hungry!”

“What do you want me to do about it?” Brooks snapped. “Attack another German-held building? We only lost five guys last time. Do you want to be one of the five we lose next time?”

“Why can’t we take food from civilians?”

“The Nazis have taken everything but the bare minimum of what the Belgians need to survive. We can’t take from them.”

“What about from the German camp?” Finn asked.

“What camp?” Brooks asked.

“We passed it about twenty minutes ago. It was surrounded by a lot of trees. Watched ‘em as we passed and they didn’t see us so I let ‘em be. There were two tents and about six guys, I think.”

“That’s not bad,” Sergeant Victor said. “We could easily overpower six Krauts.”

“Unless they have a machine gun,” Schwartz said.

“Don’t think they had one,” Finn said. “They only had a couple rifles.”

Beck turned to Brooks as the others talked. “What do you think?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t want to repeat the assault Curtis led on the residential building a few days ago.”

“If Finn’s right, this camp should have much less resistance,” Beck said. “It might be easy.” Brooks still was not convinced. “What choice do we have?”




…




The Rangers were only a few hundred yards away from the German camp twenty minutes later. Brooks, Victor, and Schwartz all watched the camp through their binoculars. They saw one of the Germans eating his rations while another waddled like a penguin.

“They’re not in good shape,” Victor said. “This will be even easier than I thought.”

Schwartz turned to Brooks. “Finn could probably snipe them. The rest of us wouldn’t have to fire a shot.”

“The others will start fighting after the first one is hit,” Brooks said. “That’ll be more dangerous than necessary. Overwhelming force would be better.”

“Swarm them as a group or hit them from multiple sides, like we did with the building?”

“All sides. They’ll be overwhelmed before they know what hit them.”

“What’s the plan?”

Brooks drew a picture in the snow. “Your squad will swing around the camp from the east, and then come down from the north. My squad and Victor’s squad will attack from the south, trapping the camp between us.”

“We’ll start moving right away.”

“Let’s make our move in exactly one hour.”




…




The Rangers held their weapons, waiting. They wanted to take the enemy’s food and prayed it would be easier than last time. They heard Schwartz’s squad shout as they charged toward the camp from the north.

“Now!” Brooks said. He got up and sprinted. The others followed. The Rangers ran up the hill, using the trees for protection, but when they fired their weapons, the Germans dropped to their knees and hid between their tents.

Brooks led the charge and closed the distance to the enemy. His Thompson ready, Brooks pointed his gun at one of the Germans, while Beck and Reilly came to his sides. He saw the German’s face before pulling the trigger. It was wrinkled and his hair was gray. He was an old man. Brooks turned to see they all were.

“Hold your fire!” The others were a few dozen yards away and didn’t listen. “Hold your fire!” The Rangers towered over their enemies but listened to Brooks. The Germans surrendered without a fight.

“Why are they old men?” Beck asked.

“They’re from the Volksgrenadier,” Brooks said.

“The what?” Roebuck asked.

“The Volksgrenadier. The people’s army. A few weeks ago, Hitler said that any German male between the ages of sixteen and sixty must fight to defend Germany,” Brooks said. “These men are probably in their late fifties.”

Private Austin James asked, “Not that this isn’t interesting but can we kill them now? I mean, they’re still Krauts.”

Brooks hesitated at killing old men who surrendered without a fight and probably had no interest in fighting for the Nazis. “Not yet.” Brooks looked to Schwartz’s squad. “Search them for intelligence.”

The others looked through the tents and found large quantities of food.

“Look at this!” Green said as he carried five cans. “These old guys have it good!”

Brooks smiled as he watched his men. Beck came to his side. “You can’t kill them.”

Brooks turned back to the old men. They watched him carefully, knowing his decision would determine whether they lived or died. “They might be redeployed if we let them go. What if they kill Americans?”

“We can take the rope from the tents and tie them together and to the trees.”

“Maybe.”

Private Jack Tyler approached Brooks and Beck. “They didn’t have any information. Their names are Peppi Adelhelm, Ferdy von Izzak, Direk Galland, Bemot Terrall—”

“What was that third one?” Brooks asked. His eyes widened and his heart pounded.

Tyler looked back at his list. “Direk Galland. Why?”

Brooks looked into Tyler’s eyes. “Which one is he?”

Tyler turned back to his squad. “Keith, bring up Galland!”

Keith nodded as he grabbed one of the old German men and dragged him toward Tyler and Brooks. Brooks took a few steps forward. He stared into Galland’s eyes. He sweated, despite the cold.

“Reilly, come over here!” Brooks said.

Reilly ran to Brooks’ side. “What is it, Sarge?”

“Ask this man if he—”

Galland said, “Was ist los—?”

Brooks punched Galland in the face. “Quiet, you German scum!” The old man wiped blood from his nose. The other Rangers were shocked by Brooks’ sudden behavior. Brooks turned back to Reilly. “Ask this man if he fought at the Second Battle of the Marne.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

Reilly nodded. He turned to Galland. “Haben Sie in der zweiten Schlacht an der Marne gekampft?”

Galland was still disoriented from Brooks’ punch. He nodded slightly. “Ja.”

Brooks’ eyes narrowed. Reilly turned to him. “That means ‘yes.’”

“I know what that means!” Brooks said. “Ask him if he killed an American soldier during that battle.”

The other Rangers looked at one another. They whispered amongst each other, trying to figure out what was going on. Only Beck knew but he was silent as he watched.

“Haben Sie einen amerikanischen Soldaten während dieser Schlacht getötet?” Reilly asked Galland.

Galland hesitated for a few moments. “Ja, ich glaube. Ich kämpfte mit einem Soldaten im Schützengraben. Ich habe ihn getötet, nach ein paar Minuten Kampf.”

Reilly turned back to Brooks. “He said ‘yes, he killed one US soldier in the trenches after a few minutes of fighting.’”

Brooks’ breathing increased. He wanted to figure out if this man was who he thought he was. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the old dog tag. “Is this yours?”

Galland looked at the small piece of metal. He recognized it, though it was difficult to read. He became pale and realized what was happening. He looked at Brooks. Galland shook his head rapidly from side-to-side.

“Nein! Nein!” he said.

“Bullshit! This is yours, you piece of garbage!”

“Jonathan, he said it isn’t his. It’s probably a different guy,” Beck said.

“There’s only one way to find out.” Brooks stepped forward and grabbed Galland’s jacket. He tore it off of the old man. He then tore at Galland’s shirt until he ripped off his left sleeve. Galland’s bare arm was revealed. It was blue from the cold. A long scar ran along the upper part of Galland’s arm.

Brooks stared at the scar. He let Galland’s arm go as he looked into the German’s eyes. “You killed my father.” Brooks took a step back and retrieved his pistol from his belt.

Excitement consumed the Americans and Germans. Galland fell to his knees and looked up at Brooks with begging eyes.

Beck grabbed Brooks’ arms. “Calm down, Jonathan! You said you weren’t going to kill them!”

“That was before I learned that this man killed my father!” Brooks said. Beck refused to let go of Brooks’ arm. “This man is a Kraut, an enemy soldier. I’m just following orders.”

“He’s a prisoner and this is a personal problem, not regular combat.”

“Why do you care so much about the life of a German? After everything they’ve done to us?”

“Yeah!” Private Finn said. “Why do you care?”

“Stay out of this, Jack!” Beck said before turning to Brooks. “I don’t care about the life of a German. I hate each and every one of them. But I do care about you. If you kill this man, you’ll regret it. You won’t be killing for your country, you’ll be killing for revenge!”

Brooks violently twisted his body, freeing his arm from Beck’s grip. He pointed his pistol toward Galland’s head. “I am not letting this man live!”

“It’s a mistake!” Beck said. “Your father wouldn’t want you to do this!”

“You can’t possibly know what my father would want. I can’t even know because this rat took him from me!”

Brooks turned back toward Galland. He put his finger on his pistol’s trigger. But he didn’t fire. Several of the Americans shouted, “Come on, Sarge! Do it! Kill the Kraut! He killed your father!”

Brooks watched Galland’s eyes. Galland said, “Es tut mir leid, aber es war Krieg! Es war nicht persönlich! Wenn ich ihn nicht getöten hätte, er mich umgebracht!”

“What did he say?” Brooks asked Reilly.

“He said he’s sorry, that it wasn’t personal. He said that it was a war, and if he didn’t kill your father, your father would have killed him,” Reilly said.

The Americans kept shouting. Brooks finally said, “Enough!” Different emotions somersaulted within him. Violent urges demanding action bursted through his skull before words his Uncle Glenn told him when he was young roared to his conscience. “Never harm life if you can avoid it.” Brooks had always remembered those words. He couldn’t forget them now.

“Twenty-seven years ago, you killed my father,” Brooks told Galland, who stared at him blankly, unable to understand English. “And despite every emotion that tells me that I should blow your goddamn German head off, I’m going to do the right thing.” He put his pistol back in its holster. “Because, I’m better than you.”

Brooks turned to the Rangers. “Men, destroy their weapons and ammunition. Strip them of their rations and water. Take the rope from their tents to tie them to the trees. We got what we needed. I want to be out of here in half an hour.”

The Rangers started their tasks.

“You did the right thing. If you killed him, you would regret it,” Beck said.

Brooks was silent, his hands in fists, still wrestling with his decision. “My mission is not to avenge my dad’s death. It’s to secure the package.”

“And win the war.”

Brooks chuckled. “There will be plenty of Germans to kill when we get to Spartiate.”
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The western democracies are decadent. They will be defeated by those disciplined people in the east.

—Adolf Hitler




January 7, 1945

Corporal Tom Beck woke to the sound of the other Rangers talking. The platoon had made their foxholes in an area between several tall Pedunculate oak. Beck’s eyes opened slowly. His numb fingers grabbed his helmet when he went to scratch his head. He sighed as he took it off. He closed his eyes for a moment.

“That was not six hours. Probably wasn’t even four,” he muttered to himself. He was exhausted from getting very little sleep every night for the last couple of weeks. He swallowed his saliva to help his dry throat. The other Americans continued talking, disturbing Beck’s rest. “Why are you up already? Don’t you people ever sleep?”

“Beck, get up already! We have a problem!” Corporal Cory said.

“What now?” Beck mumbled as he made his way between foxholes. He walked ten yards away from their small camp to reach the group, which was crowded around something.

“What are you all looking at?” Beck asked as he entered the circle. He saw it. It was a body, frozen by the cold. It was pale and had a calm expression on its face. Beck nearly vomited at the sight of death so early in the morning. He realized that the body was wearing an American uniform.

“Who is that?” Beck asked.

“It’s Sergeant Schwartz,” said Private Keith.

“Was he killed by a Kraut?” Beck asked.

“No, he was a sentry last night when he decided to do his business. He wandered off from the foxholes and froze to death,” Private Stevens said.

The Rangers watched the body for a few minutes. To some, being around death was becoming natural. To others, it was unbearable. Sergeant Brooks broke the silence. “You know the routine. Strip him of anything useful—ammunition, rations, and canteen. Leave anything personal. Don’t take his wallet or watch.”

The others obeyed Brooks’ orders.

“Who else was a sentry last night?” Victor asked. No one spoke. “Three of you fucked up and I want to know who.”

“That’s enough,” Brooks said.

“This is unacceptable! We need an investigation. A firing—”

“Just—there’s no point,” Brooks said. Victor sighed.

Finn turned to Roebuck. “I can tell this is gonna be a great day. Can’t you?”

The others glared at him. Brooks ignored the remark. “Let’s get moving.”




…




The Rangers entered the first town that they could find. The houses were small, some built of brick, some of concrete. The Americans were shaken by Schwartz’s sudden death. He was the first man to die since Brooks took command of Red Platoon. Brooks looked at the other soldiers. Fifteen remained. They were exhausted and fed up with the mission. Brooks believed the losses were not in vain. He looked at the map of the Ardennes as he walked. They had flanked St. Vith and were nearing Spartiate, which was less than thirty miles away. He predicted they would reach their target by the next day. If they were lucky, they could reach it that evening.

Brooks was about to tell his platoon the good news to raise their morale when a small house came into sight. A colossal swastika was drawn out of chalk on one of the house’s brick walls. Finn and Roebuck gave it the finger. Brooks glanced around. There did not appear to be any Germans nearby.

“Anyone need a bathroom break?”

They smiled. Everyone was finished ten minutes later.

“I feel bad for the guy who has to clean all that up,” Victor said. The others laughed. They resumed walking and made it to the other side of the town half an hour later.

“How do you think Blue Platoon’s doing?” Private Green asked Private Reilly.

“I have no idea.”

“I wonder if they’re in Spartiate already.”

“I’m more interested in whether they’ve faced as much resistance as we have.”

“Maybe their path was easier. Maybe they’ve barely suffered any losses.”

“Or they could be wiped out.”

Green nodded. It was possible. The Rangers turned the corner around some abandoned homes.

“Why don’t we go through those two?” Victor asked, pointing. “It could be a shortcut.”

Brooks looked at the homes to which Victor was pointing. He did not see anything specifically wrong but did not like the look of that path.

“I don’t know,” Brooks said.

“Why not?” Victor asked. “We can swing through there and keep moving to the northeast. We’ll be out of this town in less than forty-five minutes.”

Brooks kept watching the path. “Okay,” he said, going against his instinct. “Everyone, let’s go through there. It will be faster.”

The Rangers nodded as they walked toward the homes. Ice hung from the roofs overhead. Frost crunched under their boots with each step. Brooks did not like the silence. Too many times in France there had been silence as the enemy watched before attacking.

The Rangers emerged from between the homes. A short dirt road laid directly ahead of them. Several small buildings from a former business district surrounded the Rangers. Private Joe Moss was in the front of the group. He took a deep breath of the winter air as a bullet flew from one of the shops and struck him in the chest.

Private Moss fell backward. Private Tyler caught him before his head slammed on the ground. The Americans raised their weapons.

“Displace!” Brooks said. The Rangers were already running into nearby houses for protection.

“Where’d that come from?” Private Tyler asked. He looked at Moss, who had a weak stare.

Corporal Eddie pointed at one of the shops. He and Private Austin James both aimed their Browning machine guns and fired. The Americans’ bullets slammed into the bricks and tore through the windows. The German soldier inside ducked. He kept his K98k rifle close to his chest as he moved to another position. He was well trained and had a lot of combat experience.

Eddie and James used the Brownings to cover while Tyler dragged Moss into a house. Tyler turned to Private Keith after placing his wounded friend down. “Where’s the medic?”

Keith watched as Eddie and James backed up until they had reached the safe structure. “I’m not sure. He’s probably in the next building over.”

Moss grew weaker and weaker. Tyler asked, “Well, would you go get him before he dies?”

Keith nodded as he ran between the houses. A German bullet flew overhead. He sprinted through the door. “Where’s Green?” Two German bullets slammed into the wall next to Keith, who ducked.

Private Green raised his hand after a few moments of panic. “I’m right here!”

“Come with me! Moss is hurt.”

Green nodded as he got up. They quickly reached the doorway, but Keith halted as a German bullet zipped by. Then he sprinted the short distance back to his squad.

Private Green entered the house and saw Tyler putting pressure on Moss’ wound. “Thank God,” Tyler said. He got off his knees and moved around the body so Green could come closer. “Help him.”

“I’ll try,” Green said. “Keep putting pressure on his wound. I’ll see if I have anything to clear away some of the blood.” He looked through his gear when a German bullet exploded through the window. It flew by Green’s head. Moss started choking.

“Oh God,” Tyler said. “Medic, help him!”

“I’m trying!” Green said. “I’m almost out of supplies.”

“So you’re useless!” Tyler said. Moss struggled to breathe until he stopped all together. “Goddamnit!”




…




Several Nazis fired from the shops across the road. Most were riflemen, eager to fight and kill the Americans. One of the SS soldiers readied a MG42 machine gun. He deployed it through a window and sprayed.

Dozens of German bullets tore through the wall just above Brooks and Beck.

“I really hate Germans,” Beck said when it temporarily stopped. The MG42 resumed firing before Brooks could respond. German bullets smashed through the window and bricks, causing glass and rubble to land on the Americans.

It paused again. “Finn, take out that machine gun! In a few minutes, it’s going to make this wall fall on us!” Brooks said. Finn nodded as he approached a different window with his Springfield. He aimed at the MG42 but the operator was not visible. Finn fired anyway.

The sniper bullet slammed into the wall next to the Nazi. Concrete exploded in every direction. The German ducked. He saw the Springfield bullet. Knowing what that meant, he shouted at another SS soldier, “Feindliche Scharfschützen! Töte die Ratte! (Enemy sniper! Kill the rat!)”

Two German soldiers looked through a different window. They saw Finn’s Springfield and fired at it with their MP40 submachine guns. The German bullets slammed underneath the American sniper rifle. Finn prepared his rifle and aimed again. He fired into one of the Nazi’s throats. Through his scope, he saw the SS insignia on the German’s collar.

“Oh fuck.” Finn turned to Brooks. “Sarge, they’re Waffen SS.”

Brooks bit his bottom lip. He took a deep breath and inhaled the gunpowder fumes. He told Beck, “Let’s see if we can take out that Kraut machine gun before it fires again.” Beck nodded as they peered through a window and fired their Thompsons.




…




Private Austin James fired his Browning at a German-held building. The machine gun’s ammunition hung out of the weapon’s side. The strip of bullets fed the gun but it finally ran out of ammunition.

“I’m out!” James said.

“I don’t have enough to spare!” Keith said, a little to his right.

Frustrated, Private James looked briefly at his gun and then looked up at the German building. Three SS soldiers were charging across the road. They realized the Ranger had run out of ammunition and was unable to defend his side of the house.

“We’ve got Huns coming!”

The three Nazis reached the entrance on the left side of the house. James waited as the door opened and the Germans entered. The first German stepped forward and James lunged and slammed the Nazi’s face with his gun. The German fell from the blow but the Nazi behind him had his weapon ready and fired multiple shots into James’ chest. The American gagged as he fell backward and died.

Private Keith turned to the three Germans and pointed his Browning. He could spray bullets and kill them all in a moment. They were already pointing their guns at him. The two sides were in a standoff, each watching the other carefully. Keith sweated as he held his weapon, terrified. The three Germans did not fire. Tyler watched but did nothing.

“Stay back! Lower your guns!” Keith said.

“Gib auf Ami! Sie haben keine Chance! (Give up Yank! You have no chance!)” one of the Germans said.

Keith did not know what they were saying but held his weapon ready. He knew if he fired the Germans would shoot back.

One of the SS soldiers reached his hand out the window where James had been firing from. He turned his hand into a fist and then pointed all of his fingers in Keith’s direction.

Keith was unsure what was going on when several bullets from the MG42 exploded through the wall, hitting him along the right side of his body and back. Keith dropped his Browning as his dismembered body fell to the ground with a thud.

Tyler sprinted out of the house before the Germans could shoot him. The Nazis sneered as they looked at Keith’s body. Their brilliant tactics were matched only by the quality of their training and brutality of their methods.

“Das war zu einfach. (That was too easy)”

Another German rolled Keith’s body with his foot. He added, “Die Amerikaner kämpfen wie die Franzosen! (The Americans fight like the French!)” All three Nazis laughed.




…




Private Reilly crouched at a window in the third house, which was between the other two. Beside him was Sergeant Nathan Victor. Reilly fired his M1 Garand at a German-held shop when his rifle clicked! Reilly retrieved more ammunition from his belt and loaded it into his rifle.

Corporal Cory and Private Roebuck waited at the next window. Roebuck saw a large gun barrel emerge from a window across the road.

“Panzerschreck!” he screamed as he ducked to the ground. The other Americans did the same. A large German rocket slammed into the wall above them, causing a massive explosion.

Rubble struck everywhere in the room. Flames burst above the Rangers. Reilly looked up after a few seconds and confirmed that everyone was okay. Another shot struck the building on their right. Over a dozen SS soldiers emerged from their shops, sprinting across the road.

“Son of a bitch!” Victor said. “Everyone pull back! Retreat!” All four Americans in the house got up and ran. They raced through the rooms of their building until they found a small door. Victor kicked it open, allowing the Rangers to escape.

Theirs was the first building evacuated but the others followed. The Americans kept running, trying to escape the Waffen SS. Victor saw most of the Americans were out of the houses. Brooks was not present so he assumed command and tried to find an escape route.

“Sarge, they’re surrounding our right flank!” Sanchez said.

Victor knew the Germans would soon catch up with them. “Everyone, keep moving straight!” The Americans sprinted away from the houses they had controlled a few minutes ago. Victor and Roebuck ran together through one of the buildings. A German fired at them with his rifle but missed.

One of the Nazis saw Cory and Reilly were isolated from the others as they traveled between two houses. He turned back to his comrades and said, “Hetzen Sie die Hunde auf die Amis! (Release the dogs on the Yanks!)”

Reilly heard loud barking coming from behind him. He turned back to see four German Shepherds racing toward them. “Holy shit!” he said. “Cory, keep moving!”

Cory ignored Reilly. He turned back, readying his M1 Carbine. Each animal had dark gray fur and possessed strong legs and powerful jaws. He fired at the lead dog, but missed. He fired again but the dog jumped to the side. Two of the dogs raced toward his flanks while a third charged head-on. A fourth swung around and attacked him from behind.

Cory fired a third time at the lead dog but the animal leapt over the bullet. It slammed into him. Cory’s head was protected by his helmet as he hit the ground. He let go of his rifle. He reached up to stop the dog from biting his face. The others attacked his legs.

The Ranger screamed. The dogs’ teeth tore through his pants and penetrated his skin. His legs bled and he was not strong enough to stop the dog on his chest from attacking his face and throat.

Reilly waited until he was a safe enough distance before turning back. He aimed his M1 Garand and shot the first dog. The bullet sliced through the dog’s back, but it continued biting into Cory.

“Get off of him, you damn beasts!”

Reilly fired again. This time the bullet penetrated the dog’s skull, killing the animal. Reilly aimed at a second target and fired, tearing the dog’s rib cage. It was already too late.

Reilly prepared to shoot at a third dog when Private Green shouted at him to follow. Reilly listened to the medic, sprinting after the other Rangers and allowing the dogs to chew on their victim.




…




Brooks, Beck, and Finn were the last to leave, far behind the other Americans. Brooks was at the back of the group. He wondered how many men had already died. A bullet slammed into the wall nearby.

“Keep going. Tell the others to get out of the town. I’ll cover you!” Brooks said.

Beck nodded as he turned to keep up with Finn. Brooks stopped running and remained crouched, his Thompson in his hands. He waited for the Germans to come but was nervous. If he fell too far behind he might not catch up to the others.

An SS soldier leapt from behind a wall. He held his MP40 submachine gun in one hand and a knife in the other. He slashed at Brooks, who moved his head out of the way just in time. He saw the Nazi’s blade go over his eyes. Brooks struck with the back of his gun. The German lost his grip on his knife.

Brooks grabbed the German’s fingers. He twisted his enemy’s fingers, trying to break them. The German screamed in pain. The two men’s eyes met. Brooks could tell from the SS soldier’s uniform that he was a Scharfuhrer—a squad leader—the American equivalent of sergeant. His dog tag read the name Klaus Joachim.

Thinking he had Joachim in a fatal position by twisting the Nazi’s fingers with his left hand, Brooks lifted his Thompson to kill his enemy. Joachim twisted his entire body and swung his submachine gun into Brooks’ jaw. Brooks released his grip on Joachim’s fingers. His head turned from the blow and blood spit from his mouth.

Brooks lost his balance and took a step back. Joachim lunged forward, slamming his gun into Brooks’ chest, forcing him backward. Brooks took several steps back as Joachim pushed. Brooks was against a wall. Joachim continued pushing with his MP40.

Brooks had trouble breathing. Joachim’s gun dug into Brooks’ chest. The American knew he had to do something and punched with all of his strength. Joachim stopped pushing. Brooks took a deep breath but the Nazi lunged forward again. Brooks lifted his Thompson to block the attack. They kept pushing at one another but Joachim had the advantage.

“It’s over, American bastard. Accept it!” he said in a thick German accent.

Brooks was able to breathe easier with his Thompson blocking. He gathered all of his strength and grunted as he kicked himself from the wall. He forced Joachim back and took another lunge forward, slamming the Nazi into the opposite wall. Now Brooks had the advantage.

Brooks kept the enemy pinned, knowing that failure meant death. He grit his teeth and desperately kept pushing. Joachim’s helmet became angled awkwardly on his head as he tried to regain control.

Joachim pushed as hard as he could, overwhelming Brooks. The American was shocked. In all his hand-to-hand combat, he had never encountered an enemy this strong. Brooks lost his balance and tried to distance himself from his German opponent. Joachim lunged, swinging the butt of his gun.

The MP40 struck the side of Brooks’ face. Brooks fell backward, barely catching himself. The American dropped his Thompson. The weapon hit the ground and slid a few feet behind him. Joachim struck again, hitting Brooks with the other side of his submachine gun. A few drops of blood fell from Brooks’ face as he was struck by the black metal.

Joachim punched him below his left eye. Brooks needed to find a way to strike Joachim before the Nazi could strike again.

Joachim delivered a great frontal kick, striking Brooks in the abdomen. All of the air left Brooks’ lungs. He felt a terrible pain in his chest. Brooks’ head, protected by his helmet, slammed into the window behind him. He fell down, landing on his back.

Brooks, exhausted by the beating, could barely look up at Joachim, who towered over him. Blood dripped from his lips and landed on his uniform. Brooks did not reach for his Thompson submachine gun, which laid just over a foot away. He watched Joachim. Brooks had fought dozens of Germans since D-Day and had defeated them all. He thought he was unbeatable but had finally met his match.

Joachim watched his enemy. Brooks did not know why the Nazi did not shoot him and end the fight. What is he waiting for? Brooks saw Joachim staring at his chest. Brooks looked down and saw that his silver Star of David necklace had emerged from beneath his jacket.

“Pretty impressive fighting for a Jew.”

“Go to hell.” Brooks regained control of his breathing.

“A Jewish American is the worst of both worlds. If only I had an oven. You’d be a perfect live addition. Alas.”

He cocked his MP40 and prepared to fire. A massive explosion occurred a few blocks away. Joachim turned, caught off guard. Brooks seized his chance. He grabbed his Thompson and lunged, not toward the Nazi, but through the window his head had struck a few minutes ago.

Brooks landed in a pile of glass. The pain did not deter him. He got up and sprinted. By the time Joachim noticed he was too late. Brooks turned the corner into another room. After a few moments, he escaped through the other side of the building.




…




Brooks escaped from the town and regrouped with the other Rangers over an hour later. He collapsed to his knees, exhausted.

“Are you alright?” Beck asked.

Green dropped down to help Brooks.

“I’m fine,” Brooks said. Green got back up and offered Brooks his hand. Brooks took it. “Thanks.”

“What happened?” Private Reilly asked.

Brooks debated telling them the story but decided against it. “Nothing. How about you guys?”

“We need to keep moving,” Victor said. “The Waffen SS can still find us.”

Brooks nodded. “From now on, all separate squads are liquidated.” The others nodded. Brooks quickly looked at his map and pointed eastward. “We have to end this once and for all.”

“Do we have the manpower to still accomplish the mission?” Victor asked.

“I don’t know.”
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The hand of the aggressor is stayed by strength and strength alone.

—Dwight Eisenhower




January 8, 1945

Red Platoon’s morale reached its nadir. Eleven men remained. Each was horrified by the losses of the previous day. Sergeant Brooks retrieved his map of the Ardennes. The retreat from the Waffen SS had delayed the Rangers’ mission by a few days since they’d run out of the town and had to navigate its circumference from a distance. He looked at his men and Victor’s question rang in his ears. How would they accomplish their mission now?

C Company had entered the Ardennes with seventy men. Red Platoon’s separation from Blue Platoon reduced its numbers to thirty. Constant combat killed two-thirds of that force. He doubted whether such a small platoon could accomplish a task designed for a company seven times larger.

Brooks pictured multiple German machine guns and dozens of infantry waiting for them in Spartiate. Red Platoon could not hope to defeat such a force. The mission would fail.

“Can I ask a question, Sergeant?” Private Green said. Brooks nodded. “How close are we to Spartiate?”

The other Rangers turned to hear Brooks’ response. “Yesterday morning we were about a day away. But we had to put distance between ourselves and the enemy and have to take a longer route.”

“How long?” Corporal Eddie asked.

“At least a couple extra days. Depending on the resistance we face on the way there.”

The Rangers moaned.

“This is ridiculous!” Sanchez said. “God! I can’t—I can’t keep going. It’s over! We should turn around and head back to Allied lines!”

“You want to give up after everything we’ve been through?” Reilly asked. “After all our progress?”

“Progress? Look at our losses! Lieutenant Curtis and Sergeant Schwartz are dead!”

Finn said, “Both of those men were determined to reach Spartiate, and both wanted to complete this—”

“That is a lie!” Private Tyler said, joining Eddie and Sanchez. “Curtis was furious when we got this mission. And Schwartz never wanted to be a part of this. He said so at least a dozen times.”

“That’s the lie!” Victor said. “I debated Schwartz and he’s the one who supported this mission. And Lieutenant Curtis’ dying words were an endorsement of our cause.”

“Continuing our ascent into this forest is only going to get us killed. But if we turn around and head back to friendly territory, maybe we’ll have a chance,” Green said.

“Do you know how far away the American lines are?” Roebuck asked. “It would probably take longer to reach them than it would Spartiate.”

“So we’re just fucked!” Sanchez said. “Great! Thanks a lot, Brooks! Orion was right!”

“Enough!” Brooks said. “How dare any of you dismiss Lieutenant Curtis’ last words. He believed in this mission. And do you really think General Eisenhower would give us a mission like this if it wasn’t worth it? He knows what he’s doing.”

Brooks walked to the middle of the group. “Anyone who doesn’t want to see this through, I give you permission to go back. I’ve had enough of listening to you complain. But those of you who agree with me, and with Lieutenant Curtis, and with Ike, we’re going to keep moving. We’re going to continue fighting the Krauts and advancing toward Spartiate until either the package is secured or we die on the way. I’m seeing this through to the end.”

The Rangers begrudgingly fell in line. What Sergeant Brooks and the others did not know was that, while they debated their mission, Hitler ordered the Wehrmacht to remove the package from Spartiate and send it back to Germany. He expected the removal to take three days.




…




January 9, 1945

The Rangers entered another town. It looked like all the others—small brick houses and stores, many of which had bullet holes.

“Can I see the map?” Beck asked Brooks. Brooks complied. Beck scanned the map and asked, “Where are we on this thing?”

Brooks pointed to a small Belgian village on the outskirts of St. Vith. “We’re here. And Spartiate is there.”

“That’s about ten miles. We’re getting close. Closer than I expected.”

“We made great time yesterday.”

The group walked in a silence that was broken by a rifle discharging.

“Get down!” Sergeant Victor said. The Rangers dropped and landed in the snow.

Reilly looked for a hiding spot to prepare his M1 Garand but saw an enemy machine gun point at them from the second floor of a deli.

“Damn it!” Reilly said. The Rangers saw several rifle barrels emerge from the windows all around.

“The Huns are everywhere!” Finn said.

Brooks felt the magnitude of defeat as he realized Finn was right. The enemy was everywhere. There was no escape. The Rangers could fight but there was no hope. It was over. They had failed.

“Hold your fire! Hold your fire!” a voice boomed. “They’re Americans!”

Dozens of American soldiers exited the buildings. They surrounded the Rangers, who were still on the ground, shocked and confused. One by one, they stood up and flicked ice off of their uniforms.

“We’re lucky they didn’t hit any of us,” Roebuck said.

A man stepped forward. He had an M1 Garand strapped across his back and a helmet covering his head. He had long, brown hair and a thick beard. “Who’s in command?” he asked.

The Rangers turned to Brooks, who stepped to the middle of the group. He saluted. “I am, sir.”

The man did not return the salute. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“Sergeant Jonathan Brooks, sir, and this is Second Platoon, C Company, Seventh Ranger Battalion,” Brooks answered. The large group was not sure what to make of the Rangers.

“Platoon?” one man chuckled. “You guys look more like a squad.”

The Rangers turned to the man with resentful eyes. Brooks turned back to the man in front of him. “How about you guys?”

“I’m Captain Hank Ryker, First Army. But this group is made up of troops from several different units. We’ve been picking up stragglers scattered across the Ardennes since the offensive began in mid-December.” He turned and noticed that his men were all together on the road. “It’s probably not good that our men are crowded like this, in case a German tank comes. Men, go back to your positions.”

The Rangers turned to Brooks. “You guys go with them. I’ll figure out what’s going on,” he said.

Ryker and Brooks sat down at a small table. “We’ve mostly been waiting it out,” Ryker said. “I figure that, sooner or later, the Americans are going to push the Germans back and we’ll resume our advance to the Rhine.” He pulled out a small pack from his pocket. “You want a cigarette?”

“I don’t smoke.”

“Your loss. Anyway, that’s our story. Pretty simple. What’s yours?”

Brooks took a deep breath. “I’ll give you the short version. We weren’t in the Ardennes when the battle began, but we were ordered to go behind German lines and make our way to Spartiate. We’re supposed to secure a package—”

“Which is what?” Ryker asked.

“I’m not sure. SHAEF wouldn’t tell us. All I know is that it’s a crate.”

Ryker chuckled. “That’s ridiculous. They wouldn’t even tell you what you’re looking for?”

“Don’t get me started. But the orders came directly from Ike. Anyway, we’re supposed to secure the package and stop the Krauts from taking it. But we’ve faced heavy resistance on the way.”

“Understandable. Who knows how many Germans are in the Ardennes Forest now?” Ryker took a drag on his cigarette. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s over half a million.”

“We’ve already encountered the Waffen SS twice, as well as a couple enemy tanks and a shitload of infantry. We were with the other platoon from our company but we got separated pretty early on. We’ve lost about twenty men, including our lieutenant.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“Nonetheless. You said you’re headed to Spartiate?”

“Yup, the worst city on Earth as far as I’m concerned.”

“I think one of my men was in Spartiate before the battle,” Ryker said. He turned and shouted, “Parker, get over here!”

A skinny man ran to his superiors. He had bright blue eyes and carried an M1 Carbine in one hand. “Yes sir?”

“You were in Spartiate a few weeks ago, right?” Ryker asked. Parker nodded. “Our guest’s platoon is heading there.”

“Hi, I’m Private Chuck Parker. Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Brooks said.

“My battalion was in Spartiate when the Waffen SS attacked. We fought for a few hours but the enemy was too much. We tried to retreat but most of us didn’t make it.”

“I’m sorry. When you were there, did you see a crate?”

“Yeah, I did. It was huge and had a few Kraut markings on the sides. We were getting ready to move it, but that’s when the Germans attacked. We had to leave it.”

“Do you have any idea what’s in it?”

“Not a clue. I’m sorry.”

Brooks sighed and turned back to Ryker. “We should head out. Spartiate’s only a few miles away and we could be there tomorrow if we move at a good pace.”

“Hold on,” Ryker said. “Your force is so small; you guys won’t last ten minutes against the Germans.”

“You want to come with us?”

“We’re not doing anything besides waiting. And Spartiate is only a couple of towns over.”

“Captain, it won’t be easy to take the city. And if we succeed the Germans will want to take it back.”

“Yes, but I don’t see how we can let you guys go there and get killed. And if Ike sent you, it must be important.”

Brooks watched Ryker, who extended his hand. Brooks took it.








  
  
  Spartiate

  
  




I have the deepest revulsion and hate against Americanism. Every European state is closer to us. In its entire spiritual attitude it is a half judaized and negrified society.

—Adolf Hitler




April 17, 1947

Jonathan Brooks was in his small apartment in New York City. The walls were made of faded, brown paneling. There was only a small bed and a tiny closet. He looked for a nice shirt to wear to dinner. He pulled a royal blue one off of a hanger but then hung it back up. He continued looking. Jonathan turned back to his beige pants and then resumed trying to find a matching shirt.

“What happened to all of my clothes?” he asked himself. He heard water drip from the bathroom sink. It stopped after a few seconds. “Are you almost ready? I don’t want to be late.”

“Just a few more minutes!” a delicate voice replied. Rachel popped her head around the corner. “How are you doing?”

“I’m okay, but I can’t find the right shirt. You know, the maroon one?”

Rachel laughed. “I took it out already. It’s on the chair.”

Really? Jonathan thought. He turned and saw the maroon shirt hanging over the chair, just like she said. “Thanks.”

He pulled off his gray shirt. Rachel emerged from the bathroom and pulled the dress she had selected hours earlier from the closet. She started changing. “Are you anxious about seeing Adam?”

“Of course I am. I haven’t seen him in six years.”

Jonathan and Rachel were going to a Brooks family dinner. Adam Brooks was a survivor of the Allied invasion of Japan. Over a quarter of a million American soldiers had died during the invasion, which began in early 1946 and had lasted a year. The fighting was brutal as the Japanese fought to the death for their home islands.

“Don’t be nervous,” Rachel said. “I look forward to meeting him.”

Jonathan smiled. “I’m not that nervous. After what I went through during the war, this is nothing.”

“Plus you have me!” She walked to him, now wearing the dress. She turned around. “Can you zip me up?”

Jonathan nodded as he found her zipper and gently pulled it upward. Rachel turned around again. She smiled and he leaned down to kiss her. Some of her blonde hair brushed his forehead as their lips met. She pulled back and he looked into her brown eyes. He didn’t want to stop. He saw his reflection and hoped he would always be there.

“Finish buttoning your shirt while I find my jewelry,” she whispered.

She went back to her drawer. He kept watching her, knowing he would never have to worry again as long as they were together. He turned his attention back to the evening that awaited them. Rachel had met David but not Adam. It was also the first time the Brooks brothers would be together since the day after Pearl Harbor, when they enlisted.

Rachel turned to her husband. She looked at his chest. “You know, I’ve never gotten used to the scars.”

Jonathan chuckled as he resumed buttoning his shirt. “Each one is a memory.”

“Oh yeah?” She walked over to him and pulled his buttons open. “Do tell.”

“All right,” Jonathan said, smiling. He pointed to a long scar along the side of his abdomen. “This was from the shrapnel of a German artillery shell. It happened a few months after landing in Normandy. Put me out of action for a couple of weeks.”

“Oh no! What would the Allies do without the amazing Scourge?”

Jonathan chuckled. He pointed to a scar on his arm.

“This one was from a German bullet that scraped me. I got it two days after liberating Paris.”

“How awful!”

“I didn’t say they were nice memories.” He kissed her again. She pulled back after a couple seconds.

“What about the one on your neck?”

Jonathan touched his fingers to his neck. “That was from when I had to break through a window in the Ardennes. I was fighting a Kraut who knocked me down and I jumped through the window behind me to get away.” Jonathan felt a shiver down his spine as he recalled the memory. It felt as though it were only a few days ago even though it happened years before. He gathered his focus. “Anyway, we reached Spartiate a couple days later.”

“You know, I don’t think you ever told me about Spartiate. What did it look like?”

Jonathan searched his memory but he was unable to recall. How could I forget that?

His surroundings faded. He had difficulty looking at the walls. Everything became distorted and Rachel faded away. As colors blended around him, Jonathan Brooks was released from his dream.




…




January 10, 1945

“Wake up, Sarge!” Private Reilly said. Sergeant Brooks’ eyes shot open. The cold overtook him. Brooks grabbed at his sleeves as he returned to reality. He felt sick, not because of the ice, but because of his realization that his dream was not real.

Brooks was nauseated. He hated that he was still in Europe. He hated that he was still not reunited with Rachel. Brooks briefly closed his eyes, trying to relax. But he knew he had to get up. He watched the American soldiers around him. Red Platoon, which was now joined with the larger group, had slept in a small restaurant. Under Ryker’s orders, the men were allowed to sleep longer than usual, which they appreciated.

The Americans groaned as they got up. Finally feeling normal, Brooks grabbed his helmet and gear. He turned to Reilly. “Today’s the day. Today we reach Spartiate.”

Reilly nodded. “It’s still a couple hours away.”

Brooks shook his head. “I know, but after the last couple of weeks, the last hours are insignificant.” Reilly smiled in agreement.

The men were ready in half an hour. Captain Ryker ordered everyone to start moving. The final stretch began.




…




The Americans followed a road exiting the town. They continued through the forest for several hours. They were nervous as they saw Pedunculate oak trees tower over them. The thought of a surprise German attack kept everyone on guard.

The Rangers received cigarettes from the other Americans. Beck inhaled the smoke. “I missed this so much.”

“It’s only been a couple of days since we ran out,” Reilly said as he puffed on his own.

Beck shrugged. “It felt like years.”

Private Green turned to Private Roebuck a few yards ahead. “How many Germans do you think are in Spartiate?”

Roebuck shrugged. “I have no idea.”

Finn smirked. “Hope it’s at least a couple. Don’t want this to be too easy.”

“I just want this goddamn mission to end already,” Roebuck said. The others nodded.

Finally, the Americans saw some small buildings. They were excited but did not want to get their hopes up. They had to identify the city.

“Sergeant!” Corporal Eddie said. Brooks and Victor turned to him. “Look!” He pointed to a short, blue sign. The sign read ‘SPARTIATE’ in great white letters. The Rangers cheered. Brooks, stoic as ever, turned to Captain Ryker.

“What’s the plan?”

Ryker remained silent. Spartiate was a small city. It was surrounded by trees and the foliage was thicker to the west than to the east. Most of its buildings were short but some were tall. “The Germans aren’t expecting us, so there’s probably only thirty to forty Krauts in this city,” Ryker said. He pointed to the tallest building, the tower of a Gothic Cathedral. “I’d bet there are a couple of snipers or machine gunners up there. Our primary objective should be to take the tall buildings.” He turned to Parker. “Do you know where the package is in the city?”

Parker hesitated. “I think it was in the southeast. But I’m not positive.”

Ryker nodded. “Alright, here’s the plan: we’re going to split up into three groups to cover more ground. One group of twenty men will take the city from the north, while a second group takes the center. The Rangers can go separately through the south. They can secure the package before the Germans try to remove it.”

Brooks and Victor nodded.

“We’re low on ammunition. What if we run out?” Stevens asked.

“Then hold your position or pull back,” Ryker said. “Now let’s go get your package.”

“Wait,” Brooks said. Ryker turned to him. “Can I say something to my men?” The captain nodded.

The eleven Rangers walked away from the others and stood in a circle. Brooks placed himself in the center of the group. He knew they were exhausted. Brooks felt what they had been through the past few weeks was more than anyone should be forced to endure. He looked at them, one by one. Beck, his best friend, held his Thompson. Reilly, the master of language, scratched his beard. Green, the kindest of all souls, held his arms at his sides. Roebuck and Finn held their weapons, a bazooka and a sniper rifle, in an aggressive stance. Victor, Brooks’ fellow sergeant, nodded encouragingly. Sanchez, Stevens, Eddie, and Tyler, the four men who hated the mission, all respectfully awaited Brooks’ words.

“I want to warn you all that this is not going to be easy. It will likely be close-quarter fighting. We’ll push the Krauts back meter-by-meter.” His voice boomed. “But this is Spartiate! Every inch counts! The campaign through this frozen hell these past few weeks, they’ve all been leading to this. Remember the motto: if you haven’t killed a German today, you’ve wasted the day.” The Rangers cheered. “We’re gonna clear every building of the enemy. If they fight for Hitler, they die for Hitler.”




…




The Rangers walked through the southern part of the city. Sergeant Victor was in the lead while the others were close behind. They were excited. The package was nearby. Soon, they would secure their target and the mission would be over.

Private Jack Finn looked at the Gothic Cathedral tower, the tallest building he could find. He wanted to be in that tower; from there he could shoot any point in the city. No German would be able to hide.

Finn detected movement within one of the tower’s windows with his exceptional eyesight. He could barely make out what it was but assumed he was looking at a German machine gun. Finn looked through his scope and saw the German’s eyes meet his own.

“Get down!”

The Rangers heard the first bullets crack; they turned and leapt to a nearby school for cover. The bullets from the MG42 struck the spots where the Americans stood seconds before. They leaned against the cold concrete, knowing that death was just inches away.

German bullets slammed into the school, puncturing its ceiling and walls. One bullet struck the ledge directly above the Rangers’ heads. Concrete exploded and landed on the Americans below. Several large chunks landed on Private Tyler, who yelled in pain. One hit his legs while another slammed onto his helmet.

Private Green turned to Tyler. “I’m fine, medic.” The man spat blood from his mouth. Green hesitated. A bullet struck next to his foot. He pushed himself back to the wall. Green felt guilty every time the platoon entered combat. He did not carry a weapon so he could not help the others fight the enemy.

Two German riflemen entered the next building over. They looked for a good spot from which to fire at their American enemies. The Rangers wanted to pounce at them and use their superior numbers to overwhelm the Nazis but knew they had to contend with the machine gun. They were pinned.

“Don’t let them fire a shot!” Victor said.

The Americans opened fire into the building. The Germans ducked, avoiding the streams of bullets. Beck, afraid of running low on ammunition, saw one of the bullets that left his Thompson strike a German in the back. The man collapsed and his friend came to his side.

Neither German got up after a few seconds. “Hold your fire!” Victor said. The Rangers could not hear him; the sound of the MG42 was deafening. “Hold your fire!” The Rangers’ guns fell silent.

The Rangers turned their attention back to the German machine gunner. One of the riflemen, the one Beck did not hit, looked up. He fired his Gewehr. The semi-automatic rifle tore through Private Sanchez’s shoulder. Sanchez screamed as his bones shattered. He dropped his M1 Carbine and grabbed his shoulder. Private Stevens took a grenade from his belt and threw it at the German. The German rolled away but it was too late. The grenade went off, killing him.

Green took gauze and put pressure on Sanchez’s shoulder. Blood soaked the pads and poured down the American’s arm. Green knew Sanchez needed more attention than he could provide.

“Son of a bitch!” Sanchez said.

“You’ll be okay.” Green hoped his voice didn’t waver. “The bullet isn’t in a vital spot.”

Brooks devised a plan to defeat the MG42. He remembered how his squad took the residential building over a week before. They had charged at an enemy machine gun. The only reason they survived was because the machine gunner had been distracted by a Browning.

Brooks thought, What can we shoot at that thing to give us some time? He turned to the others. He saw Green struggling to help Sanchez. Brooks tried to make his voice louder than either Sanchez or the MG42.

“Here’s the plan: Roebuck, fire your bazooka at the tower. The blast should give time for Beck, Reilly, and me to enter the cathedral. We’ll make our way to the top and take the Kraut from behind. Finn, you cover us.”

The others nodded. Roebuck loaded a round into his bazooka. Brooks, Beck, and Reilly held their guns in anticipation. Roebuck took a deep breath. He wasn’t used to firing his bazooka at buildings but the Rangers had to improvise. He took another deep breath and pushed himself away from the school. He fired his bazooka.

The round soared through the air and struck the tower. “Was zur Hölle?! (What the hell?!)” the German asked before the blast threw him back like a ragdoll. His MG42 was torn from its deployed spot and landed behind him. The German was alive but his face was bloody. He reached for his enormous gun and prepared to shoot back.

“Go, go, go!” Brooks said. He sprinted. Beck and Reilly were close behind. He saw dust pour from the tower. He wondered if the enemy soldier had survived the attack but kept running. They closed the distance to the Cathedral but were still several hundred yards away. Brooks knew the survival of the platoon was at stake.

The German looked at the window. It was devastated by the bazooka blast. He looked to find his enemies and saw the three Americans charging toward him. He wiped blood from his face and returned his machine gun to its deployed position.

The German moved slowly, disoriented from the blast. He checked his ammunition. He had more than enough left to kill the Americans.

“Payback stinkt Amerikaner! (Payback’s a bitch, Americans!)” he whispered. He targeted Sergeant Brooks, the leading enemy. There was a flash the moment before he could pull the trigger. A sniper round tore into his throat. The German died instantly. Falling backward, he held his MG42 as the machine gun fell on him.

Brooks heard the Springfield fire and stopped running. So did Beck and Reilly. They turned and saw Private Finn wave his hand.

“I got him! You’re welcome!” Finn said. Beck let out a deep sigh, tired from running.

They walked back to the group. Sanchez was pale.

“How’s he doing, medic?” Reilly asked.

“Not well,” Green said. “He’s lost too much blood.” The Rangers solemnly watched Private Julio Sanchez. Another man. Another friend.




…




The Rangers cautiously moved between buildings, looking to link up with the other Americans. Sergeant Brooks was in the lead. He held his Thompson in a prepared position. He watched the ground, trying not to step on large spots of ice. They were desperate not to attract any more attention from the Germans.

Finn watched every window they passed, looking for snipers. “I’m surprised we haven’t seen more signs of the enemy,” he whispered to Roebuck.

“They’re probably tied down elsewhere. Or they’ve evacuated.”

Victor turned and signaled for them to be silent. Finn rolled his eyes. Victor returned forward. Nobody said anything for several minutes. They moved down a long alleyway. Several short brick buildings stood all around.

The Rangers decided they were safe when an old wooden door exploded. A German soldier emerged. He carried a double barrel shotgun. The Americans dropped to their knees and lunged to the buildings for cover.

The German was a short man with no helmet. He looked surprised at the number of Americans for a moment. He tried to look tough and screamed at the Rangers. Reilly listened to his words but they sounded like gibberish.

The Americans pointed their guns at the German but did not fire. The German pointed his shotgun back at them but only continued screaming and stepped back. The Americans, confused, turned to Brooks for guidance. He put his finger on his trigger and prepared to shoot. He feared the German would fire back and cause significant harm with his shotgun spray.

Several bullets struck the German from the right side. Two tore into his skull and others hit his abdomen. He dropped his shotgun and hit the ground. The Rangers stood up and cautiously exited the alley. They turned the corner and saw over a dozen American troops.

The leading soldier saluted the Rangers. They returned the salute. They found Captain Ryker after a few minutes. “How are you guys doing? Have you found the package yet?”

“No,” Brooks said. “And we’ve lost another man.”

“I’m sorry,” Ryker said. “Our group encountered over a dozen German defenders. We have thirteen dead and almost as many wounded. We still haven’t linked with the northern group.” Brooks sighed, feeling guilty that his mission was getting Ryker’s men killed. The captain continued. “We also found something.”

“What is it?” Brooks asked. The Rangers followed Ryker. They moved past a couple more buildings. Ryker pointed to something hard to identify. The Rangers walked toward the great mass. It was in the middle of the road. Brooks realized what he was looking at: a pile of twenty dead American soldiers. The Rangers turned away.

Ryker walked to Brooks’ side. “These were the men defending Spartiate when the offensive began.”

Most of the bodies were rotting. Several Americans collapsed to their knees, no longer trying to control themselves. Private Green lunged to the side of the road. He vomited onto a pile of ice. Reilly came over to comfort him but Green heaved again.

Brooks stared at the bodies. His hatred of the Germans surged through him. He had seen the Nazis commit many horrible acts since arriving in Europe but this one was overwhelming. The Nazis have no respect for life! None!

A soldier walked up to Captain Ryker. “Sir, we have another problem.”

“What is it?” Ryker asked, already saddened by the display.

“The civilians. They’re in bad shape. The Krauts have been starving them for weeks.”

Ryker turned to the Rangers. “Go into the houses. We need to help them.”

Brooks and Beck walked toward a small home while the others recovered from their horror. Beck tried to open the wooden door but it wouldn’t budge. “It’s locked.”

Brooks grabbed Beck and moved him aside. He kicked the door open. They entered the house. The room was dark. There was a small table and a short bookshelf.

“Keep your eyes open; there could be a Kraut in here,” Beck muttered.

Brooks nodded. They searched through the first rooms but could not find anything. Brooks then found what he was looking for. Five Belgians were crowded together in a corner. “Beck, come here!”

Brooks approached the group. There was an old man, a woman, two children, and a baby. The man was dead. Brooks knew they were scared of anyone in a soldier’s uniform. He got on his knees. He took his Thompson and flung it a few feet away. He gestured to a small patch on his uniform that showed he was an American and hoped they understood.

Brooks reached for the baby. He picked him up. The family did nothing. Brooks was unsure whether the family trusted him or was too weak to challenge him. He lifted the baby; its small head hung limp. Brooks looked at the little face, realizing the infant was dead.

Brooks was overwhelmed with grief. He placed the baby down and reached his hand to the others. “I can help you.” They did not respond. “Please let me help you.”

The Belgians could not understand English but they knew the American was not a threat. One of the children, a boy, reached for Brooks’ hand. The soldier took the small hand. Brooks helped the boy stand with his other arm. The boy’s legs were skin and bone. Brooks looked at his abdomen and could see his ribs. Tears developed in Brooks’ eyes. Beck entered the room.

“Get this boy to Green,” Brooks said. “He needs medical attention. I’ll get the others.”

Beck nodded. He gathered the boy’s legs into his arms. He lifted the boy and exited the house. Brooks returned to his knees and reached toward the little girl. She was hesitant but her mother used what little strength she had to push the girl, signaling to trust the American.

Brooks took the girl into his arms and realized she was as ill as her brother. The girl’s skinny arm reached for his canteen. He took it from his belt and gave it to her. The girl drank slowly. Brooks reached out to the mother. She took his hand. She looked like a skeleton. Brooks exited the house after a few minutes. A medic approached him and took the girl.

Brooks saw the Americans had gathered dozens of starving Belgians. They were trying to help them in any way possible but could not afford to give away their rations. Brooks found Captain Ryker.

“The Germans must have a food supply in the city. We have to find it and distribute it to the civilians.”

“Agreed.”

The Germans had not allowed the Spartiate citizens to eat. Anyone who resisted the Nazis was immediately shot. Any German who killed a Belgian in Spartiate had not been reprimanded by his superiors.

Beck arrived at Brooks’ side. “I gave the boy to Green. He’ll help him.”

Brooks nodded, distracted. He tried to find the other Rangers. He saw Reilly talking to an old Belgian woman. Brooks told Beck to follow him. They reached Reilly after a few minutes of making their way through the crowd.

“What’s going on?” Brooks asked.

Reilly turned to him. “I’m trying to figure out where the package is.” He turned back to the elderly woman. “Savez-vous où les Allemands gardent une grande caisse? (Do you know where the Germans were keeping a large crate?)” The Belgian woman nodded. “Où? (Where?)” Reilly asked. The woman turned and pointed to the northwest.




…




The Rangers arrived at a large, cubic warehouse half an hour later. They found two heavy doors. Brooks grabbed the handles and paused. The Rangers waited in anticipation. Brooks took a step back and pulled the doors open.

The package was over three thousand cubic feet. Several long chains wrapped around the crate’s sides. It had been carefully assembled and built of exceptionally-strong wood. On each of the package’s sides was the black painting of an eagle holding a swastika in its talons.

The Rangers stared at the object that many of their friends had died to obtain. Beck turned to Roebuck. “We finally found something bigger than you, buddy.”

Brooks’ hands were fists. The mission wasn’t over. The Rangers had secured the package. Now, they had to stop the Nazis from taking it back.








  
  
  The Final Battle

  
  




The eyes of the world are upon you. The hopes and prayers of liberty loving people everywhere march with you.

—Dwight Eisenhower




January 12, 1945

The Americans designed their defense of Spartiate, knowing a German attack was imminent. They dug six long trenches in the city’s outskirts. The Germans would know where to find the package and would take the shortest route to it. The trenches would restrict their maneuvering. Three trenches were close together, and, a few hundred yards away, three more were carved from the ice. Captain Ryker presumed the Germans would try to penetrate the city through the space between the two groups of trenches. His men would be there waiting for them. He had considered completing the ring and transforming Spartiate into an island from attack but expected the Germans would build a bridge in that case and he wanted to control their movements.

The Americans possessed eight Browning machine guns. Three were deployed around the package. The remaining five would hide in the residential buildings where Ryker predicted the battle would be fought. Hoping to catch the Germans by surprise, the Brownings could inflict horrific damage on the enemy and end the battle quickly. The other American soldiers would ambush the Germans and assist the Brownings.

Ryker was determined to keep the Belgian civilians out of harm’s way and had them relocated to the other side of the city. Many Belgians protested but the Americans knew Ryker was doing the right thing.

Finn waited in the church tower by the shattered window. The dead German machine gunner and his MG42 laid in the corner. Finn watched through a window as the Americans finished digging the trenches in the ice. Finn had been assigned to snipe from the tower during the battle. He could strike any enemy with his Springfield. He was told to target German officers. If he could kill them early on the German infantry would collapse into chaos from lack of leadership.

Finn felt powerful with his Springfield. With it, he was one of the deadliest men in the Seventh Ranger Battalion. Finn had killed more Germans during the war than anyone else in his platoon, besides Brooks. His marksmanship was among the best in the US Army. Finn enjoyed combat, unlike most of the other men in his platoon. He liked the rush from facing death and appreciated the respect earned from fighting for his country.




…




Sergeant Brooks walked back to his assigned position. He held his Thompson in his hand. He saw two Americans operating a Browning through a window. They each waived as he went by. Brooks entered a small house. Beck and Reilly waited for him.

“It’s weird,” Reilly said. “This is Spartiate. After all this time.”

No one spoke for a few minutes. Brooks broke the silence. “It’s not enough.”

Beck looked up from sharpening his knife. “What do you mean?”

“Our defenses aren’t strong enough.”

“What are you talking about?” Reilly asked. He leaned his head against the wall. “We have multiple machine guns and almost a hundred men. I don’t think the Krauts have a chance of winning.” Brooks shook his head. “Are you afraid they’re going to hit us with tanks?”

“No, their tanks are too big to maneuver in these narrow roads. But I’m afraid their numbers might be overwhelming,” Brooks said.

“How many do you think they’ll attack with?” Beck asked.

“Probably a thousand,” Brooks said. Beck and Reilly were shocked by such a large number. “We may be able to kill or maim a couple hundred, but ultimately, I don’t see how we can stop them from retaking the package.”

Beck and Reilly turned away from Brooks. Brooks knew he hurt their morale. Beck returned to sharpening his knife.

“What about ammunition?” Reilly asked. “Most of us are low.”

They heard a loud noise overhead. The three men exited their building and looked up. An A-20 Havoc reconnaissance plane flew over the city.

Dozens of American soldiers waved toward the plane. They shouted as if they could get its attention. Brooks smiled as he watched the plane slice through the air; he knew it was no coincidence. Allied Command wanted an update on Spartiate. The plane circled Spartiate a few times and left, returning to its base.

The Americans again heard the sound of planes a few hours later. It wasn’t reconnaissance. The Douglas C-47 Skytrains opened up and released their loads. They dropped several crates. Parachutes slowed their descent as they landed.

Private Green watched as one of the crates soared overhead. It fell fast despite the parachute. The crate slammed into the building behind him. Green turned around and ducked as the crate plummeted to the ground. It split open. Hundreds of small black bullets flooded out from its remains.

Green returned to his feet and saw the other crates had landed more gently. Each crate was smaller than the package and filled with ammunition. They were for Thompsons, M1 Garands, M1 Carbines, Brownings, Springfields, BARs, and Bazookas. One was filled with medical supplies.

The Americans stocked up on ammunition. Beck turned to Brooks. “You know this means reinforcements are on their way.”

Beck, ever the optimist, tried to find hope in any situation. Brooks, ever the pragmatist, viewed circumstances as badly as possible and then found ways of dealing with them.

“Yeah, but they better get here soon, or else there will be no stopping the Krauts this time.”




…




January 13, 1945

Dozens of P51 Mustangs waited to take off from an airfield in eastern France. They were ordered to relentlessly attack the Germans retreating across the Ardennes Forest. Among them was David Brooks and his squadron.

David flipped the switch that turned on his plane’s engine. He adjusted the throttle while work-crews cranked his propeller. The Flying Shark’s nose pointed upward. This was ideal during flight but made take off a challenge because it limited David’s vision.

The pilots performed a communication check, ensuring they could stay in contact. David did not expect much enemy resistance because he knew that most Messerschmitt 262s had been destroyed.

David taxied to the runway for takeoff. His squadron made final preparations.

“Get ready, men,” De Falco said. David pushed the throttle all the way and The Flying Shark accelerated.

The Mustangs gained speed. The pilots pulled back on their joysticks. Their planes lifted from the ground and rose into the air. David felt a rush of adrenaline as he began flying. He retracted his landing gear and accelerated. Soon in full flight, the American fighters hunted for Germans.




…




A German force of over a thousand men and dozens of tanks approached Spartiate from the east. Their orders were to capture the package by any means necessary and kill any American soldier who got in the way. Then they were to raze the city to the ground, along with everyone in it. The commander in charge knew that his large tanks could not maneuver in the city’s small streets so he ordered them to remain behind along with four hundred men. The others advanced into Spartiate.

They moved between the two trench groups, just as the Americans predicted. The Germans fiercely believed in American inferiority and assumed the enemy was randomly scattered throughout the city. They could not detect that nearly a hundred American soldiers were hiding in the houses all around them. Ryker had ordered them not to fire until given the signal. That way, most of the enemy would be within strike-range and taken by surprise.

Jonathan Brooks, Tom Beck, Phillip Reilly, and Damien Green waited together on the first floor of a small home, ready for the great battle. Brooks knelt beside a thin window with his Thompson. He watched as dozens of German soldiers flooded the street in front of him. Beck and Reilly waited beside the adjacent wall in anticipation. Green held a large bag of medical supplies in his hands. He knew a lot of men were going to die. He prayed he wouldn’t be one of them.

A Sd.Kfz. 251 half-track carrying the German commander was near the front of the advancing force. He wore a long-brimmed hat and arrogantly watched his men, knowing they were completely obedient to his orders. Brooks stared at the commander as he drove toward him. He wanted to fire his Thompson but impatiently waited for the signal. He hoped the Brownings would be as effective as Ryker promised. Otherwise, the Americans were doomed.

The half-track’s engines were deafening. It stopped. The German soldiers stopped too, on cue. The commander stood as tall as possible to address his men. He planned to have his soldiers sweep through the small city, searching for any cowardly Americans.

The commander pressed a small megaphone to his lips.

“Es gibt klein Gruppen des amerikanischen Widerstands in dieser verdammten Stadt. Wir mussen jedes der Ungeziefer finden und vernichten.”

“What did he say?” Green asked Reilly.

‘“There are small pockets of American resistance in this damn city. We must find each of the vermin and exterminate them.”’

“That’s real damn nice,” Beck said.

Brooks grit his teeth and watched the commander. “That is not going to happen.” He breathed heavily as he waited for the signal. He knew the Americans were outnumbered almost ten-to-one.

The commander remained standing as his men prepared to move out and search for the enemy. The crack of a Springfield rifle went off and a sniper round struck the commander in the throat. He died instantly from Finn’s shot. That was the signal. The Americans opened fire on the Germans.

The Battle of Spartiate began.

Brooks watched as the five Brownings and dozens of other American guns fired at the Germans. Many Nazis fell to their knees to avoid getting hit but over thirty were killed within seconds. Brooks sprayed his Thompson at a small group of enemies. Beck and Reilly shot at their own targets, who fired back. German bullets slammed into the concrete around their positions but did not deter the Rangers.

The Brownings slaughtered dozens of Germans but the Germans reorganized within minutes. They started attacking the American-held buildings; groups of fifteen to twenty German soldiers tried to capture small houses held by three or four Americans fighting for their lives.

The half-track’s crew prepared their machine gun turrets. Firing from his window, Brooks knew the half-track would have deadly results if it entered the fight. He repositioned his submachine gun to fire at the vehicle when it burst into flames. Roebuck shot his bazooka at it from the next building over.

He saw a building fall to the Germans on the other side of the street. The Americans were losing their initial advantage. The Germans deployed an MG42 from a window, which fired at a Browning, killing the Browning’s operator.

Brooks continued firing at German soldiers. He saw five enemies charging his window. They tried to stay low. He positioned his Thompson and fired. The first one fell instantly and the others fired back. A bullet zipped by his head. Brooks attacked relentlessly and soon a second German was killed.

He hated the smell of gunpowder and the sound of firing weapons. They attacked his senses but he knew he had to keep fighting. Everything depended on it. He saw one of his bullets strike a third German in the leg. The Nazi collapsed and screamed in pain. Brooks positioned his gun to fire at the remaining two but heard a click when he pulled the trigger. He was out of ammunition in less than half an hour of fighting.

Brooks had a lot of ammunition nearby. He was reloading when a German grenade hit the wall in front of him. It landed on the exterior side of the wall and he threw himself to the ground, covering his face with his arms. He closed his eyes, anticipating the explosion. The wall absorbed most of the blast but several bricks were torn from their place and landed on Brooks. Dust filled the room.

Brooks pushed himself up and returned to his spot to keep fighting. He refused to quit. Beck, who was concentrating on his own enemies, turned to him. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, how about you guys?”

“Swell,” Beck said. Two German rifle bullets flew in his direction. One slammed into the wall beside him, blowing away concrete. The other sliced along his upper left arm.

“Shit!” Beck said as he dropped his Thompson. He grabbed his arm. Reilly turned to him. “Keep fighting!”

Green sprinted to Beck’s side. He grabbed Beck’s left arm to look at the wound. He pulled up his sleeve. “Don’t look at it!” Green said. Green could tell the bullet was not lodged in Beck’s arm, though it did tear away skin and expose muscle. “It looks worse than it is. I think it mostly grazed you. I don’t think it damaged any muscles.”

“Good to hear.” Beck took a deep breath and returned to the window. Like Brooks, he was determined not to quit. He resumed firing at the Germans. Along with Reilly, he fought a pair of riflemen across the street. Both sides fired multiple shots, though neither had any success.




…




Ryker’s plan unraveled. The Germans recovered from the surprise-attack and captured many buildings. The Americans could not afford the heavy losses they suffered. If the battle kept this trajectory the Americans would have no hope of survival.

A house of Ryker’s men was surrounded. One man lay on the floor dead. The three others fired from the windows, trying to keep the Germans at bay. The Nazis fired into the house from all sides. Bullets exploded from the walls.

A German carrying a large pack on his back approached an unguarded window. He saw the three Americans were all in one room. He lifted a nozzle in his hands and pulled a lever. Fire shot from his flamethrower. Breathing became impossible and fire consumed the room, bursting out of every opening. The Germans watched as the building was overwhelmed by flames. They knew that the Americans had suffered terrible deaths but felt no remorse as they moved on to their next victims.




…




Two MG42s now fired from the building. They supported infantry attacks on American-held houses. The sound of these guns was the most terrible of all, louder than any other gun fired in Spartiate. Private Roebuck watched hundreds of bullets fire from the machine guns across the street. He knew they had to be neutralized.

“Make sure you hit the target,” Sergeant Victor told him. “The last thing we need is two Kraut machine guns tearing into this building.”

Roebuck nodded. Staying low, he charged to a window where Private Tyler was kneeling. Roebuck held the bazooka over his shoulder and fired a single round. It flew across the street and slammed into the building. The explosion tore the wall apart and bright orange flames surrounded nearby German soldiers. Roebuck stared at the building, unsure if his attack worked.

The bazooka round killed one machine gunner but Roebuck saw the other rise-up and point in his direction.

“Get down!” Roebuck said. The Rangers within the house dropped to the ground. German bullets tore through the wall and zipped by overhead.




…




Private Jack Finn watched the entire battle up in the Cathedral tower. He was worried; the Germans had overwhelmed the Americans’ left flank. The right flank, which included the Rangers, struggled to hold their positions. Finn saw a group of five Germans using a pile of rubble for protection through his scope. They seemed so far away they barely registered as a threat to the sniper.

American bullets shot from a nearby school struck the rubble, keeping the Nazis at bay. The soldier in command rose slightly above the pile to see his enemies, and retrieved a pistol from his holster. With only his eyes and gun above the rubble, the German fired multiple shots at the school. His attack was in vain. Finn put the back of his neck within his crosshairs and pulled the trigger. Blood shot upward from the German’s neck as his body went limp.

Finn looked for another officer. He saw a tall man standing upright, ordering over a dozen soldiers around him.

“This is almost too easy,” Finn muttered, wondering why the man made himself such a clear target. He consistently swung his arms in different directions and resembled a traffic-cop in a busy intersection. Finn targeted the officer’s throat and fired a single shot. The man collapsed to his knees before falling on his side.

A bullet slammed into the concrete inches from Finn’s head before he could locate his next target. Finn looked for who fired the bullet. He saw a German soldier pointing a K98k rifle toward him. A small smile stretched across Finn’s face as he put his finger on the trigger. The German looked as though preparing to fire his rifle again but he grabbed a grenade from his belt. The German threw it at Finn’s position in the tower.

Finn put his rifle to his chest and rolled away from the window. He would have no chance of surviving the blast if the grenade entered the room. The next few seconds felt like hours. Finn recognized the strange and sudden transition from invincible killer to struggling victim.

Finn closed his eyes. The small weapon exploded a few inches from the tower’s opening. It was the loudest and most terrible sound the sniper had ever heard. Finn was violently shaken from the blast but it did not kill him. His teeth rattled in his mouth and his eyes vibrated in their sockets. The worst was a piercing pain in his left ear.

The pain increased for several seconds. Finn grabbed at his ear, desperate for the pain to stop. It vanished. Finn breathed a sigh of relief. He rested his head for a moment. He realized he could only hear bullets being fired outside from his right ear.

“Son of a bitch.”

Finn touched his ear for a few seconds, feeling warm liquid cover his fingers. He looked at his gloved hand and saw blood, which slid down the left side of his face.

“Son of a bitch.”

He closed his eyes and tried to relax. That was hard with the sound of crackling bullets outside. Finn’s mind wandered. He planned to return to the battle within a few minutes. He wondered what his friends and family back home were doing while he was only a few dozen yards above a vicious battlefield.

He heard several thuds and felt vibrations. Finn thought it was from the grenade blast but then realized the stomping was not in his head. It was from the staircase. Finn grabbed his Springfield.

He pushed himself up until he was in a crouched position. He held his Springfield in his hands, waiting for whomever was coming toward him, unsure if they were American or German, friend or foe. Finn breathed heavily. The thuds stopped and Finn wondered if it actually was all in his head.

The gray uniform of a German soldier emerged. He held an MP40 submachine gun. Finn aimed at the German’s chest and fired. Blood was thrown onto the wall behind him as the German’s body collapsed down the staircase. Finn lowered his gun when a second German emerged from the staircase. He swung his MP40 in a great sweeping motion, firing several shots at the American sniper.

Finn raised his legs to protect his abdomen. Two bullets sliced into his right thigh, while another struck his left tibia. Finn screamed in pain and pulled his rifle’s trigger but it did not fire. He was out of ammunition. He grabbed a grenade from his belt on instinct. He pulled the pin and threw the grenade at the German. The grenade struck the wall and fell down the staircase, exploding. The German soldier flew forward and slammed his head. He did not move. Finn was unsure if the German was dead or unconscious.

Finn, too tired to reload his Springfield, tossed the rifle aside. He looked at his legs. He felt blood dripping down them and knew he could not stand. He wished Private Green was close by, for once. He didn’t know what to do. He was immobile and couldn’t fight. Finn decided to wait until the battle was over, or at least until someone found him. Preferably Americans.

He heard more thuds coming up the staircase. Finn grit his teeth, wishing his grenade had killed all the enemies. The muzzle of an MP40 was the first thing to emerge. Finn reached for his pistol but soon three German soldiers had entered the room.

“Come here ya Kraut bastards!” Finn screamed as he put his finger on his pistol’s trigger. He was too late. All three Germans fired their submachine guns at his abdomen. Finn dropped his pistol and his hand fell. His mouth was slightly open and his lifeless eyes stared.

The leading German smiled as he turned back to his men. He waved them forward. They ignored the American’s body and quickly scanned the room to make sure that no more were hiding. Over half a dozen Nazis entered the room. One, who carried a tall flagpole, walked over to the position from where Finn had been sniping. He slammed the pole in an open crack and pulled open a rope. The wind lifted the German flag so it waved in the air.

The swastika flew over Spartiate.




…




Sergeant Brooks saw the German flag waving from the Cathedral tower. That meant Finn was dead and the Germans controlled the highest point in the city. He heard overwhelming shouts of German. Dozens of bullets pierced the wall. Brooks stayed low to avoid being shot.

Beck and Reilly had a similar problem. They knew the entire building would soon be surrounded.

“We have to get out of here!” Brooks said. The others nodded. “Follow me!” Brooks crawled across the room, trying to find the best exit. The three other Rangers were close behind. After a few minutes they reached an opening in the back of the house.

A bullet zipped by every few moments. Brooks waited for the perfect opportunity. He heard the screams of approaching Germans. He processed his emotions tactically; he did not have time to think about his options. He charged. His friends followed.

The group of four ran across the street and raced between houses. Always one step ahead of the pack, Brooks knew every turn he made could be life or death. They raced across another street. The Rangers heard two shots fire from a German rifle. Both missed and soon they escaped his range. But Green saw a body lying by one of the buildings. He glanced and recognized Private Jay Stevens. He had been shot in the back by the German rifleman a few minutes earlier.

Green desperately kept pace with the others. He was only a few feet behind Reilly, but every step Brooks or Beck took launched them further ahead. He grit his teeth and sprinted.

Brooks found a building he thought was safe so he turned and did a quick assessment to make sure that there were no enemy snipers nearby. The four men entered the building. Several soldiers pointed their weapons at them but they soon recognized each other. They were from Red Platoon. Victor had also decided that this building, with its arching concrete walls, was the best one in which to wait.

Private Green was exhausted and collapsed to his knees. He retrieved his canteen. The Rangers watched each other. Most had been together since D-Day but it was their mission in the Battle of the Bulge that truly brought them together. They were isolated from the other Americans and were about to be surrounded by the Nazis. This time, there was no escape. Red Platoon was to make its last stand.

Corporal Eddie handed Green a pistol. “Make yourself useful.”

Green nodded and crawled to Reilly’s side as they waited by a window together. Brooks and Beck moved toward their own window. Victor and Roebuck paired up, as did Eddie and Tyler.

The Rangers anticipated a colossal German attack. They could hear the enemy approaching. The Germans did not fire at the Rangers from their positions on the other side of the road, but rather, they charged, knowing their overwhelming numbers would prevail. The Rangers fired their weapons, but as the Nazis fired back, a hailstorm of lead soared at the Americans.

The Americans ducked as enemy bullets pierced the walls. Brooks was unsure of what to do. They had run out of options. He decided that, when the Germans entered the building, the Rangers would fight to the last man and take as many enemies with them as possible.

A shell soared by the building and struck another across the street. The explosion tore the small structure apart, throwing dust in every direction, covering many Germans.

The Rangers heard loud screams coming from the west, which was strange, since the Germans were attacking from the east. They also heard a deafening engine. Brooks looked out the window to see most of the Germans retreating as a vehicle came into view. He instantly recognized the dark green armor of an American Sherman tank.

Dozens of American soldiers swarmed around the building. The Rangers rose to their feet and exited, one at a time. Brooks and Beck turned the corner to see hundreds, possibly thousands, of American soldiers move through the city. Many rode on the backs of Shermans, which were only eight-and-a-half feet wide, allowing them to maneuver in the small streets.

The Rangers scanned the American force and recognized a group of them. They had Ranger patches on their uniforms. Brooks and the others greeted the men of Blue Platoon along the side of the road. Blue Platoon had only lost a few men, while Red Platoon was less than a third of its original size.

Brooks shook hands with several men before finding Major Brandon. He had a large helmet on his head and a crucifix hanging around his neck. Brooks saluted the major.

“At ease, soldier,” Brandon said. Brooks nodded as he lowered his arm. “Where’s Lieutenant Curtis?”

“He was killed almost two weeks ago.” He turned to his small group. “Most of our platoon has been wiped out.”

“I’m sorry,” Brandon said. “I’m not sure how we got separated. We were lucky and dodged the worst spots in the forest. We found a large group coming down from the north and joined them when Ike’s counter-attack began on the third.”

Sergeant Brooks nodded. He suspected that they would have secured the package weeks ago had the two platoons avoided separation. “How many men are in this force?”

“Almost two thousand,” Brandon said. “Did you find the package?”

“Yes,” Brooks said. “It’s been secured. But the Krauts are trying to take it back.” Brandon nodded.

They heard a large explosion several hundred yards away. So far, several dozen American and German soldiers had been killed in Spartiate. The battle for the package was about to escalate; the worst was still to come. Brooks turned to his men, who each held his weapon in an aggressive stance.

“Let’s finish this.”
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If the war is lost, then I just assume that the people perish in it. I still would not shed a single tear for them, because they do not deserve any better.

—Adolf Hitler




January 13, 1945

The large American force pursued the retreating Germans to the city’s outskirts. Now in an open field, the Nazis countered with everything they had, including the Waffen SS and tanks. The two sides were locked in a death-struggle and soon the battle decayed into chaotic, medieval savagery. A lot of the fighting became hand-to-hand.

Private Justin Roebuck watched as dozens of tanks raced toward each other across the icy battleground. Shermans and Panzers fired back and forth and the blasts threw both fire and ice into the air. He saw two tanks drive right by one another and fire at point-blank range. He had not seen such vicious tank warfare since Arracourt.

A Panzer’s cannon flew through the air and slammed into the ground a couple dozen yards away from Roebuck. Roebuck turned his head and took in an impressive sight. Six Shermans battled a single Tiger tank, which held its own against the odds. Its 88-millimeter gun fired. The large round narrowly missed a Sherman and struck the ground, causing a great explosion.

Roebuck knew his bazooka could penetrate the Tiger’s side armor and charged toward the colossal German war machine. He remained low to the ground as he sprinted. American and German bullets flew all around. He found a group of Americans waiting by several large boulders. They fired at German riflemen and Roebuck took aim. He waited while the Tiger turned. Soon, the side of the tank was in full  view; its large size made it an easy target.

Roebuck fired. The bazooka round slammed into the Tiger, exploding. Bright balls of orange flames flew out into every direction. The fire melted ice by the tank’s gears. The tank’s armor burned but was not penetrated and its engines were intact.

“Damn it!” Roebuck said. He placed his bazooka in front of him and lifted its small hatch. He inserted another round, preparing to fire again. An enemy grenade went off but the boulders took the brunt of the blast. Roebuck could tell the other Americans were desperate.

Roebuck turned back to the Tiger. He saw a round from a Sherman strike the Tiger below the cannon, having little effect. The Tiger’s main gun turned to the Sherman while its machine gun aimed at the boulders. Roebuck fired his bazooka but the round flew over the tank.

Roebuck sprung up and sprinted away from the Tiger. The other Americans followed him, overwhelmed by enemy riflemen. The tank’s machine gun fired. Two bullets zipped by Roebuck. He carried his bazooka over his shoulder, determined to get another chance to destroy the German tank.

The group of soldiers ran up a little hill, trying to reach the other side. Roebuck’s legs lunged him forward with each step. He breathed heavily, his eyes fixated on the top of the hill.

All the air left Roebuck’s lungs as a German rifle round struck him in the back. His knees buckled. Another soldier grabbed him. Roebuck swung his arm around the man’s shoulder. Roebuck used his remaining strength to push himself forward but he could not inhale any oxygen. He saw his bazooka fall away from him and land in the snow with his peripheral vision.

The world became blurry. He watched as several Americans turned around and exchanged shots with the Germans. The Americans crouched. The Germans did the same and fired from the bottom of the hill. Roebuck coughed and small drops of blood emerged from his mouth. Several German machine gun bullets struck the man supporting him. Both men plummeted to the ground.

Roebuck rolled onto his side and saw the explosion from an American grenade kill two Germans. Roebuck was weak but he refused to wait while there was fighting to be done.

“I have to help,” he muttered.

Roebuck stood up and retrieved his pistol from his holster. He walked back down the hill with slow, small steps. He reached the other Americans, who were still crouched. Roebuck lifted his arm and pointed the pistol toward the Nazis. He pulled the trigger and fired a single shot. He did not see where the bullet went. Weak, wounded, and exhausted, Roebuck struggled as he pulled the trigger again. A second bullet fired.

A German rifleman pointed his weapon at the standing American and fired. The bullet tore through Roebuck’s chest. He collapsed to his knees. He remained in that position for several seconds as the world around him faded. Then he fell forward, his face slamming into the snow.

The battle continued around Private Roebuck’s body. The American soldiers defended their position on the hill. Flames rose from dozens of destroyed tanks and dark smoke filled the sky.




…




Sergeant Jonathan Brooks took cover behind a Douglas fir tree on the other side of the battlefield, over a thousand yards away, as did dozens of other men. The trees rose over sixty yards out of the snow. Brooks turned to the other Americans and did not recognize any of them. The Rangers were all elsewhere.

Brooks heard a bullet slam into the Douglas fir. It barely penetrated and caused Brooks no harm. He was a bit nervous about leaving the tree’s protection but that did not deter him. He spun and fired several shots.

An enemy bullet flew past the side of his head; he heard it swoosh. Brooks returned to his spot. He grabbed a grenade from his belt, needing something to block the Germans’ view. Brooks pulled the pin, waited two seconds, and threw the small weapon.

He heard it go off. The blast threw ice in every direction. Brooks sprinted to a position closer to the Germans, spraying his Thompson. The grenade’s black smoke limited his vision and he couldn’t see if any of his bullets reached the enemy.

Brooks made it behind another Douglas fir. He glanced around and his eyes locked with those of an SS soldier. It was Scharfuhrer Klaus Joachim.

Sergeant Brooks turned back as anxiety gripped his chest. He prayed the Nazi did not recognize him.

“You won’t escape me this time, Yank!”

Brooks swallowed and fought his nerves. His eyes narrowed as he calculated ways to defeat his German opponent. He turned to the Nazi, lifting his Thompson. But Joachim was waiting for him, a few yards away, and fired three shots from his MP40. Brooks turned back and heard two of the bullets hit the tree while the third flew by. Brooks remained in his standing position. He had an idea.

Brooks pushed himself away from the Douglas fir and lunged to his right. He spun until his Thompson lined up with Joachim. He pulled the trigger. Joachim lept to the side. Most of Brooks’ shots missed but one flew toward the Nazi’s abdomen. Brooks watched his bullet in slow motion, anticipating the death of his hated enemy.

Joachim instinctively swung his MP40. The long, black weapon moved through the air and its side flashed a light, yellow color. The Nazi remained standing, to Brooks’ astonishment. Joachim had a sinister smile and lifted his MP40. It had a hole in one of its sides, now useless.

Joachim’s cunning and reflexes amazed Brooks but the MP40 was neutralized and Brooks had him at his mercy. Brooks lifted his Thompson. The Nazi pounced like a tiger and slammed into Brooks.

They fell to the ground. Joachim mounted his opponent. Brooks was disoriented but quickly recovered. Joachim used his left arm to pin Brooks and swung his right elbow into Brooks’ face. Pain spread to all parts of Brooks’ head and neck.

“The world won’t know peace while Jewish capitalists like you still live,” Joachim seethed. “You can’t be allowed to start another war to fill your pockets.”

Joachim leaned back to strike again. Brooks used his leg to trap Joachim’s and wrapped his arm around the Nazi’s abdomen, swinging his body as hard as possible. They rolled and now Brooks held the dominant position. Brooks pushed Joachim’s shoulder down and punched. Brooks’ fist struck above Joachim’s nose. The Nazi violently exhaled and a couple drops of blood fell onto his upper lip. Brooks felt blood emerge from his nose too. He punched Joachim again.

The Nazi struggled to break free from Brooks’ grip on his shoulder. Brooks used both hands to grab his enemy’s face, pressing his thumbs into Joachim’s eyes. The German screamed and grabbed at Brooks’ wrists. Brooks pushed harder, desperate to inflict as much harm as possible.

Joachim continued to scream and Brooks believed he had won. Joachim used his legs to push upward, flipping the two men over. Joachim got back on top and his eyes were bright red. He seethed, slamming his fist into Brooks’ face with all his weight. The blow weakened Brooks. Everything was blurry around him. Joachim cocked his arm and struck again.

Blood filled Brooks’ naval cavities. He anticipated a third blow, but it did not come. Instead, Joachim wrapped his fingers around Brooks’ throat and squeezed. Brooks couldn’t breathe. He struggled in vain. Joachim’s grip was like a vise.

“Cause a war, a global depression, and another war, and then claim innocence. Pathetic,” Joachim said.

Joachim’s grip tightened, strangling the Ranger. Brooks lost feeling in his arms and legs. A red haze emerged around him. He couldn’t pull at Joachim’s wrists anymore.

“Burn in hell, American beast,” the Nazi whispered, smiling. Brooks knew he couldn’t flip Joachim again. He thought he had run out of options but then his left hand let go of Joachim’s wrist and reached for his belt. Brooks grabbed his pistol.

Brooks pointed the gun upward, toward Joachim’s chest, and pulled the trigger. All the pressure on Brooks’ throat was released. He took a deep breath and his lungs filled with air. Brooks regained his grasp on reality. He grabbed Joachim and pushed him off his body.

The Nazi coughed and grabbed his wound. Brooks sat up, still taking deep breaths. Joachim gagged. Blood dripped from his mouth. The two men sat in silence for a few minutes while the battle continued around them. Joachim kept coughing, his blood landing on the ice around him and covering the bottom part of his face.

“I want you to know—you’re going to see things—in Germany.” Joachim gargled with his last breaths. “What you’ll see—you parasites—deserve it.” Joachim’s body went limp. He fell unconscious and drowned in his own blood. Brooks watched for a few minutes before grabbing his Thompson and returning to his feet.




…




The Flying Shark and its squadron soared above the Ardennes Forest. They were low on fuel and planned to return to base. David Brooks checked to make sure he was a safe distance from the others for the millionth time in the past hour. They had encountered little enemy resistance during this flight.

David saw a bright light reflecting from his cockpit glass. He angled his Mustang so he could see below. There was a fierce battle occurring in the outskirts of a small city. Dozens of tanks pummeled each other while thousands of infantry struggled to survive the carnage.

“DeFalco, do you see what’s going on down there?”

“Yeah, Brooks, I do. We can help the troops if we attack the Kraut tanks.”

“Agreed.”

“Alright,” Marvin said. “But after this we should head back. I need a long nap.”

“I second that,” said Lee.

The four planes flew toward the city. David kept a steady hand on his joystick. The American pilots did not know that they were being watched. A German Messerschmitt Me 262 stalked the Mustangs; a shark watching its prey.

The 262 accelerated as it ascended. The German pilot smiled and tracked his enemy through the sky. He aimed his guns and fired. David heard a burst of terrified excitement from his communicator.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“It’s Lee!” Marvin said. “A Nazi jet is on his tail.”

“Separate and attack!” De Falco said. The three planes dispersed in separate directions while Lee struggled to get away. The 262 was relentless and his victim burst into flames.

Marvin pulled back on his joystick, his plane ascending into the sky. He rolled and watched the jet from above. He stared at his enemy and then pushed down on his joystick. His plane shot downward. He grit his teeth in anticipation.

The jet rolled and its powerful engines pushed it forward. Marvin was amazed as the jet ascended faster than he thought was possible. The 262 gained several hundred feet in altitude until it was above Marvin’s Mustang. The jet turned and attacked from the side.

Marvin was powerless as the 262 opened fire. Its three machine guns released hundreds of bullets. They tore into the Mustang. Several shattered the cockpit hatch. Two bullets struck Marvin. His eyes remained open as he let go of the joystick.

David watched the Mustang spin in the air as it fell. It hit its shadow and exploded. “De Falco, we have to work together. Let’s use a baiting tactic.”

“Too risky. We have to keep pressure on it.” The Mustangs went into action. David could see the jet slow as it steadied its course. The Flying Shark entered a steep descent to attack the 262 from above.

The jet rolled and sped away from David’s machine gun fire. David could not keep up but pursued his enemy. He could not help but admire the jet’s power and sleek design and its pilot’s skill.

De Falco attacked from below and fired. The 262 made a sudden dive, avoiding both attacks. David accelerated, remaining at the jet’s six o’clock position. Both planes dove. David resumed firing. He ignored the rest of the world, focused on his target.

The 262 turned upward. David tried to follow it but failed to match the jet’s agility. It turned and put De Falco’s plane within its range of fire.

De Falco spun his Mustang, trying to avoid the 262’s bullets. He made a sudden turn but the jet was able to keep pace. David followed the 262 and fired again. The jet accelerated and was only a few hundred feet above De Falco. It fired.

The jet’s bullets struck the back of De Falco’s fuselage. The Mustang’s engine burst into flames. It spun and tore apart before hitting the ground. David was alone and knew he had to score a decisive blow to survive.

The German pilot turned his attention to his final enemy, expecting an easy victory after how quickly he shot down the others. The 262 attacked The Flying Shark head-on. Both planes fired as they flew toward each other. Several bullets struck each cockpit hatch. Neither pilot flinched.

“Come on, jackass, turn!” David said.

Both pilots banked ninety degrees to the right. The undersides of the planes were a few feet apart as they passed each other. David felt an adrenaline rush. He turned but the 262 already resumed its attack. The Flying Shark narrowly avoided multiple shots as it completed its one hundred and eighty degree turn.

The 262 dove. David could not react in time. A fuel tank ignited. Fire engulfed his plane and surrounded his cockpit. David briefly gave up hope before his instincts took over. David pushed at the hatch. It opened.

The Flying Shark spun and David ripped open his harness. He pushed himself away from his chair and bailed-out. The world spun around him as he plummeted to Earth.

David reached his maximum velocity. He saw his burning plane in the corner of his eye every few moments. He felt a moment’s peace as he sliced through the air before timing his spins and aiming his body as he pulled his ripcord.

David felt a great jerk as the parachute became fully extended. He breathed a sigh of relief but realized that there was still a great threat to his survival—the circling 262. He struggled to see the jet, which was far above him. He was at the German pilot’s mercy.

The 262 did not deliver the final blow, returning to its base instead. David did not care to speculate why the 262 spared him. It was probably low on fuel.

David looked down. The Flying Shark hit the ground close to the city. David saw he was going to land within the city, a short distance from the battle. He braced for impact. Every bone in his body vibrated as he hit the ground. He unclipped the parachute before it could drag him.

He sat for a few minutes. David took a deep breath and slowly returned to his feet. He looked at the short houses around him. He cringed in agony. He made his way between the houses, little by little. He noticed the bullet holes in the walls and the corpses that lay in all directions. It was difficult not to step on an American or German body.

David recovered from the fall and walked at a faster pace. He turned the corner. Several American medics were running back and forth, trying to help their wounded comrades. He saw the gun fire of a large battle a few hundred yards away.

David looked for the officer in command. He saw a major speaking to a captain with a thick beard. David took a few small steps in their direction. Behind him, Corporal Beck placed down a wounded soldier, despite having a wounded arm.

Beck was confused seeing David’s pilot uniform. “What the hell?” he whispered. He followed the pilot. “Hey!” David turned around and the men locked eyes. Beck recognized him. He searched the depths of his memory until it came to him—the picture that Brooks showed him at Fort Maeterlinck a few weeks ago.

The pilot held out his hand. “I’m Lieutenant Colonel David Brooks.” That confirmed it.

“You’re Jonathan’s brother,” Beck said as he shook David’s hand.

“You know my brother?”

Beck chuckled. “Yeah, he’s my squad leader. I’m Corporal Tom Beck.”

David’s eyes narrowed. “Oh! I know who you are. Jonathan writes about you in his letters.”

“How did you get here?”

“Got shot down. So, you’re good friends with Jonathan?”

“Yeah. Hell of a soldier.”

“I’m not surprised,” David said. “He was obsessed with winning as a kid.” Beck offered David a cigarette, who accepted.

“You know your brother hates smoking.”

“I know. Is he here?”

Beck did not reply for a moment. “Yeah,” he said slowly. Beck pointed toward the battle. “He’s out there.”

David silently stared. Black smoke rose from destroyed tanks. The bodies of hundreds of young men lay everywhere. He turned back to Beck. “Can you take me to him?”

“Are you serious? You want me to escort you into that?”

“Please?” David asked. “I haven’t seen him in three years. He could die in that. This could be my last chance.” Beck hesitated. “I know it’s dangerous, but I’ve been trained to fight with an M1 Carbine. I can defend myself.”

Beck sighed. “This is a very bad idea. But I suppose you can do more good out there fighting the Krauts than you can here sitting on your ass.”

David smiled. “Thank you.”

Beck nodded and found his Thompson. He looked for an M1 Carbine. He saw one laying next to a wounded soldier. Beck walked over to the man and grabbed his gun. He tossed it to David, who checked to make sure it had ammunition. David felt bad about making Beck play the part of Virgil, but what was he going to do, hide in the city while his brother fought for his life?

The two men sprinted toward the trees in the southeastern part of the battlefield. Beck kept his head low and an eye out for enemies. They ran past an Allied foxhole. The men briefly looked up at the Ranger and pilot as they went by.

A grenade went off a few feet away from the two men. It threw snow and ice into the air. Beck briefly paused to make sure there was no further danger before he resumed running. A rogue bullet flew several feet above David’s head.

“Son of a bitch!” David said.

Beck chuckled. He would barely register a bullet over a foot away after the past month. David pointed his M1 Carbine in the direction of the German rifleman and fired.

“Don’t do that!” Beck said. David turned to him, unsure what he did wrong. “You’re going to attract the Huns!”

Beck and David continued on their way. They reached the Douglas firs. Several American soldiers fired at the Nazis from their positions.

“Stay low,” Beck said. David’s hands and knees sunk into the snow. He followed Beck’s bobbing helmet.

Beck looked for his friend but had trouble in the chaos. Finally, he saw a man spraying his Thompson submachine gun at the Germans. Beck lifted his body to a crouch and ran forward. David followed. Jonathan Brooks fired multiple shots at a German and quickly turned back to the tree’s protection. His right foot sunk into the snow as he reloaded his Thompson.

He saw the two men approaching him and quickly recognized them as Americans. He watched Beck. “Hey.” He briefly turned back to his gun but then looked up again. His brother was ten feet away from him. “David, what the hell are you doing here?”

“It’s always nice to hear that,” David joked. The brothers shook hands for the first time in years. They wanted to embrace but knew it was too dangerous. Jonathan Brooks smiled. He felt at home, if only for an instant.

The reunion was interrupted when a German rifle bullet slammed into the tree behind Brooks. Jonathan knew what to do in this situation, but David had no experience fighting on the ground.

“David, you have to get out of here!” Brooks said. His brother did not move. Hearing more German gun shots, Brooks said, “I’m serious, David. You’re a pilot, not a combat soldier. I won’t let you get hurt!”

“It’s supposed to be me saying that, little brother. I know how to use an M1 Carbine. And my mission is to fight the Krauts. I don’t care if it’s on the ground or in the air.”

“You can help Beck take the wounded to the medics but I don’t want you fighting.”

“I’m not leaving you. We fight together. If only Adam were here.”

Brooks gave in.

“Stubbornness runs in the family,” Beck said before returning to the city.




…




“Rangers! Join the perimeter, goddammit!” Sergeant Victor said. “This is going to be Alesia but in reverse!”

“What?” Private Tyler asked.

“Just join the fucking perimeter!”

The Germans partially surrounded a pocket of American soldiers near the center of the battlefield. They held numerous hills and sought to build a ring around their enemy. Victor ran back and forth across the American line, organizing over a dozen men into a defensive formation. Tyler and Corporal Eddie were situated on the perimeter’s left flank while Reilly was on its right.

Eddie cocked his Browning and sprayed it at the Germans, keeping them back. Tyler’s M1 Carbine was less effective, but he grabbed a grenade from his belt, leaned back, and heaved it. Ice and black smoke flung in the air. Victor ran to their position and, with the grenade’s smoke blocking the Germans’ vision, fired his submachine gun in their direction. He held it near his face, causing his teeth to rattle.

Eddie ran out of ammunition. He retrieved his last strip and was in the process of reloading when the Germans attacked the perimeter’s left flank, now that his firing paused.

“Oh shit!” he said, seeing multiple German soldiers charge in his direction.

“Move! Move!” Victor said. He, Eddie, Tyler, and three other Americans retreated. The American flank folded. “Tyler, you stay here. We need to hold them back while Eddie reloads.”

Victor and Tyler fired as Eddie dropped to his knees and reloaded the Browning as quickly as possible. “Come on! Come on!”

A German bullet struck Victor’s leg. “Fuck!” he yelled as he fell to the ground. A German fired his MP40 at Tyler and other Americans, trying to separate them from Victor. Two other Germans joined him, a pack of hungry lions.

Private Green sprinted toward Victor, ignoring the surrounding Germans. He thrust his arms back and forth, trying to keep momentum. His medical supplies vibrated in his pockets and on his belt.

“Green, get out of here!” Victor said, leaning up. Green stopped in his tracks. He skidded to a standstill. Snow by his feet was pushed up into two small piles. A German standing over Victor shot him in the head with a pistol. A moment later, Green saw fire burst from a German flamethrower, consuming several Americans, including Eddie and Tyler.

Green was surrounded. He saw a German soldier in front of him and grabbed the pistol Tyler had given him. He pointed it at the German when a German rifle butt struck him in the mouth. Green caught his balance but dropped the gun. The German kicked him in the abdomen, causing Green to fall onto the ice. His helmet came off his head and his arms hung from his body in a downward V. The German stepped on his right hand. Green screamed. The German raised his boot and stepped down again. Green closed his eyes as tears emerged. He grit his teeth, waiting for the end.

Two rounds of an M1 Garand struck the German in the chest. He fell backward. Green opened his eyes and saw Private Reilly standing over him, his weapon pointed at the Germans, keeping them at bay. Reilly dropped to his knees to help Green. He saw that Green’s fingers were broken.

“Thank you,” Green said softly. Reilly did not respond, and helped Green stand on his feet.

Reilly pointed to an opening between two hills. “That way!” They raced and heard screams of German from behind them. A grenade landed in front of them; its explosion threw them on their backs. Green was disoriented. Reilly grabbed his shoulder and pushed him upward. “Go!”

Green didn’t need to be told twice. He sat up and ran before turning back to see Reilly facing the Germans with his rifle. “Come on!” Green said.

“No! I’ll hold them back!”

Green hesitated but saw five Germans close in on Reilly. He ran.

Reilly pointed his Garande at the Germans but they continued walking toward him. He swung it at one, who blocked the attack. Reilly stepped back and saw the Germans had him surrounded in a circle. He rapidly turned to each one, pointing his rifle, trying to keep them back. He failed.

A knife struck his back. Reilly screamed. His grip on the Garande weakened. Reilly coughed and accepted the inevitable. The Germans were each a few feet away. He turned to the one closest to him.

“Wir können das ausarbeiten. (We can work this out)”

The German shook his head, respectfully.

Reilly grabbed the pistol from his belt, pointed it to his own temple, and pulled the trigger.




…




Jonathan and David Brooks crouched by a Douglas fir as they fought off their German attackers. David did his best to stay low, hugging his M1 Carbine to his chest. He felt a glowing aura from being beside his brother. David looked around. There were dozens of other Americans nearby. They kept the Nazis at bay.

A German soldier in a light uniform and deep-dish helmet lunged toward the brothers. He held a Mauser in his hands. He put his finger on the trigger but was not fast enough. Jonathan Brooks spun around to face the enemy, immediately firing three shots of his Thompson into the German’s chest. The German collapsed with his rifle laying at his side. Brooks let out a deep sigh of relief as he turned to David. The brothers locked eyes. David briefly shook his head and smiled. Jonathan looked back at the other trees, trying to find possible enemies, flashing a brief smile in the process.

All gun fire stopped as a booming noise filled the air. The brothers recognized it as a colossal engine. They remained in place. Jonathan Brooks trembled at his sudden feeling of insignificance as he laid his eyes upon a battlefield monster—a King Tiger tank.

The King Tiger was the largest and most powerful tank to see action during the Second World War. It weighed seventy-seven tons, over twice as heavy as a Sherman. It had an impenetrable seven inches of frontal armor. Its huge engines could push it twenty-four miles per hour. The vehicle had an enormous rectangular head, attached to an exceptionally long, high velocity 88-millimeter cannon. This lethal weapon could destroy enemy armor from over two miles away.

Sergeant Brooks saw an enormous swastika on the front of the King Tiger. Its sides were riddled with scars. He remembered the field where the wreckage of seven devastated American tanks littered the ground. The tracks had shown that only one German tank had been present at that battle, and there was no doubt in his mind that this King Tiger had been that tank. He knew it had killed dozens, possibly hundreds, of Americans in the past weeks.

American soldiers retreated in every direction. They knew engaging the King Tiger was suicide. Even Germans tried to stay out of its way. Jonathan turned to his brother with a horrified expression. “We have to get out of here, now!”

The brothers jumped up and sprinted in the opposite direction, soon leaving the Douglas firs. Sergeant Brooks knew the King Tiger was the greatest threat to American control of the package. The King Tiger drove forward, its thick tracks throwing aside ice as it went. It was the dominant force on the battlefield and did not fear the Americans. It moved toward Spartiate.

Several Shermans turned and drove in the opposite direction. They had no chance of defeating the King Tiger. The tank’s crew watched the Shermans and chose their target. They fired their huge cannon. The sound was heard throughout the battlefield. The enormous shell flew through the air, moving at an unbelievable speed, and slammed into a Sherman. The American tank was thrown into the air, consumed in flames, its steel armor tearing into several pieces.

Another sound went off as a 90-millimeter anti-tank gun fired at the King Tiger. The 90-millimeter was one of the Allies’ best weapons against a Tiger I. Its shell soared toward its target and slammed into the tank’s side. The blast was enormous. Many Americans turned to watch but the attack was in vain. The shot did not even scratch the Tiger II. The King Tiger fired back in retaliation. Its shell scored a direct hit, annihilating both the 90 millimeter gun, its crew, and bringing down a nearby building.

Brooks sprinted away from the Nazi war machine, knowing that there was nothing on Earth he could do to stop it. He glanced to see that he and David had been separated by the chaotic sprint and were now several dozen yards apart. Brooks decided he would run to Spartiate and find the package. There, he would take his Thompson and fight to the death against the enemy.

The tank’s crew saw the Jewish-American brothers and sized them up. They debated whether to fire the cannon and blow them to smithereens, run them over and crush their bones into dust, or if it was even worth the effort.

Jonathan Brooks heard the cannon fire. His powerful legs propelled him into the air as he leapt with all his might. The shell produced a fireball as it hit the ground. The blast’s shockwave struck Brooks. Enormous pressure squeezed his body. He saw his Thompson submachine gun blow apart in his peripheral vision. He was flung through the air. The world spun around him. He instinctively prayed he would not break his neck on impact. He saw the ground rush to meet him as he slammed into the ice.

Brooks lay on the ground, motionless. Every inch of his body felt like it was on fire, despite being face down in ice. Of all the injuries he had experienced during the war, from bullets to shrapnel, nothing could compare with the agony he now experienced. He felt loose teeth and tasted blood in his mouth. Slowly, painfully, he pushed himself up, using his arms to hold his body in place. Brooks spat blood from his mouth. He took several deep breaths and spat again.

The King Tiger advanced toward Spartiate—toward the package. Brooks surveyed the bodies littering the battlefield and saw something lying on the ice a hundred yards away. Fearing the worst, Brooks ignored his pain and sprinted to the object. He reached the entity after a few minutes. He was unable to breath as he looked down at the body of David Brooks.

Jonathan Brooks collapsed to his knees. He reached out and touched David. He gently rolled his brother over to look at his face. It was badly burned by the tank blast. He held no expression. His eyes, which for years had watched Jonathan, did not look at him now. His left arm and right leg were both badly twisted. Jonathan cursed himself for allowing David to stay by his side, for not forcing him at gunpoint to return to the city.

Dozens of memories of David filled his head; from wrestling to watching boats in New York Harbor. With each memory came a greater feeling of anger and a loss of awareness for the world around him. His brother, his role model, his best friend. They were gone.

Brooks returned to reality as he heard the sound of the King Tiger’s engines. Brooks clenched his fists and watched the tank. Every fiber of Brooks’ being surged with hate. He breathed heavily and clenched his fists even tighter. The King Tiger now embodied the Nazi enemy that he had fought for many months.

The Ranger continued watching his brother’s killer. His mind, which had gotten him out of so many situations in the past, now sought a way to defeat his ultimate enemy. He knew that nothing could penetrate the King Tiger’s armor. He considered throwing a grenade down the tank’s cannon but knew the chance of that working was slim. Then it came to him, popping into his conscience. The King Tiger had a single weakness—its huge engines. He might be able to destroy the tank if he could strike its engines.

He stood up and sprinted forward. Hell-bent on getting his revenge, every step Brooks took propelled him. His arms thrust back and forth. He finally approached the tank, keeping clear of its machine guns. He moved around its engines and toward its side. With a single great leap, he reached for the side of the tank and grabbed it with both hands. His arms pulled him upward and he kicked with his legs. The tank’s vibrations made his climb difficult but soon he was on top of the vehicle.

Brooks remained on his knees. He was only a few feet behind the turret-head. The engines were beneath several inches of steel. He felt heat being released but was several feet away from the exhaust. Brooks looked down and saw a hatch. He knew it covered the engines.

He cautiously moved into position. Brooks reached forward and grabbed the hatch with both hands and forcibly extended his legs with all his strength. He released a blood curdling scream as he struggled to open the hatch, but to no avail. Brooks kept pulling, knowing there was no other way of stopping the King Tiger.

Failure to pull open the hatch would mean his death. It meant the package would fall back into German hands. It meant that everything he had fought for and his platoon had died for would be lost. But the hatch still would not budge.

Pain spread through his limbs. His fingers felt like they were breaking. Brooks thought about his brother. He could not let his death go unavenged. He remembered Curtis, and Finn, and Grady, and all the others. He remembered his father, who had been killed by an earlier generation of Germans.

How much more am I going to lose to these people? Brooks wondered. Blind hatred consumed him, poisoning his soul like never before, until something else emerged from his memory—Rachel, and the love they shared.

The hatch loosened. A wave of excitement overtook Brooks. He stopped pulling for a moment to rest and regain his strength. Then he kicked his legs out and pulled again. The hatch opened. Brooks nearly flipped over. He grabbed at the opening to avoid falling off the tank. He pulled himself forward and looked into the engine compartment. He was astounded by the two massive engines. The sound was deafening and he could smell oil flowing through the mechanical system.

Brooks moved as fast as he could. He reached for his belt and grabbed his last two grenades, took a deep breath, and pulled both pins. Brooks quickly threw the grenades into the engine compartment. He stepped to the edge of the tank and lept. He landed in the ice and ran.

Brooks tried to put as much distance between himself and the King Tiger as possible. The tank’s cannon turned in his direction. Brooks froze. The cannon pointed directly at him. A German crewman put his hand on the firing mechanism and prepared to pull it down.

The grenades detonated. The oil ignited and the engines exploded. The blast emerged from the open hatch and consumed the entire tank. Fire found its way through the tank, killed the crew, and even melted the steel armor. Flames consumed the swastika on the front of the King Tiger.

Brooks did not move and stared at the burning tank. Blood dripped from his nose, mouth, and torso. His uniform was torn in several places. A shadow fell over him. Brooks looked up to see Beck and Private Green. The three men stared at the destroyed tank. No one spoke.

Beck finally broke the silence. “How did you?” he whispered. He looked down at his friend. “You did it.”

Brooks did not respond. His mind was elsewhere, thinking about David. Then he spoke, strong but worn. “It’s finished.”

Beck knew what he meant. The mission was complete. The German attempt to take back the package had failed. It was secured. The three survivors of Red Platoon watched as the sun set over the Ardennes Forest.




…




The Battle of Spartiate had ended. The stars and stripes waved over the city. American soldiers returned Belgian civilians to their homes. More Allied soldiers entered the city, bringing several large trucks with them. They placed the package on one of the large vehicles and prepared its journey.

Sergeant Jonathan Brooks sat in a small dark room in a little brick shop. He wanted to be alone. Another soldier had given him a pack of cigarettes and a bottle of Sauza. Cigarettes lay scattered at his feet.

He lit a match against the edge of the table to light another cigarette and poured a drink. The Star of David necklace hung around his neck. It shifted back and forth as his heart raced. He exhaled, smoke bursting through his nostrils and covering his face. He rested his weight on the small wooden table in front of him, emptied his glass, and refilled it.

A shadow passed by the doorway. Brooks saw Major Brandon with his peripheral vision. His hands hung at his sides, and his necklace, a crucifix, hung around his neck. He watched Brooks. “Corporal Beck said you’d be in here.” Brooks did not respond as he finished his drink. Brandon walked over to a chair by the table and sat down. He looked at the pack of cigarettes. “Can I have one of those?” Brooks nodded. Brandon picked up the pack and retrieved his lighter. He took a deep drag and stared at the ceiling. “You know, if all my men were like you, I would have reached Berlin years ago.”

Brooks snorted. “Thanks.”

Brandon returned his cigarette to his mouth. “It has come to my attention that you were indispensable to the success of this mission.”

“A lot of good men died to get that thing. Whatever the fuck the package is, it better be worth it.”

Brandon nodded in agreement, trying to remain positive. “Because of your role in this mission, I am going to submit your name for the Medal of Honor.” Brooks did not respond and poured another glass. Brandon leaned forward. He placed both hands on the table. “Sergeant, your country is very proud of you.” Brooks still did not respond. “The Lord is proud of you.” Brooks chuckled. “What’s so funny?”

Brooks shook his head and took a deep breath. “Since this battle began, about a month ago, every American fighting in the Ardennes has prayed to God that they survive the war, and they return to the States, and all of the Krauts are killed.”

Brandon said nothing. Brooks emptied his glass in a large gulp. He placed it back down. “But you see, the Germans—the Nazis—they’ve also been praying to God. They’ve been praying that they survive the war, and that the Fatherland is saved from its enemies, and that all of the Americans are killed.”

“What are you saying?” Brandon asked.

Brooks lit a cigarette. David’s burned face flashed in his mind. “Maybe there’s no reason for me to have faith in God.” Brandon did not respond. Disappointment appeared on Brooks’ face as he realized he had finished the bottle.
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Though force can protect in emergency, only justice, fairness, consideration, and cooperation can finally lead men to the dawn of eternal peace.

—Dwight Eisenhower




March 8, 1945

Antwerp, a critical Allied port in northern Belgium, had been the target of the Ardennes Offensive. The SS A. Mitchell Palmer, a 441 foot long Liberty ship, was to sail to the United States at noon. A Cadillac 1942 Series 75 parked near the pier.

General Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force, sat in the backseat with General Walter “Bedell” Smith, his chief of staff. Ike had dark rings under his eyes.

“Will we be able to return to Reims before dinner, Kay?” Ike asked.

“We will if you get moving, General,” said Kay Summersby, Ike’s driver and friend.

“Let’s get to it,” Ike said to Smith. “I want to see this thing myself. Make sure we got what we intended. We’ll be back soon.”

Ike and Smith left the car, greeted the attending servicemen, and boarded the A. Mitchell Palmer. They were led to a compartment where the package waited for them.

“Open it,” Ike ordered. A sailor used pliers to snap the package’s chains and an axe to pierce its side. The black eagle holding the swastika was broken as a wooden side of the crate was split. “Leave us.”

In the crate was a colossal metal sphere. It had a ten foot diameter and had large titanium bolts holding it together.

“I take it this is what you predicted?” Smith asked.

“Bigger. But yes.”

“Can you explain it to me again?”

“Scientists from Washington have described it as a sort of radioactive fallout weapon. They told me, if manufactured correctly, it could destroy a city in a single explosion.”

“Does it work?”

“How could I possibly know that?”

“Do the Germans have a delivery system?”

“I doubt it.”

“We lost an entire Ranger platoon over this thing. Are you sure it was worth it?”

“Is that a serious question?”

“Yes, Ike.”

“I couldn’t leave something this dangerous in Hitler’s hands. If there was even a fraction of a chance it works, he wouldn’t hesitate to use it on London or Moscow. Or New York.”

“Where’s it headed?”

“General Groves and his scientists want it.”

“I see. The Rangers who survived the operation—do they know what they captured?”

“No.”

“Don’t they deserve to know?”

“I suspect they will one day. I just hope they find peace.”

Smith sighed.

“This was necessary, Bedell. Even if we don’t like it.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Let’s find that sailor. Hope he didn’t go too far. Seal this thing up. I want to be at Reims before dark.”







  Enjoy a Sneak Preview of M. B. Zucker’s newest novel, “The Middle Generation: A Novel of John Quincy Adams and the Monroe Doctrine”



“A MOMENT PLEASE,” the President said. “The nation’s security must endure my tardiness.”

The senior Cabinet officers, formed of Mr. Calhoun, Mr. Crawford, and myself, competed for the straightest posture to fill the interlude. To this day, I wonder if we were cognizant of the practice.

The lesser officers—I mean secondary—abstained, for they knew their place. They were cautious men. Attorney General Wirt rarely spoke before knowing the President’s opinion and Mr. Crowninshield was a volume of doggerel in a bookcase bearing Homer and Shakespeare. The Secretary of the Navy, he looked to Calhoun for mentorship.

Calhoun sat straight as a spear and won the contest. I blamed my failure on distraction from my swelling eyes, an ailment that had worsened since my return from Europe. The truth was my defeat lay in the inferiority of my physical proportions. Atop Calhoun’s square face was dark hair both full and groomed. His only unattractive features were his lankiness and the seriousness that shone through his eyes, and though uninviting they mesmerized me.

The President was ready but first studied his Cabinet. A year since his election and we were finally together. He radiated pride. Satisfaction with his choices? Or a validation of his decades-long journey to hold the office? Likely both.

“I wish to continue framing our meetings with written questions,” he said. He raised a set of cards. “I’ve found it a constructive mechanism for guiding our discussions. But before I distribute these, let us welcome Mr. Calhoun to his first appearance as Secretary of War.”

We showed our approval by converting our table into a tambourine. It shook more violently than we anticipated, though we should have given its miniature size. Calhoun bowed his head but his attention remained fixated on the room’s details. I knew because he held the exact look I did two months prior. Neither of us anticipated its humble furnishing.

Allow me to relate our seating arrangement. The President was at the table’s head, his back to an empty fireplace whose shelf held two lit candles. I sat to his right while Calhoun and Crawford were on his left. Wirt and Crowninshield squeezed together at the other end.

I remind myself that this small jaundiced yellow room served as a mere surrogate for the President’s Office while the nation rebuilt the Executive Mansion following the late war. The December sun, situated in the west, provided poor illumination. Four more candles flickered, dispersed. They made visible a globe standing in the corner and a map of our Union hanging from an adjacent wall. By the door stood a coat rack holding our winter garments. It was a quaint room, stuffy, and insufficient for what was to be the world’s greatest nation. It lacked the quirks and wonders of Jefferson’s office a decade prior, with its inventions and books scattered about and birds flying overhead.

The President was taciturn until we fell silent. Then he placed the five cards at the table’s center and we all took one. “Both questions concern South America,” he said. I glanced at him before reading the card. His outfit was a conscious reminder of his service during the War for Independence. For example, he wore knee breeches instead of trousers. It was a generation out of style, though I ought not critique another’s fashion for I knew little of the topic as my wife was apt to remind me. The first question read:

Has the executive the power to acknowledge the independence of new states whose independence is not recognized by the parent country and between which parties war exists?

The throbbing in my eyes worsened. South America’s wars of independence against Spain were the Department of State’s business. The President ought to have consulted me before taking the question to the Cabinet. Perhaps Calhoun also deserved input. But why should Crawford, the Secretary of the Treasury, get an equal voice? Such consensus building was cowardly.

The Cabinet officers joined eyes. We turned to the President and signaled in the affirmative. A moment longer than necessary and he understood. He looked pleasantly surprised.

“The power exists,” he whispered. Then louder, “But is it prudent?”

Our eyes joined again, communicating positions through facial gestures. Crawford, that pig-looking man, settled his stare on me. He sought to lure me into his trap.

“We again agree on the wisdom of such an action.”

“Hardly,” I said.

“Do you mind clarifying your position, Mr. Adams?” the President asked me.

“Granting recognition to the South American republics gives us moral credibility but is a stupid decision.”

“Will it cause a Spanish declaration of war?”

“At a minimum. What prompted this discussion to change our policy?”

“The United Provinces of La Plata have sent an emissary and ask to be recognized.”

“I know, Mr. President. Mr. Clay invited them so he could attack the administration in Congress. The Speaker will do anything to stand centerstage and wreck you, sir. We don’t know if the United Provinces will survive—”

“On the contrary,” Crawford said, “they’ve built a stable government in Buenos Aires.” Calhoun’s left elbow touched the table, pushed to the side by Crawford’s mass. His tobacco-colored eyes studied us both. “General San Martín’s victories in Chile will remove remaining royal encampments in that region.”

“For now,” I said. “The Spanish will regain momentum since Prince Metternich has restored King Ferdinand on the throne in Madrid.”

“You’re making my point for me,” Crawford said. Did he care about the rebels or did he only exist to antagonize me? “We have no reason to fear a war with Spain. Her army is occupied in South America and Lord Nelson destroyed her navy at Trafalgar 12 years ago.” He said to the President, “Intervening for the rebels will lead to a hemisphere of republics. We should relish—”

“The rebels are hardly moral exemplars,” I said. “They’ve just as much blood to wring from their sleeves.”

“How many thousands did Spain kill when reconquering Venezuela?” Crawford asked. “How many civilians?”

“General Bolivar’s Decree of War to the Death states the rebels will execute anyone of European descent unless they actively support him.”

“Who will remember it once he wins the war? Ferdinand’s return changes nothing because Spain is a dying empire.”

“Then why not allow such inevitability to come to us? Why wage an unnecessary war?”

“Because risking war—which isn’t guaranteed, considering Spain’s weakness—endears us to the rebels.” He said to the President, “It can forge lasting alliances.”

“You think I should lead the country into war less than a year after my inauguration?” the President asked. “The last war ended two years ago.”

“A war we won,” Crawford said. “I am not advocating for—”

“You believe recognizing the United Provinces, and the other rebels, leads to war with Spain. Or endangers it.”

Crawford’s head retracted to his shell. “I’m saying we shouldn’t fear—” His words petered away. He wasn’t a serious thinker or advisor. Calling him opportunistic was an understatement. Professional opportunists traded stories about him within their nests. “A potential war would be short and in our interest.”

“How?”

“The Florida Territory is ripe for picking. Spain can’t control it or Texas.”

The President turned to me. Lead the counterargument.

“Presidents Jefferson and Madison each attempted to wrestle Florida from Spain. Each failed and suffered the political consequences.”

“Madison secured a foothold in West Florida,” Crawford said. “Today’s situation is different than theirs. Spain has moved its Floridian troops to South America. That’s why so many slaves flee there and why the Seminoles can invade my native Georgia and scalp my neighbors.”

Calhoun’s eyes narrowed. The President noticed. “You’ve been quiet, Mr. Calhoun. Do you have something to add?”

The Secretary of War inhaled. His shoulders, scrawny as they were, expanded as he donned a stoic mask. “We must remember the Seminoles claim the land in Georgia and the Louisiana Territory that we bought from the Creeks following General Jackson’s wartime victory.” His posture relaxed.

An excellent point. Indian affairs were the Department of War’s prerogative and Calhoun did his research. A competent colleague, at last. He came from South Carolina, the most opinionated Southern state. I was surprised he could operate so methodically.

“It makes little difference,” Crawford said. His hand waved dismissively, causing a draft. “The Seminoles are attacking our citizens and they can do so only because Spain can’t govern the region.”

“I remind the Secretary of the Treasury that American military forces under General Gaines and the Northern Division are already conducting an operation to disrupt the Seminoles clustered near the Georgia-Florida border,” Calhoun said.

“This is irrelevant to the original question,” the President said.

“I have made an adequate argument for why we shouldn’t fear provoking war,” Crawford said. Adequate. Crawford aimed for mediocrity and failed to reach it. This defined his existence and was why I left our meetings with headaches. One could not help but escape his presence worse than before.

“You’re ignoring the most important factor,” I said. “Europe will not sit calmly as we destroy Spain’s empire. Particularly the Holy Alliance.”

“Can the Alliance cross the Atlantic?” Crawford asked.

I asked the President, “Are these the questions you wish to weigh, sir? Over recognizing a band of rebels?”

“Answer the question,” Crawford said. “The Holy Alliance is made up of Prussia, Austria, and Russia. Of those, only Russia is a naval power but they don’t even have a warm-water port to access the eastern Mediterranean.”

“And if Britain joins them?”

“Britain opposes the Alliance, which exists to promote absolute monarchy. Not even George III believes in that.”

“Must I give you a history lesson? Must the Secretary of State look upon the Secretary of the Treasury as his pupil?” I asked. Crawford chuckled. “Britain partnered with the states forming the Alliance to thwart Napoleon’s attempt to rule the world. It was at that time that Napoleon kidnapped Ferdinand from Madrid, triggering the uprisings across Mexico and South—”

“This is disgraceful,” Crawford said to the President.

“Mr. Crawford is correct, Mr. Adams,” the President said. “Speak with a tone becoming of a Cabinet officer.”

Still more pain within my eyes as my muscles contracted with anger. I reformulated my thoughts. Crawford wouldn’t let himself be persuaded. I spoke to the President and Calhoun and maybe the others.

“The United States of America exist between two extremes. We state that our citizens must surrender a portion of their sovereignty to a representative government that will act on their behalf. The Holy Alliance rejects this vision. They believe that God placed monarchs on Earth to rule the rest of us. They conflate us with French revolutionaries—” Turned to the President, who supported that revolution two decades prior “—and with Napoleon, who they hold responsible for plunging Europe into a war that lasted a generation. But the French Revolution is the other extreme. The people’s sovereignty could never be granted to institutions in even a limited—”

“This lecture is unnecessary, Mr. President,” Crawford said.

“It is necessary,” I said. “We must appreciate that the Alliance wants to keep the peace in Europe and prevent a duplication of the French Revolution and Napoleon. That they see the South American rebels and us as part of the same movement. A movement which we call freedom and they call anarchy.”

“Britain is more liberal than the Alliance. She—”

“They joined together against Napoleon and they’ll do it again if they see us, a rising nation, waging a war of conquest against the Spanish Empire.” I said to the President, “Britain has the world’s most powerful navy. Your house is being built for a second time in 20 years because Britain burned it down. And France, where the Alliance reinstated the Bourbon monarchy—”

“You mean to scare us,” Crawford said. “Europe hasn’t recovered from Napoleon’s wars. Six million people died.”

“The Europeans’ taste for war mirrors our own people’s taste for whiskey. I was in St. Petersburg when Napoleon invaded Russia and I witnessed the barbarism that ensued. Europe’s peace does not protect us. They can concentrate their power against—”

“Britain sympathizes with the rebels. She won’t allow Metternich to invade this hemisphere.”

Bang!

The President struck the table. His jaws pushed against his cheeks as his slow mind processed our debate. He was not a bad looking man for his age but his head was too small for his stature.

“Mr. Adams,” he said, “how do you think Lord Castlereagh will react to the collapse of Spanish power in Florida?” He referred to Britain’s Foreign Secretary.

A liquid had built in my right eye for the past minutes. I dabbed it with a handkerchief.

“Castlereagh offered to broker negotiations between us and Spain last year, when I was minister to the Court of St. James. I declined. Britain wants Florida for herself and I suspect her hand in the Seminole raids.”

“So you do support our annexing Florida,” Crawford said.

“Of course,” I said. “But we must do it while avoiding war with Europe. We barely survived the last one.”

“We’re better prepared,” the President said. “My administration has set the Army at 20,000 men, larger than it was before the war under Jefferson or Madison.”

“Britain has 35,000 soldiers in Canada alone, sir. In Europe, fear and respect are the same. We must strengthen our manufacturers and our Navy—” Glanced at Crowninshield “—prove we can stand alone before they see us as an equal.”

The President shifted backward, hands clasped. He mulled over my point. It took him several moments to think through an issue and reach the same conclusion that I would have found in an instant.

“You alluded to my domestic policy.” His eyes aimed downward, his words meant for all. “The press called the present moment the Era of Good Feelings. But our Union almost broke during the war. New England’s open talk of secession was unacceptable.”

“I agree, sir.”

“Let me speak, Mr. Adams.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“That’s all right. The Federalist Party—which was nothing but an extension of Alexander Hamilton and his patrons—is dying. It is a mere New England regional party and I don’t expect it to survive another five to ten years. That gives us an opportunity unknown since early in President Washington’s tenure. I want America to be a republic free of partisanship. No divisions between North and South, between New England merchants and cotton plantation owners. This is one country. A country of free individuals. None of our citizens are oppressed or are deprived of the property they earn. Discord doesn’t belong in our system. My visit to New England this summer convinced them of my intent.” He shifted forward with his arms extended to balance his weight. His eyes focused on Wirt. “We must take the best ideas from all the Union’s corners. I changed my mind on the Bank of the United States to lead by example. A moderate government will attract the nation’s brightest minds and we can sort through their proposals. There will still be some extremists. The Mr. Randolphs of the world. But a new national consensus shall be our legacy. A happy, peaceful, and prosperous Union.”

Silence. No one wanted to challenge the President’s optimism. He did it himself. To Calhoun, “What do you advise regarding the United Provinces?”

Like the President, Calhoun collected his thoughts before speaking. I wondered what his eyes studied behind me and assumed it was the overlapping shades of gray on the coat rack.

“I agree with Mr. Adams,” he said. Wirt and Crowninshield sighed. I was not surprised they’d joined with Crawford. He likely promised them jobs in his administration should he win the 1820 election after destroying the President and me. Or, less cynically, they favored him as a fellow Southerner and could not think beyond regional prejudice. “But I don’t know if I predict a similar doomsday if we recognize the rebels.”

The President nodded. “We’ll defer recognition for now.” Calhoun and I glanced at each other. My first victory as Secretary of State. Validation rang through my bones. Had the President any intention of changing his policy or did he only wish to watch us debate? Either way, I won. “Let us turn to the second question.”

I paused and took a breath and lifted the card. It read:

What should be done about Amelia Island?

Wirt turned to the globe. I tsked with my tongue, a habit I developed as a rhetoric professor at Harvard. He turned back, his brow a misshapen ridge. If he did not enjoy my response he should not have earned it.

“Unprepared, aren’t we, Mr. Wirt?”

“I am merely reminding myself of the island’s—”

“It is near the Georgia-Florida border, right off the Atlantic coast.”

“Pirates have captured the island,” the President said. “It has become the center of their smuggling operation. Should we respond?”

“Is pirate the appropriate label?” Crawford asked.

“What would you call them?”

“Patriots or revolutionaries,” Crawford said. I scoffed. “I’m sincere. A rebel faction called The Supreme Council of the Floridas captured the island and are using it to harass Spanish shipping.”

“They’re pirates,” I said. “They threaten our shipping too.” To the President, “Pirates are pirates, sir. They cannot be tolerated off our flank.”

“What do you recommend we do about them, Mr. Adams?” the President asked.

“We must seize Amelia Island.” Crawford shook his head and I raised my voice. “We must deny the pirates its use.”

“You’re a monarchist, like your father,” Crawford said. My left hand squeezed my right under the table. “Why else would you support Spain over the rebels?”

“You’re mischaracterizing my views.”

“It’s the only logical conclusion from what you’ve said today.”

“Maybe if you could grasp—”

“I am not interested in your continued bickering, gentlemen,” the President said. He retrieved a handkerchief and dabbed his forehead. To Crawford, “I consider those occupying the island to be pirates. Is there a reason I shouldn’t remove them?”

“Yes. They’re allied with the rebels. Removing them will be seen as entering the war on Spain’s behalf and siding with monarchy against the new republics in Venezuela, Columbia, and elsewhere. We would betray our values and poison our relationships with those countries.”

Wirt and Crowninshield nodded. The President returned to his contemplative expression.

“I disagree with Mr. Crawford,” Calhoun said. Words I hoped to hear hundreds of times. “Sympathizing with the rebels does not mean we must tolerate criminals.”

“And if it damages our relationships with the republics?” Crawford asked.

“This is a small incident, sir. It will not cause much confusion about where our heart lies.”

The President’s eyes shifted between Crawford and Calhoun. They landed on Crawford. Have you another point? No? They returned to Calhoun. “What would be the fastest unit to deploy?”

“General Graves and the Northern Division,” Calhoun said. “Graves is engaged near the Georgia-Florida border. We could disengage the division and redirect them—”

“That would leave Georgia vulnerable to a Seminole offensive,” Crawford said.

“Allow me to speak.” Calhoun turned to the President.

“Please continue.”

“The Southern Division is stationed in Tennessee. It could take Graves’ place.”

“Is such a reorganization necessary?” Crawford asked.

“I want to capture Amelia Island as soon as possible,” the President said.

“Isn’t the Southern Division commanded by General Jackson?” Wirt asked.

“Yes.”

“I know his victory at New Orleans made him a hero, but he’s undisciplined. Can we trust him?”

“The Attorney General is right,” Crowninshield said. “Jackson imposed martial law on New Orleans for months after the victory and imprisoned a judge who ruled against him.”

“I don’t see how we can avoid utilizing him if we wish to capture Amelia Island and repel the Seminoles simultaneously,” Calhoun said.

“I agree,” the President said. He asked Wirt, “Does an offensive against the pirates require congressional approval?”

“They menace our shipping. We can say the operation is defensive in nature.”

“As I thought.” To Crowninshield: “Do you have any concerns about establishing naval superiority around the island?”

“No, sir. I don’t expect meaningful resistance.”

“I concur,” Calhoun said. “Casualties will be negligible. Fort San Carlos will be ours by New Years Day 1818.”

“Excellent,” the President said. Crawford frowned, meaning events had taken a proper course. “I’ve one more point to discuss. It regards your department, Mr. Calhoun.”

“Sir?”

“Before you assumed your post, General Graves informed me that the Northern Division was short an engineer and that this might affect the Seminoles operation. I transferred one from the Southern Division to his command. I thought it routine but General Jackson protested that I’d sent the order directly instead of to him. He’s declared that he won’t allow the transfer to proceed without his permission and has instructed his officers not to obey me without his blessing. I reminded him that I am the Commander in Chief and he has to accept my decisions. He disagrees. I fear he will not cooperate with this operation until the situation is resolved. What do you advise?”

All eyes were on Calhoun. The President was testing him. His place in our hierarchy depended on the answer he crafted on the spot. He had it in seconds.

“What if the Department of War enacted a new policy whereby division commanders are sent instructions for them to convey to their subordinates? The Department can hold in reserve the option to send orders directly in case of public emergency.” One of the best minds I had the pleasure to witness. I had to make him my partner. He continued, “This compromise will convince General Jackson that he won his dispute with you while the presidency and the Department of War maintain their dominance over the military.”

The President smiled. I led the Cabinet in battering the table again, closing the meeting.
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