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"Murder's Melody"
by Thompson Girl

"Hey, watch where you're driving!" Caje yelled.
The front right fender of the supply truck brushed by the squad close enough to
clip the edge of Billy's pack and spin him into the wall. Kirby hurled an insult after the
driver. The remainder of the convoy swung farther left, choking the ragged line of
soldiers with dust and exhaust, but leaving them room to march on toward the center of
town.
Just in time too, Caje thought, coughing as the air slowly cleared and the heavy
rumble of the trucks faded. They were coming up on Rue de Fleuve, and he wondered if,
once again, the woman would be waiting on the street corner.
He wasn't the only one keeping an eye out. Kirby, Braddock, and Doc Walton
were watching too, wistfulness and envy in their eyes, each hoping she'd look their way.
Caje smiled to himself. Not a chance. Not since they'd set foot in the town of Beaumere
and she'd met Brockmeyer, even if the radio man had been content simply to watch her
from afar. He'd also been content to studiously ignore the ribbing he was now receiving
from the rest of the squad.
And there she was, peeking around the street corner in her blue dress, a shawl
around her shoulders. Brockmeyer was at the front of the line, just behind Saunders, and
he turned, a smile breaking out on his face.
"What's she see in him anyway?" the newly instated B.A.R. man muttered. "I
don't think he's even said two words to her."
"So what?" Braddock said. "He never says much to anybody."
"Besides," Billy said. "She only speaks French and that's one language he doesn't
understand."
Braddock gave Billy a crooked grin. "You don't need to speak the same language
for what those two have in mind, kid. It's called luuuuve."
"Oh, is that what they call it?" Kirby muttered.
"What are you so bent out of shape for?" Braddock turned on him. "You weren't
exactly having communication trouble with that brunette you met the other day yourself.
I don't recall her speaking a word of English either."
"Annnnnh." Kirby rolled his shoulders and strode past.
The soldiers passed the girl's street, and Brockmeyer stepped out of line, walking
backwards just to keep her in sight. Ahead, Caje saw Lt. Hanley approaching. Saunders
started to say something, but the lieutenant held up a hand and gestured the men on while
he crossed his arms and stopped in the street a few feet in front of the oblivious radio
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man. Caje quickly side-stepped them both and stopped with the rest of the squad to see
what would happen.
Brockmeyer, still watching the girl, backed directly into the lieutenant. He caught
himself, spun forward, his gaze lifting to Hanley's stern face.
"What's the matter, Private?" Hanley said severely. "You too good to fall in with
the rest of the men?"
"No, sir," Brockmeyer said, abashed.
"You've been distracted and derelict in your duty since we got to Beaumere."
"No, sir!"
"For someone who claimed he was going to earn that extra stripe back, you're not
exactly making a good impression."
"No, sir, it's not like that...."
"No?" Hanley raised an eyebrow. "Well, I have what you need right here." He
pulled out a folded piece of paper.
Brockmeyer's face fell. "But sir–"
"A twenty-four hour pass," Hanley interrupted.
Brockmeyer froze.
The rest of the squad listening in exchanged envious glances.
"Lieutenant, you wouldn't be kidding me, would you?" Brockmeyer asked.
Hanley grinned broadly and handed him the paper. "Twenty-four hours,
Brockmeyer. I suggest you make the most of it." He nodded toward the woman. "And I
wouldn't keep a girl like that waiting. Dismissed."
Brockmeyer returned the grin. "Yes, sir!" He cut across the street toward Rue de
Fleuve and the waiting woman. Caje watched them disappear around the corner, and he
smiled to himself again. He doubted they'd see Brockmeyer until the last minute of his
pass was up.
Kirby's mouth was still hanging open. "Now, that just ain't fair! Brockmeyer gets
a pass? Brockmeyer? Why's he get one? Because he's making eyes at some dame?
What about the rest of us?"
"What about the rest of you, Kirby?" Hanley said, overhearing the comment.
"You got a complaint to make?"
"Well," Kirby faltered, then stood firm. "Yeah. I don't think it's fair he gets a
pass and we don't." He looked at the other squad members, trying to rouse up support.
Braddock stepped up beside Kirby and said, "That's right, Lieutenant. We've
been pushing hard."
A chorus of agreement came from the other men.
Hanley surveyed them, his expression unwaveringly serious until they fell silent.
"Well, who infiltrated the Germans and rescued Saunders and Kirby, hm?"
Guilty silence stretched as the squad members exchanged glances.
Hanley cocked his head slightly and went on, "Who found out the Krauts had a
division of tanks coming up the line in time for us to stop them? Don't you think that nets
him a little reward?"
"Put him up for a Silver Star then," Kirby grumbled.
It was funny, Caje thought as he listened, the value they all placed on a pass
nowadays. Ribbons and medals didn't count for much when all they wanted was time off.
"That kind of backtalk can get you extra sentry duty," Hanley said sharply. "You
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want that, Kirby?"
"No, sir."
Hanley glared a moment longer, then said, "Well, as it turns out," – he reached in
his pocket – "I just happen to have passes for the rest of you." His lips quirked into a
smile.
Kirby blinked and said, "Wha–?"
"If you want them, that is, which, from all your complaining, I'm beginning to
doubt."
But Kirby had already recovered from his shock, and a grin split his face. "Want
them! Lieutenant–"
The rest of the squad was cheering by then, and whatever Kirby said was lost as
they crowded around Hanley and claimed their right to twenty-four hours of free time.
Caje collected his and folded it into his pocket, next to his pay. Billy stood beside him,
carefully holding his as if it might blow away or turn into dust.
"Dismissed," Saunders said, then called, "Oh, and Kirby."
"Yeah, Sarge?"
"The MPs have this town locked down. Obey the rules, will ya? 'Cause if you
end up in the stockade, you're gonna stay there. Got it?"
"Don't worry about me, Sarge!" Kirby said.
Caje said, "Thank you, sir!" to Hanley, then followed after the rest of the squad.
*****
The bar had once been a side street café. A sign still hung out front, but the
original name was covered by a hand-painted cloth declaring the new establishment Club
Paris. It hadn't taken much inquiry to find out it was the hotspot in the large town of
Beaumere.
Caje took care of the necessities first – shower and a shave, fresh uniform,
arranging for laundry to be done, finally enjoying some hot fresh food from the kitchen
trucks. Then, when evening fell, he joined Kirby, Littlejohn, Nelson, and Braddock at the
club. None of them were armed or wearing helmets. They weren't required to carry
weapons while on pass, in fact, the MPs discouraged it, the better to keep the peace.
Club Paris was a deep, narrow building, flanked by an alley on one side and
several boarded-up businesses on the other. They walked up the steps and pushed
through the front door. It wasn't easy; the joint was packed. Inside, two rows of small
tables lined both walls. Halfway back, a blue-tinted electric light spotlighted a fourperson jazz band. Cigarette smoke hung heavy in the glare. Beyond the stage stretched
more tables and, at the very rear of the club, stood the bar.
"Well," Braddock said loudly, trying to be heard over the music and the myriad
conversations. "Think they like the Eiffel Tower around here?"
Caje studied the walls again and had to admit, he couldn't find a spot that wasn't
papered in prints and flyers, drawings and photos, all of them featuring the Paris
landmark.
"They should've just called it Club Eiffel," Billy said.
"Nah," Braddock said. "Doesn't have a ring to it."
"And Club Paris does?" Littlejohn asked.
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"Well, I don't know about you," Braddock said, "but this is the closest I've gotten
to the City of Light, so I intend to enjoy it." He nodded in time to the music. "Band's not
half bad either."
Kirby pushed by him, saying, "Come on. I ain't waiting out here all night."
Caje wondered just where Kirby intended to go in that crowded room. But the
B.A.R. man ignored the complaints from the club patrons and made a path toward the
back of the café. Littlejohn shrugged and followed, Billy on his heels. Caje winced from
the piercing notes of the trumpet player as they passed in front of the band. It surprised
him a little that the volume could still bother his gunfire-deafened ears.
"Well, I'll be...." Braddock murmured, sounding shocked. "He's good for
something after all."
Kirby had managed to secure two adjacent tables, and he gestured gallantly for
them to have a seat. While they did, he gave a cheerful half-salute to a G.I. sitting nearby
and said, "Thanks, Mac."
The man accepted Kirby's thanks with an easy, friendly grin, but there was
something cold about the look he cast over First Squad's soldiers as they took their seats.
His eyes seemed to pierce each one of them, appraisingly, uncomfortably. Under the
Cajun's return stare, the man looked away.
Sergeant stripes graced the stranger's shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled to his
elbows against the summer heat. He was a big man, wide-shouldered and square-jawed.
Dark hair, longer than regulations allowed, lay slicked back from a high forehead. The
sergeant was holding court on his own set of tables, seven or eight soldiers clustered
around him. It wasn't overt, but the sergeant clearly relished being the center of attention.
It was the exact opposite of the way Caje saw Saunders behave with First Squad, and, for
a reason he couldn't pinpoint, his instant dislike for the sergeant across the aisle was
almost palpable.
"Caje. Hey, Caje," Kirby was saying. "Flag down that waiter over there,
wouldja?" Kirby pointed.
Caje did as he was asked, though his attention stayed focused on the tables across
from them, taking in the men around the sergeant. He didn't recognize any of the G.I.s
seated around the sergeant, but there were other companies bivouacked in Beaumere
besides K Company.
Of the men gathered around the sergeant, only one was ignoring the noncom. A
younger man, but like the sergeant, big and dark-haired, with similar facial structure. But
there, the resemblance stopped. Where the sergeant's gaze alternated between
calculatingly cold and friendly, the other man appeared sullen and almost guilty. He sat
sideways on his chair, his back to the sergeant and his attention firmly fixed on the back
of the club.
The sergeant tried to get his attention, and, when the younger man made no move
to acknowledge him, the sergeant smacked him on the arm. "What's the matter with
you?" the sergeant growled.
The other man shrugged.
"The boys want you to sing, Julius," the sergeant said, and Caje heard an odd
familiarity in his tone. It was not the kind of tone one took with a subordinate. He went
on, "Come on, Jules. You can't say no to the boys."
Then the waiter arrived at First Squad's table, and Caje had no further opportunity
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to study the strange dynamics at the opposite tables as they ordered wine all the way
around.
"Who is that guy?" Caje asked Kirby, gesturing with a subtle nod toward the
sergeant.
"Who, him? Sergeant over in supply," Kirby answered. "You remember him
from earlier today? Filled some of our requisitions."
Caje shook his head.
Kirby shrugged. "Maybe you weren't there."
The band took a short break, and if anything, the volume in the club doubled as
dozens of loud conversations broke out. Braddock told a joke about a cabbie, a rabbi,
and a chicken. Slowly, Caje forgot about the supply sergeant and let the knots of
constant wariness untie. For the next few hours, he could just enjoy the undemanding
comradeship of men he felt closer to than his own family. He hadn't gone to basic with
any of them, hadn't grown up with any of them – he still had to fight down the ache for
Theo – but shoved together in Saunders' squad, they'd formed friendships anyway.
Caje watched Littlejohn and Billy laughing over Braddock's joke, and then the
ribald one Kirby told afterwards to outdo his squad mate. Littlejohn and Billy were as
physically unlike as they could be, and yet the bond between the two was as close as the
one Caje had shared with Theo. It was ironic, he thought, that with the constant threat of
death and loss, they latched even more firmly onto each other. As if friendship with
another G.I. was the only thread that could get them home again. Except for Saunders,
perhaps. After Grady's death a few weeks ago, Saunders had changed, drawn away from
the rest of the squad. Oh, he still shared beers, but it was on his terms now. Caje thought
he would have felt the same way after losing Theo, but he hadn't. Maybe that was simply
the difference between a private's duties and a sergeant's.
"Hey," Littlejohn said suddenly. "The lieutenant's here."
Caje turned in his chair, saw Hanley pushing through the crowds.
Braddock called, "Hey, Lieutenant!"
Hanley smiled rather indulgently at them and stepped slightly to one side,
showing them the girl on his arm. He found his own table closer to the stage and held the
chair out for her.
Braddock whistled. "He sure didn't waste any time. When'd he have time to
scare up a dame?"
"He's an officer," Littlejohn said, as if that explained everything.
"Maybe I oughta be an officer," Braddock said.
Kirby snorted. "That'll be the day."
"You think I can't lead?"
"Oh sure," Kirby said. "But who'd follow you?"
Braddock sniffed, then patted his stomach. "Well, at least they couldn't lose me in
a crowd. Remember Lieutenant Graham?" He shook his head. "No, you weren't with us
yet. That was before D-Day. Anyway, turn him sideways and he'd disappear. Didn't
need any camouflage." He broke off as the band started up for their next set.
It wasn't jazz this time. Caje was surprised to hear a slow American song start up:
"Long Ago and Far Away," and he was even more surprised to see the man from the next
table, the man the sergeant had called Julius, on the stage. Then he sang, and Caje wasn't
surprised any more.
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He didn't just have a good voice, he had a great voice. A smooth, easy baritone
that caressed the notes without him even seeming to try. The crowd packed in the club
cheered when he started singing, all but drowning out him and the band. He embellished
notes here and there, and when he hit and held a high note the crowd applauded even
more wildly.
Caje glimpsed the supply sergeant smiling broadly with a combination of pride
and smugness. The G.I.s surrounding him seemed to be cheering on their buddy the
loudest, though that may have just been their proximity to the First Squad table. The
French locals appeared just as enamored of the singer as the Americans.
For his part, Julius seemed to have loosened up since taking the stage, as if he
were finally in his element. What was a guy with a voice like that doing over here on the
frontlines, Caje wondered sadly, though he knew the answer. What were any of them
doing there?
When the song finished, the band immediately launched into "The Girl from
Kalamazoo," then "Tangerine," then "Auprez de ma Blonde" which got a deafening
response from the crowd. When it was over and momentary silence fell, Caje's ears were
ringing.
"Hey. Hey, buddy!" It was one of the members of the supply sergeant's
entourage, leaning across the aisle on his tipped-back chair as he tried to get their
attention.
"What?" Littlejohn asked.
The man continued, "We're starting a poker game over here... any of you guys got
money to lose? We need more players." The gaze he cast around their table was both
speculative and challenging.
Kirby's eyes lit up, and he looked around at his squad mates.
"Not me," Braddock said, holding up his hands.
"What's the matter, Braddock?" Kirby said. "Chicken?"
"No, I'm just saving my money for my sweet, little, silver-haired mother."
Braddock jerked a thumb in the direction of the other table. "Those guys are cons."
"Takes one to know one."
"You'll lose your shirt," Braddock warned.
Kirby glanced down at his chest speculatively. "Well, maybe that's what I need to
attract that dame away from the lieutenant...."
Braddock said, "Hah!" and Littlejohn rolled his eyes.
"You playing, Littlejohn?" Kirby asked.
The big man shook his head. "Not tonight."
"Billy?"
"I think I'll just watch you lose that shirt."
"What's the matter with you guys?" Kirby demanded. His gaze shifted to Caje.
"What about you, ol' buddy?"
"I'm in," Caje said.
Kirby smacked his hands together. "Now we're talking!"
Caje pulled his chair over beside Kirby into the spaces around the supply
sergeant's table and dug out his cash. The other guys crowded behind to watch.
"Beer!" the supply sergeant called to a passing waiter. He gestured around the
table and said, "Beers all the way around. On me."
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His squad cheered him, and Kirby grinned at Caje. Caje thought then that
Braddock had the guys at the table pegged. Or at least the supply sergeant. Caje still had
a bad feeling about him he couldn't shake. He had the impression the sergeant was
setting some sort of a trap, under the guise of a good time. If it were true, Kirby wouldn't
fall for it any more than Caje would, but the difference was, Caje knew, Kirby at least
intended to enjoy the free beer while he was at it.
"I'm Sergeant Carnelli," the noncom said.
"Kirby, Caje," the B.A.R. man said, hooking a thumb at each of them as he
performed introductions.
Carnelli flung the names of his own men out like he was dealing cards. Caje
didn't pay the slightest attention. Names were irrelevant. He was more interested in the
faces of his opponents and what they showed.
The band started up again, this time without the singer, much to the dismay of the
crowd. Julius threaded his way back to the table. Tension rode the stiff lines of his
shoulders again, and the relaxed entertainer was gone. He endured the loud welcoming
back the G.I.s gave him with barely a nod of his head.
Carnelli thrust a beer at him and grinned at the First Squad men. "This is Julius
Carnelli – my brother. Sure can belt out a tune, can't he? It's why we call him Caruso
around here."
These words were met with another rousing cheer, and one of the men toasted the
singer.
Julius Carnelli half-raised his beer in curt acknowledgement, then set the mug
down untasted. He started to walk away.
"Stick around," the elder Carnelli said. He didn't raise his voice, but the
command tone had kicked in. He swung an empty chair around for his brother.
"You know my squad goes back to the front lines tomorrow," Julius said. "I gotta
get some sleep."
"I said stick around." Carnelli found his smile again and added in a lighter tone,
"We're playing poker, Jules. I'll send my winnings with you."
Julius tightened up, then finally let out a breath and took the proffered chair. He
pointedly looked the other way.
Caje caught the glance Kirby tossed his way and shrugged. None of our affair, he
wanted to say. Kirby caught the message and got back to business. "We playing cards or
ain't we?"
*****
Littlejohn watched, happy he wasn't playing. He was as competitive as the next
guy, and he liked a good game of poker, but there was something predatory about the
way Sgt. Carnelli played. He wasn't in it for fun and, oddly, he wasn't in it for the
money. He played with haphazard abandon, losing and winning at equal terms, a
cheerful smile on his face throughout. But his eyes were not on his cards. They were on
the other players: the members of his own squad and, more importantly to Littlejohn, on
Caje and Kirby.
He knew both men were aware of it too. Caje had closed down, was playing
poker with a sort of quiet wariness. Kirby was playing his own brand of deception, being
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a little louder, drinking freely, putting up the uncaring, half-oblivious front he was so
good at while he eyed his opponents carefully. But just let the sergeant underestimate
either one, Littlejohn thought. He'd be in for a surprise.
Littlejohn hid a smile. Caje and Kirby, despite their outward differences, were
remarkably similar soldiers. They may have come from different compass points in the
U.S., but both had lived a lot, seen a lot. The war had hardened and refined them even
more, and there were no two he trusted more to have at his side on the lines. Littlejohn
felt lucky to have made it into Saunders' squad, though he rarely said such things aloud.
Wouldn't do to let Kirby know that Littlejohn respected him as a soldier.
Which is why he had opted not to play tonight, observing instead, a solid, steady
presence to discourage trouble. He knew his size was intimidating, and he knew he could
use that to guard his squad mates' backs if the poker match soured. In that crowded club,
the popular supply sergeant had the advantage of sheer numbers behind him, if it came to
that.
Littlejohn couldn't even pinpoint exactly what it was that bothered him so much.
The other men appeared to be having a grand time, drinking their free beer and playing
with that sort of carefree and reckless quality Littlejohn saw a lot in his fellow G.I.s when
they needed to unwind. No, there was nothing suspicious about them. It was just the
sergeant himself, and on the surface he appeared affable enough. He certainly seemed to
have a bottomless wallet. Littlejohn wondered if the men hung around him because they
genuinely liked him, or because they knew the alcohol would flow liberally and on
someone else's dime.
The band had quit an hour previously, but the crowd lingered on, just as vocal as
earlier. More G.I.s had migrated toward the excitement of the game, and, while the
quantity of players in the poker match remained constant, the faces had changed several
times as someone ran out of money and someone else took his place. Caje seemed to be
on a lucky streak, and Littlejohn could see it was annoying Kirby. It was also annoying
the private sitting opposite, who was doing a fair amount of winning himself, but on the
hands he took, Caje always seemed to fold or drop out, and Private Arching never
seemed able to take away Caje's money.
Arching was a blond-haired, lean fellow with thin, slanting shoulders and a neck
that was too long for his body. He stared down his freckled nose with squint-eyed
precision. He reminded Littlejohn of a hornet, with a temper just as short, but each time
Arching flared, a glance or a word from Sgt. Carnelli checked him.
The night wore on, the French crowd thinned further, though if anything, the knot
of Americans around the poker game grew larger. Other than Arching's simmering anger
toward Caje, the game stayed civil, and the trouble Littlejohn had anticipated never
happened. He was resting his head on his hand, only half-watching when Braddock
finally tapped him on the arm. "This game's never gonna end," Braddock said. "I'm
packing it in. You coming?"
Littlejohn looked at Billy. "What do you say?"
"What about Caje and Kirby?"
"They can handle themselves, kid," Braddock said. "Me, I got a dream date with
Betty Grable, and one doesn't keep a lady like that waiting." He pushed himself to his
feet and waited impatiently.
Billy still hadn't said one way or the other, and Littlejohn watched the conflicting
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expressions playing across the young soldier's face. Curiosity about the game's outcome
mixed with tiredness mixed with that constant sense of protectiveness he carried about
the squad, as if he weren't the youngest of the group, but the oldest. Littlejohn knew that
leaving now before the game concluded would feel just a little bit like deserting to Billy.
But the way they were playing, the game could go on another couple hours. None of the
remaining players seemed in any hurry to call it a night, and Littlejohn had to admit he
was exhausted. He laid a hand on the younger man's shoulder. "Come on, Billy.
Braddock's right. Those passes are only good for twenty-four hours. And I wouldn't
mind fitting a good night's sleep in there."
Reluctantly, Billy stood and they said their good-byes. Caje and Kirby hardly
seemed to notice, they were so focused on the game. Littlejohn met Carnelli's gaze, and
the sergeant smiled farewell at him. Littlejohn forced himself to shrug off the feeling of
malice as he turned his back on the table and followed the other two men out.
*****
An hour later and Kirby was thinking Braddock and the others'd had the right
idea. Too many free beers, coupled with tiredness, were finally marring his judgment,
and the game was feeling stale. Besides, his luck had soured a long time ago and
watching Caje win while his stack of bills had been reduced to barely enough for a bus
fare was just one more irritant in a day of irritants.
Brockmeyer had started his bad mood, taking off with that French girl. The
lieutenant looked like he'd scored on that front too. Hanley and his date had cozied up in
a shadowy corner of the club where they had privacy. Now Caje had all his money and
the other members of the squad were peacefully sacked out. What did he have to show
for the day? Nothing. At least that skinny blond private across the table, Arching, was a
terrible player. He'd been losing far more in the last hour than Kirby. It was some
consolation.
Just one more good hand, Kirby thought. One more.
Ten minutes later, the good hand appeared. Only it wasn't his, it was Caje's. The
scout won a high stakes round after bluffing with two pairs. Kirby had to admit the
Cajun had played it beautifully.
Arching's face reddened as Caje raked in the pot. Served him right, Kirby
thought, with some satisfaction. The guy was a–
Arching shot to his feet, hooked claw-like fingers in Caje's shirtfront, and dragged
him halfway across the table. Two beer mugs spilled, and the soldiers who got doused
squawked a protest. Arching ignored them, intent on Caje. "You're a stinking cheat!" he
shouted, as men on both sides of the table jumped to their feet.
"He ain't cheatin'," Kirby snarled, finally having a target for his frustrations.
"You're just a sore loser."
"I say he's a stinking, cheating Frog–" Arching's insult was drowned out by angry
words from Kirby and the matching rise from the other soldiers.
Caje dug his fingers hard into Arching's wrists, forcing the man to release his hold
on his shirt. Slowly Caje straightened and started to reverse their positions.
Sgt. Carnelli, Kirby noticed, was making no move to break up the disagreement.
Behind the bar, two of the Club Paris waiters hovered, their hands beneath the counter as
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if clutching well-worn clubs, ready to wade in knocking heads if the fight endangered
their property.
Arching yanked himself free of Caje's grip. Being ringed in by his squad
members seemed to make the thin man even angrier, and he smacked his hands down on
the table and leaned forward again.
"I think it's about time you get out of here," Kirby said to Arching. "Unless you
got any more money you want us to take off your hands."
Arching switched his glare from Caje to the B.A.R. man. "Who are you anyway?
You come in here and throw the game so your partner can win, is that it? Then you two
split the profits?"
"What?" Kirby sputtered.
"I know your type. Well, you don't got me fooled, buddy." Arching stabbed a
finger at Caje. "Now, give me my money back, you cheating Frog."
"Not a chance," Caje said. "You lost fair and square, and in front of your own
men."
"Why you–" Arching swung at Caje, hard and fast, and caught him square on the
jaw. Kirby swore as the soldiers jostled in closer behind them for a view of the fight; he
didn't have room to throw a punch of his own, much as he wanted to smash in that
weasel's nose. Hands grabbed at arms and shoulders, though whether to separate the
combatants or push them closer together, Kirby couldn't tell. The men watching the
poker game weren't all from Sgt. Carnelli's outfit. There were quite a few from other
platoons. Arching was still spouting insults in Caje's face, but no one could distinguish
individual words over the yelling.
"That's enough!" Lt. Hanley's roar cut through the shouting soldiers. "Enough!"
Even if it hadn't been the familiar voice of his own lieutenant interrupting, the
sheer weighted fury in Hanley's tone would have stopped Kirby. The other soldiers shut
up as if they'd been slapped. Kirby could suddenly hear the sound of a candle guttering
in a breeze, and the snap of a G.I.'s gum.
Hanley had a fistful of Caje's and Arching's shirts and had shoved the two apart.
Arching struggled a moment, but Hanley didn't let him go. "What's going on here?" he
demanded.
Arching glowered at Caje, not even looking up at Hanley. Sullenly, he muttered,
"Nothing."
"Nothing...?" Hanley said, the leading tone quiet and dangerous.
Arching stiffened and seemed to realize finally who was addressing him.
"Nothing, sir!"
"Caje?"
"Just a little misunderstanding, sir," Caje answered, and Hanley's frustration with
the lack of information was plain. Kirby hunched his shoulders a moment in sympathetic
discomfort for Caje standing tall under Hanley's wrath. But as much of a rat as Arching
was, it was still an unstated rule that the G.I.s handled their own problems. Interference
from any officers was not welcome and Hanley knew it, just as the soldiers knew officers
couldn't just turn their back on an altercation either. Stalemate.
If it had been Saunders instead of Hanley... that thought made Kirby even more
uncomfortable. Sergeants didn't have that stigma of a bar or two on their collars. They
were one of the guys. And Saunders had that uncanny way of staring you down until
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spilling your guts seemed the only option. It would have been a very different scene,
Kirby thought, if Saunders had interrupted. Instead, it was Sgt. Carnelli who pushed
himself to his feet, his casual tone cutting through the tension, "I think I can explain,
Lieutenant."
Hanley considered him a long moment, sizing him up. "Well, Sergeant?"
"Carnelli. Sergeant Carnelli, sir," the noncom said. He gestured at the gathered
G.I.s. "The boys have had some rough times lately. They're just letting off a little
steam."
"These men are under your command?"
"Some of them. Mostly, they're just back from the front waiting for
redeployment." Carnelli grinned at the lieutenant and spread his big hands out, palms up,
feigning innocence. "I'm just showing them a little hospitality. A few free beers is just
what these boys need." He arched an eyebrow deliberately at Kirby, who cleared his
throat uncomfortably. Carnelli went on, "Sometimes they get a little carried away. No
harm done. Sir." The address was added almost as an afterthought, not late enough to be
construed as an insult, but not quite polite and natural either. Almost a challenge. Kirby
caught his breath, wondering how Hanley would take it.
Hanley's mouth tightened almost imperceptibly, then right when Hanley started to
speak, Carnelli cut in, adding, "I think the rough-housing's done for the night, sir. How
about giving the boys a break, Lieutenant?"
Kirby hadn't served with Hanley that long, but he knew him well enough to know
he didn't like being played, which was exactly what Carnelli was doing with that leading
line. Implying Hanley meant to do something no one would like, and therefore giving the
lieutenant no choice but to back down or look like even more of a bad guy if he argued
with the popular supply sergeant. Just like that, Carnelli had neatly circumvented
whatever Hanley had actually planned to do, and all so very naturally.
And Hanley, Kirby saw, was eyeing Carnelli with a very interesting look indeed,
one that said he understood very clearly what had just happened and was wondering the
why behind Carnelli's actions. The lieutenant released hold of both Caje and Arching,
and Arching tugged his shirt straight, smoothing out the distressed material with a
grimace. "All right," Hanley said, his voice calm, but Kirby could hear the tension in it,
the subtle warning. He was willing to go along with Carnelli. This time. Hanley's gaze
swept over the G.Is. "All of you, clear out of here. Party's over."
When no one moved, Carnelli added, "You heard the lieutenant, boys: break it up
now." His words broke the soldiers free of their guilty silence and they quickly made
tracks away from the poker table. When Arching didn't immediately move, Carnelli
snapped, "Beat it."
The private scurried away, giving Caje a final, hate-filled glare that no one
missed. Kirby shuffled his feet uncomfortably. The area had rapidly cleared out, the
other soldiers quickly making themselves scarce.
"Sergeant Carnelli, huh?" Hanley said, as if mentally jotting the name down in his
memory.
"Yes, sir. Quartermasters," Carnelli said. "You need anything, Lieutenant, you
let me know."
Kirby watched Hanley bite back whatever he would have liked to have said and
turn to him and Caje instead. The anger disappeared, and he was just their own lieutenant
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again. He said nothing, just looked at them both, hesitating that extra second in case they
wanted to say anything. When neither moved, he walked away, joining his date, who had
been waiting patiently for him to conclude Army business. He took her by the arm and
led her for the door without a backward glance. Kirby thought he was probably wishing
he'd left with the girl a long time ago.
*****
Caje hadn't moved. He still seethed inside from Arching's insults. Part of him
wished Hanley hadn't been there to stop the fight. The other part, the unemotional part,
glanced over at Sgt. Carnelli, who was calmly resuming his seat and gathering up the
deck of cards, and knew that somehow the whole incident with Arching had been
engineered. There wasn't any evidence he could point to, but he couldn't shake the
feeling in his gut.
An elbow jabbed him sharply in the ribs, and Caje spun, anger surging. But it
was just Kirby, oblivious to the glare Caje shot him. The B.A.R. man was looking past
Caje toward the club's entrance, a rather smug smile on his face. Caje followed his
glance.
It was Brockmeyer, tossing a salute to Hanley as the lieutenant and his date
exited, before making his way toward the bar at the back of the club.
"Well, look who's here. She ditch you already?" Kirby said, not even bothering to
hide a smirk. "Or did you ditch her?" He smothered a laugh.
Brockmeyer said nothing, just rolled his eyes slightly and kept walking toward the
bar.
Caje bit back his annoyance with Kirby for baiting Brockmeyer. Brockmeyer
didn't deserve any harassing. Kirby'd just had too much to drink, and both he and Caje
were still feeling the leftover animosity from Arching's unanswered insults. Caje slapped
Kirby on the arm with the back of his hand to distract him. "Come on, let's go."
But Kirby was having none of it. "No, now wait a minute, Caje. I want to hear
why lover-boy here is out on his own. Twenty-four hour passes don't grow on trees
around here–"
"Yeah, and I'm not wasting any more of mine," Caje cut him off.
The B.A.R. man stuck his hands in his front pockets and sauntered after
Brockmeyer.
Caje blew out a breath. He felt eyes on him and turned to see Sgt. Carnelli
watching him. Only two men remained with him, neither of whom had participated in
the poker game. Carnelli's singer brother, Caje noted, had taken off immediately when
the ruckus had started and was now long gone. Carnelli flashed Caje a white-toothed
smile, then got to his feet. "Don't forget your hard-earned winnings, Private," the man
said, gesturing at the scattered pile of dollars and francs on the table. He slid the deck of
cards into a jacket pocket and headed for the front door, the two men following in his
wake. Good riddance, Caje thought, and blew out another breath, this one in relief.
As he collected his money, he watched Kirby lean a hip against the counter next
to Brockmeyer and ask, "So, what's the deal, huh?"
Brockmeyer ignored him and Caje hid a smile. Nothing drove Kirby crazier
faster than being ignored.
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"Come on," Kirby said. "Tell me."
"Why?" Brockmeyer asked. "So you can tease me some more?"
Kirby's lips curled in a half-smile. "Now that's not fair, I just want to–"
"You've been ragging me nonstop. Go bother somebody else, why don't you."
The bartender came over and plunked two wine bottles down on the counter.
Brockmeyer passed over some francs, then grabbed the necks of both bottles with one
hand and turned to leave.
"No, wait a minute," Kirby said. He straightened off the bar with a slight frown.
"Those for the two of you?"
"Oh, now we're a twosome again?"
"I don't know, that's why I'm asking. Are you?"
"What do you care anyway?" Brockmeyer asked. "The only love you know is
that precious B.A.R. you've been bugging Saunders to give you ever since Grady bought
it."
Kirby threw up both hands. "Whoa, I didn't mean nothing by it." But Caje
noticed he still couldn't help smirking a little as he bent in and asked conspiratorially,
"So, it is serious between you two then?"
"Kirby," Brockmeyer said, "you're wasting my time." He pushed by Kirby,
nodding at Caje as he headed for the front door.
Caje looked back at Kirby. "You coming?"
"Right behind you," Kirby said, but he paused at their table, hesitated a moment,
then picked up his half-finished beer. "No sense wasting free drinks," he said.
"Meet you outside," Caje said and followed Brockmeyer.
The two men paused outside the club, and Caje inhaled the fresh air. He hadn't
realized how stale and smoky the bar had become. The streets were deserted except for a
father hurrying his two little boys past, the boys' shoes slapping the street hard as they
struggled to keep up with his stride. Caje heard the murmured French words, your
mother's going to be mad, and couldn't help smiling.
"What about you, Caje?" Brockmeyer nodded after the father and his two boys,
his expression thoughtful. "You want kids?"
"Sure. Some day."
"Me too. Only I want girls. Two beautiful daughters that I won't ever have to
worry about being drafted or sent off to fight in a war. The only thing I want to worry
about is what guys they date. That's what I want."
"You got a girl back home?"
"No." Brockmeyer was silent. He glanced at the two bottles he was carrying.
"Maybe I'll stay here when this is all over."
Caje nodded knowingly. "So Kirby was right then. She's something special?"
"Yeah." Brockmeyer's crooked smiled stretched ear to ear. "Yeah."
And that happy look said it all, Caje thought, sharing the smile.
"I should be getting back to her," Brockmeyer went on.
"Right."
The radio man stepped into the dark alleyway with a parting wave at Caje. Caje
reached for his cigarettes, then left them alone and dropped his hands back to his sides.
He wondered what was taking Kirby so long.
The sound of a scuffle and someone's grunt of pain came from the alleyway.
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Caje jumped off the steps and ran around the corner in the direction Brockmeyer
had taken. Two figures knelt in the darkness beside a third downed man, searching his
jacket pockets. Caje couldn't make out faces in the poor lighting, but the attackers
appeared to be G.I.s from the shape of their clothes. One shifted out of the way slightly,
and in the meager light, Caje caught a glimpse of blond hair on the man they were
frisking. Glass from the broken wine bottles reflected the light nearby.
Caje's jaw tightened, and he ran toward the two attackers. "Hey!" he said, and,
when the standing G.I. turned, he belted him in the jaw. The man sprawled onto the
cobbled alley, and the one kneeling over the unconscious body spun on his heel and rose
quickly. At the same time, two more men stepped out from around the back corner of the
club. Caje glanced over his shoulder as the odds against him changed. Where was
Kirby? He could use the B.A.R. man's brawling experience at his side right now.
None of the men spoke, they just stood there. Caje couldn't see any of them
clearly enough to recognize them.
The man Caje had hit was moaning, clutching his jaw as he staggered to his feet.
He feinted toward Caje and, as Caje side-stepped, the other man swung. The blow
knocked Caje across the narrow alley into the wall. Then the two new assailants were
there, and Caje swung blindly at the forms twisting in front of him. He got in some good
solid punches before a fist caught him on the side of the head hard enough to knock him
down.
Someone hissed, "Move aside."
Caje saw a flash of metal as a knife was unsheathed and didn't wait to find out
what they intended. He rolled sideways, scrambled back to his feet, ignoring the pain.
"Don't let him get away!" another man growled, and the attackers quickly shifted
position to follow him.
Someone cried out, but Caje couldn't tell who or why, as he sprang sideways
again, staying in motion, making himself a difficult target. He landed another punch on
the closest assailant and when the man reeled back, Caje caught a glimpse of a fifth
person, standing out in the street beyond. There was just enough light to make out that it
was the G.I. who had been singing in the club, Sgt. Carnelli's brother, the one they
nicknamed Caruso. Julius Carnelli was staring into the alley, mouth slightly open, eyes
wide. For a moment, his gaze locked with Caje's. But two of the attackers closed in
while the scout was distracted. One caught Caje's arms, and the other hit him in the jaw.
Caje went down hard, blanking out.
*****
Kirby stepped out of the bar and stretched his arms up, arching his back. He
scratched at his side and glanced around. Now where was Caje? He said he was going to
wait. The world was spinning, but not so badly he couldn't find his way back to their
billet. He'd sleep soundly tonight, that was for sure. That was probably a blessing. He
wouldn't have to dwell on his losses.
How about that Brockmeyer? he mused, grudgingly admitting to himself he was
envious. The radio man had actually found someone special. Not just a momentary
satisfaction, but a woman who might change his life when the war ended. He wasn't
looking for that for himself, didn't want anything permanent, particularly over here in
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France, but somehow that didn't stop the pangs of loneliness from unsettling him. He
tried to shrug it off. What was he feeling so empty about? Get mixed up with some
dame... what was the point when he could get killed tomorrow? That'd only rip her
happiness away too. There were enough broken souls around without causing any
himself. No, Brockmeyer could keep his lady and all the responsibility that went with
her.
Just you keep telling yourself that, William G.
Then he heard the smack of fists on flesh. It galvanized him into action and he
cleared the building corner just in time to see several men beating up another one in the
dark alley. "Hey!" Kirby shouted.
He saw the silhouettes pause, the heads jerk his direction, but it was too dark to
make out faces or features on any of them. The man they were holding pitched forward
as they dropped him. "Let's go!" one of the men said, and they fled. Kirby ran after
them, the motion setting his head pounding. Why hadn't someone put "fight" on the
night's agenda, he thought. He might have restrained himself from polishing off those
last free drinks. There were three unmoving bodies in the narrow alley. He dodged
around one that looked like Caje, jumped over the other two, and sprinted after the
assailants.
But they were smart, splitting up immediately outside the alley and darting down
separate side streets. He caught a glimpse of olive drab, but by the time he skidded to a
stop, breathing hard, the back street was empty. Running on a full stomach of alcohol...
whatever had possessed him? He turned and retched as nausea overwhelmed him.
Sweating, shaking, he braced himself with a hand against the back wall of the club until
the worst of it passed. He spat into the gutter, then wiped his sleeve over his mouth. At
least the world wasn't spinning quite so frantically any more, though that was probably
the only positive thing he could say.
He staggered back to the alley. There was better lighting from this direction, and
he recognized one of the unconscious men as Caje immediately. Only the scout wasn't
alone. Another G.I. was just bending over him, with what looked like something metal in
his hand.
So, they hadn't all run.
Angrily, Kirby snatched up a slat from one of the broken crates nearby, jumped
forward, and brought the wood down hard across the back of the man's neck and head.
The man didn't even make a grunt, just slumped forward over Caje. Kirby grabbed him
by the back of his collar and hauled him off the scout.
Caje groaned.
"Easy," Kirby said. Take your own advice, he told himself, but despite the
queasiness, he felt unfortunately sober.
"Brockmeyer," Caje said. "Hurt...."
Kirby cursed. Brockmeyer too? He glanced at the unconscious men sprawled in
the alley and tried to take stock. "Just hold on," he said. "Let me get you up first." He
caught Caje's arm to help him into a sitting position, but his fingers hit something sharp.
He jerked away and a knife fell out of Caje's hand. Frowning, Kirby picked it up. Even
in the dim light he could see the blade dripped with blood. "Caje..." he started to say.
His gaze shifted left to the man lying near the Cajun. A blond-haired man. Oh God...
Kirby was on his knees beside the other man in an instant, moving the man's face toward
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the light.
It wasn't Brockmeyer.
Kirby let out a slow unsteady breath.
It wasn't Brockmeyer, but the blond G.I. lying beside Caje was definitely dead.
Kirby yanked his hand away from the man's throat where he'd checked for a pulse. He
spun around, pulling out his lighter. After the darkness, the lighter's flame flared like a
beacon when he ignited it.
There were two other bodies: the man he himself had felled, and another man,
lying on his side near the alley wall. Kirby's eyes dropped to the man he had hit and by
the lighter's glow he saw what he had missed earlier: the black brassard with the white
MP letters around the man's arm. Of all the lousy... an MP... he had knocked out an MP.
Kirby swore under his breath and closed his eyes a moment. This was not good.
"Brockmeyer," Caje repeated, his voice stronger this time.
"Hang on," Kirby muttered. He stepped over the unconscious MP to the last man
who was lying way too still. Dread churned up the nausea in his stomach. Kirby rolled
the heavier man over onto his back and held the lighter close. It was Brockmeyer all
right, and Kirby was relieved to find a steady pulse. But the private was also out cold,
the left side of his head dark with blood. A lot of blood.
"What in blazes happened here?" Kirby asked.
Caje was sitting up, staring at the bloody knife and at the dead G.I. beyond.
Kirby moved forward suddenly, flicking on his lighter again. He swallowed hard
as he suddenly recognized the dead man. "Caje... Caje...." For a second he almost
couldn't get the words out. "It's that guy from the poker game. Arching. The one who
tried to pick a fight with you. He must have jumped you to get his money back." Kirby
looked at the wound in the man's chest, then at the knife Caje still held. He tried to put it
together, logically. It must have happened fast, and in the dark like that, who could
blame Caje? It must have just been self-defense, an unthinking reaction: you were
attacked, you fought back. Simple as that. He looked back at the scout. "Caje, you
killed him."
Caje shook his head vehemently. "No, I didn't even have a knife on me,
remember? Someone put that knife in my hand when I was unconscious. Besides, the
guys were after Brockmeyer, not me. I interrupted them."
"What? What for?" Kirby tried to make sense of Caje's words.
"Something else was going on here. I–" Caje broke off and held the knife up into
the light. "This doesn't make sense. We missed something."
"You're telling me!" Kirby said, a trace of anger slipping into his voice. He asked
again, "Then what the devil happened here, Caje?"
Softly, quickly, Caje filled him in. Kirby listened in silence. When Caje was
done, he asked, "What did those guys want with Brockmeyer?"
"I don't know. Maybe it was just a robbery...."
Just a robbery. The words echoed in Kirby's mind. He'd almost forgotten there
were still ordinary crimes. "Are you sure it wasn't just Arching and his buddies waiting
to jump you, and Brockmeyer stumbled in first and got in the way?"
"I don't know." Caje rubbed at his face, wincing as he touched the bruises. "But
one of those men stabbed Arching to death and put that knife in my hand. That I do
know."
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Kirby blinked and shook his head, but that was a mistake; it reminded him he'd
had too much to drink. "What are you saying, Caje? Someone's trying to frame you for
Arching's murder?"
Now it was Caje's turn to flare angrily. "What does it look like to you?"
Kirby couldn't argue with that. He'd just been trying to avoid stating it aloud and
making it real. "Did you see any of them clearly?" Kirby's voice tightened in sudden
suspicion. "Was that supply sergeant here? Carnelli?"
But Caje rubbed wearily at his eyes. "I don't think so. None of these guys were
that big. But I didn't see any faces, didn't even know Arching was here – except...
Caruso." Caje raised his eyes sharply to Kirby's. "Before I got knocked out, I saw him.
Standing out there in the street, in the light. I saw him clearly, Kirby, and he saw the
whole thing."
"Then he'll have seen the men who attacked you and Brockmeyer. He'll know
what happened. C'mon, let's go find him."
"No! We can't both go. You go tell Saunders what happened."
Kirby dismissed that with a wave of his hand. "Who're you kidding, are you nuts?
He'll never believe me!"
"Make him believe you, Kirby!" Kirby almost jumped at the intensity in Caje's
voice. "I'm going after Julius Carnelli alone. You're already in trouble." Caje gestured to
the unconscious MP. "And if you go AWOL for me, you'll be in the stockade for sure.
Get Brockmeyer to a doctor. Then tell the sarge and the lieutenant what really
happened."
"Caje, we're talking about murder here! And that MP saw you. He saw you lying
next to a dead guy with a knife in your hand, Caje. A dead guy you had a public
disagreement with not one hour ago. Geez, I mean Lieutenant Hanley even saw you!
How'm I gonna convince anyone you didn't do it if you run and aren't here to back me
up?"
"I've got to find Caruso. He's the only one who saw what happened. Without
him, I can't prove anything."
"What if you can't find him?"
"I'll find him."
"Caje, let the law find him!"
"You just said that MP saw me with the knife and the dead body! I'm as good as
convicted without another witness."
"But–"
"Just stall them, Kirby! I need time. I'll be back."
Kirby reluctantly watched Caje take off. The Cajun paused in the alley entrance,
then disappeared down the street. Kirby sighed and rubbed at his chin. "Stall 'em," he
muttered. How could he stall them when Brockmeyer needed immediate medical aid?
Buying time for Caje meant he couldn't go to the sarge. Not yet. At least the MP had
only seen Caje. He would have no idea who had knocked him out. As long as Kirby was
out of the alley before the MP came to, he was in the clear.
He wanted to laugh. Who was he kidding? He had struck an MP. Who'd believe
him that he had thought Caje was in trouble? Hell, Caje was in trouble. Kirby looked
around the alley and shook his head again. What had really happened here? Caje was
right about one thing: they were definitely missing some puzzle pieces. Things did not
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add up. Well, they added up all right, just not the way he wanted. A dead G.I., an
injured squad mate, an unconscious MP, Caje gone AWOL, no witnesses to confirm or
deny anything, and himself, smack dab in the middle. No answers, only questions.
He knew Caje was telling the truth, but what was he supposed to do about it? Not
even Saunders was going to buy this wild tale, not with a dead guy and an MP who'd seen
Caje with the bloodied knife, and not after all the witnesses in Club Paris came forward
to detail the clear animosity between the two men. Caje was right. The only thing Kirby
could do was stall and buy Caje enough time to do what he had to do. And hope that
Caruso had indeed seen what had really gone on and was willing to come forward and
speak. And that, Kirby reflected, was another question entirely.
But time was something he was rapidly running out of. Any minute the MP was
going to come to, or another one was going to come down the road. He walked over to
where Brockmeyer lay. If he took him to the aid station, it was as good as going straight
in for questioning. And he was not ready for that. He needed another answer.
He snapped his fingers. The girl! Brockmeyer's French girl. If he could get
Brockmeyer to her house, she could fetch a doctor. A French one, not an American
medic. His squad mate would get medical aid and Kirby could buy them all a little time.
He struggled to lever Brockmeyer's weight up enough to get the man's arm across
his shoulders, then used his legs to straighten, hefting Brockmeyer over both shoulders in
a fireman's carry. He grunted under the heavier man's weight, leaned against the wall a
moment as he steadied himself. So much for his twenty-four hour pass, he thought.
Staggering away from the alley, he tried to orient himself in the unfamiliar town,
praying he didn't run straight into the patrolling MPs. Or anyone else for that matter. At
least he knew where the woman lived. Rue de Fleuve, fourth cottage down, near the
river. They had trooped by it often enough in the last couple weeks. If he could find the
damned road in the dark.
He stumbled once, badly, on an unexpected curb, and had to rest a minute before
he could get the injured man lifted across his shoulders again. The weight felt twice as
heavy. Brockmeyer never once stirred, and that worried Kirby more every minute that
passed. He finally recognized a landmark – an arbor with roses twining up it – and he
stumbled the last bit up to the girl's front door. He knocked loudly as he tried to catch his
breath. His legs trembled from the exertion. Where was she anyway? His hand reached
for the knob – he was going to drop Brockmeyer if he didn't get inside – but just as he
touched it, it opened from the inside and the woman stared at him in surprise.
Kirby pushed in immediately. "Shut the door!" he said. He lurched across the
room, twisted around and, as gently as possible, dumped Brockmeyer off his shoulders
onto the couch. He fell beside him, too tired and off balance to catch himself.
The woman had at least closed the door, but she was standing there, staring at him
and Brockmeyer with an expression of disbelief. Kirby ran a hand over his sweaty face.
What was wrong with her? Standing around gawking uselessly like that. He turned and
settled his squad mate into a more comfortable position on the couch before facing her.
She was pretty, petite, her pale brown hair tied at the back of her neck with a blue
ribbon. She was wearing a simple blue dress and a cardigan sweater against the evening
chill. She hugged herself and stared at Brockmeyer's unconscious form.
"Look," Kirby said. "He's been hurt bad. He needs a doctor, okay? Can you get
a doctor? Doctor?"
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She raised her eyes to him almost blankly.
"Doctor!" Kirby nearly shouted. "For Chrissake, lady, I know you know what
that means. He needs one – now! I don't know how badly he's been hurt, but if you care
about him, you'll go get a doctor for him right–"
He broke off as the back door opened and three G.I.s came in, the lead man
cradling a .45 in his big hand. Kirby froze. He recognized all three from the poker game,
but he could only put a name to the big, tall, dark-haired supply sergeant pointing the gun
at him – Carnelli. That singer's brother. A cold chill rushed through him. For a moment
he couldn't even think about what these three might be doing here in the woman's house,
he could only think about Caje.
Caje was going after Caruso because he had witnessed the alley fight. And if he
had witnessed it, and his brother was here, pointing a gun at him... then they were all in
on this together. Whatever this was. And if Caruso was in on it, Caje was going after a
man who wasn't going to lift a finger to clear his name.
Kirby glanced at the woman, wondering how he could get her out before it turned
ugly. But her expression was one of relief as she stepped closer to the armed man. Kirby
gaped at her in dawning realization.
"'Care about him'?" Sgt. Carnelli echoed Kirby's words sarcastically. His arm slid
around the woman's waist, and he said, "Show Kirby how much you 'care' for Private
Brockmeyer, baby."
She stepped toward the couch, her face twisting into something violent and ugly,
and Kirby quickly blocked her, putting himself between all of them and the radio man.
He glared at the woman. "Why you lying, double-crossing–" He was so livid he could
hardly get the words out. As much as he was willing to play the field himself, when it
went beyond that, when it became something special.... He pointed at Brockmeyer and
said accusingly, "He fell for you!"
The girl shrugged. "You Americans are all sentimental fools."
"So, you speak English, too, huh?" Kirby said bitterly. "All that time, leading him
on.... You used him."
She took a rapid step away from Kirby's fury and back into the safety of Carnelli's
arms. She said, "There is a war going on that is tearing our country apart. First the
Germans, then you Americans, and none of you care about the people whose land you
fight over. So I will help those who help me."
Carnelli grinned and tightened his grip around her waist possessively. "You tell
him, baby!"
"You make me sick," Kirby said. He forced his gaze away from her hate-filled
face back to the supply sergeant. "Now what's this all about?"
Carnelli smiled at Kirby and said, "I should thank you, really, for bringing
Brockmeyer back here. And yourself too. Saves me having to hunt you all down. Now,
where's the other one? The dark-haired one with the accent?"
Kirby said nothing.
"What did I hear you call him in the club? 'Caje'?" Carnelli's voice grew colder.
"Where is he?" When Kirby still said nothing, the noncom sighed. "I already have my
men out searching for him, so why don't you save us all a lot of time and trouble."
"You haven't answered my question," Kirby said.
Carnelli laughed. "It doesn't work that way, boy."
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"You killed Arching in the alley," Kirby guessed. "You killed your own man."
Carnelli grinned. "Yeah." He nodded toward Brockmeyer. "With Monique's
help, it was a piece of cake to get your friend there in the alley where and when I wanted
him. It would have looked like a fatal knife fight between two G.I.s. But then you and
your other friend, Caje, had to interfere. That changed my plans a bit."
"A bit?" Kirby said, and took pleasure in making the words sound as derisive as
he could. "I'd say it messed them up a lot."
Carnelli's grin vanished, and the two men behind him started forward. Carnelli
stopped them with one upraised hand, and said softly to Kirby, "Keep talking, smart guy.
Because that's all you have: talk. No, if anything, Caje made my plans better. Airtight,
in fact. Just what I needed to get Captain Randolph off my track."
Who? Kirby wondered. The name was unfamiliar to him.
Carnelli went on, "Because really, a fight with both parties dead was too cut and
dried, wasn't it? Didn't leave anything for Randolph to do except close the case. Arching
was a jerk, but he was a handy one. Now, with your help, Randolph will spend the next
few days hunting down you and your buddy. I'd say that's a nice improvement.
Particularly when I send Reyes here with an eyewitness report. You'll tell them just what
you saw in that alley tonight, won't you, Reyes?"
The thin, hawk-faced man to Carnelli's right smiled. "That's right. I'll tell them
just what I saw."
Kirby forced himself to keep quiet, but his mind was whirling.
Carnelli gestured toward Kirby and told his two men, "Get him to the cellar."
"What about him?" Kirby pointed angrily at Brockmeyer. "He needs a doctor or
you're going to be responsible for another murder tonight."
"Oh, he'll get a doctor, all right," Carnelli said. "Jesse?"
The other man said, "Yeah?"
"The medical supplies downstairs... you know what I want."
"Right." Jesse disappeared through the doorway.
"You won't get away with this," Kirby said. "That's three men who are gonna be
missing from my squad."
"Two men," Carnelli corrected. "Just you and Caje. And the term isn't 'missing.'
It's AWOL. And why wouldn't a couple of murderers go AWOL rather than face a
hanging?"
Jesse returned and slapped something into Carnelli's palm. The big man smiled
and said, "Here, baby." He handed Monique a small bottle and a syringe. "Something
for lover-boy on the couch over there."
Kirby flinched, realizing guiltily that he'd called Brockmeyer the same thing
earlier and meant it just as mockingly.
Carnelli said, "Give him a shot of this, then go get the doctor. You know what to
do."
She nodded, but Kirby kept his place between them and Brockmeyer.
"Don't worry," Carnelli told him. "It's not poison or anything. Just something to
keep him out cold." He looked past Kirby at the injured man. "May not even be
necessary, the way he looks, but I'm not taking any chances. He'll get his doctor, all
right, but he won't be regaining consciousness anytime soon and telling his story.
Monique will make sure of that." He grinned suddenly and gave a laugh. "Besides, it's
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perfect. Who's going to search the house of a woman tending an injured American
soldier?" He pointed his gun at Kirby. "Now, you coming down to the cellar with us
quietly?"
Kirby took a step back.
"Thought not." He glanced at his gun, then tucked it into his waistband, and
grinned invitingly at his two men. "Boys?"
Kirby got in a couple good punches before Jesse and Reyes overwhelmed him.
Jesse was broad-shouldered and powerfully built, and he had a right cross like a mule
kick. Reyes grabbed Kirby from behind, pinioning his arms, and Jesse hit him twice
more and that ended Kirby's resistance. Carnelli watched from the background
Kirby's last view before he was dragged into the back hall was of Monique rolling
up Brockmeyer's sleeve.
*****

*****
Littlejohn woke to Billy shaking his shoulder. Not softly, not gently. Not get up,
breakfast's ready, but urgent and alarmed. The dark lobby of the hotel was noisy with
soft snores and deep breathing, though early morning light seeped through the cracks in
the window curtains. The brightness let him see the serious frowning expression on
Billy's face, and a wave of worry hit his stomach. The sleep fell away from him and he
sat up. "What is it, Billy?"
"They didn't come back last night."
Littlejohn blinked, trying to find the Kraut attack/back to the front/suicide mission
news in Billy's simple little statement. And it wasn't adding up. Blankly, he asked, "Who
didn't?"
"Caje and Kirby." Billy gestured at the two made-up and untouched cots on the
other side of Littlejohn's bed.
So that's what he was on about. Littlejohn groaned and lay back down, letting his
head smack the pillow harder than was necessary. "The twenty-four hours isn't up yet,
Billy," he said. "What are you worried about? They probably just bunked out
elsewhere."
"Maybe they got lucky," Braddock murmured, overhearing and having to add his
two cents worth. "Now go away, kid, and let us sleep."
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Nelson frowned at the pile of blankets that was Braddock, but lowered his voice.
"I'm telling you, Littlejohn, something's not right." Billy blew out a breath and pursed his
lips together. "We shouldn't have left them."
Braddock rolled over with a loud shuffle of blankets. "You have a death wish,
Billy? I'm going to strangle you with my bare hands if you don't let a guy get his beauty
rest."
"It's all your fault anyway," Billy snapped at him. "You're the one who wanted to
leave. I never should have listened to you."
Braddock threw off the covers and swung his feet off the cot. Littlejohn quickly
sat up again to interpose himself between the two. Braddock was genial most of the time,
but he had his limits too, and Billy was rapidly treading on one of them. Getting
Braddock mad was rather like antagonizing a bear: he might seem slow and more
interested in finding the nearest honey stash, but once you angered him, he had very
sharp claws.
"Billy, just relax," Littlejohn said soothingly. "You don't mean that. Caje and
Kirby can take care of themselves."
"Just stop worrying, " Braddock said. "We're on leave."
"You saw those guys at the poker table last night," Billy said.
"I sure didn't see a bunch of Krauts there. For all we know, they're all still
playing. It wouldn't be the first time there's been an all-night poker match around here.
What are you now, their mother? Stop worrying, for crying out loud." He stared at Billy
a moment, at the set look on his face, then turned toward Littlejohn, exasperated, and
asked, "Why isn't any of this sinking in?"
Littlejohn shrugged, trying to hide his smile.
"Sometimes, talking to him," Braddock said, "is like trying to get a hummingbird
to sit still."
Billy's eyes narrowed disapprovingly. "What's the matter with you two?"
"What's the matter with us?" Braddock repeated in disbelief. Then the glower
was back. "You're what's the matter with me, Billy. Now get outta here and go bug
someone else."
Billy stood and glared down at Braddock. "That's the only intelligent thing you've
said this morning."
"Billy..." Littlejohn started.
Turning on his heel, the private marched deliberately for the door.
"Billy!" Littlejohn called. "Where are you going now?"
Billy didn't say anything, just kept heading out the door of the hotel. Littlejohn
sighed and reached for his boots.
"You're not going to humor him, are you?" Braddock demanded. "Kirby and Caje
are just shacked up somewhere, you know that as well as I do."
"All the more reason to go with him," Littlejohn said and flashed Braddock a grin.
"Keep him for barging in somewhere else he's not wanted this early in the morning."
"Amen," Braddock said and sank back down into his bed, tugging the blankets
over his head again.
Littlejohn hurriedly laced and buckled his boots, slipped on his shirt and grabbed
his jacket, then trotted after Billy. Nelson was striding purposefully up the street toward
the north end of town and Club Paris when Littlejohn caught up with him. The younger
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man didn't even glance up until Littlejohn fell into step. Then Littlejohn caught the
flutter of a smile that Billy tried and failed to hide. Billy said, "You don't have to come."
"What's your plan?" Littlejohn asked, ignoring Billy's statement.
"I just want to ask a few questions."
Littlejohn accepted that and said nothing more. He couldn't help noticing an
unusual amount of activity in the eastern part of town. The French townspeople were
clustered on street corners, and he saw more than one curtain fluttering, white faces
glimpsed through windows. A mixture of curiosity and unsettledness seemed to go with
their whispering and waiting.
The gathered groups grew larger the closer to the Club they got. Littlejohn
suddenly felt Billy might be on to something and Caje's and Kirby's absence from their
billet might not be as natural as he had assumed.
The club was closed and locked. Billy glanced at Littlejohn, who shrugged.
What had Billy expected? The club wasn't some bakery and coffee joint catering to the
breakfast crowd. It was a night establishment. The owners and waiters probably didn't
even stir from their own beds until the afternoon.
Billy wiped his palms off on his pants and walked up to the door, fist raised to
knock anyway. Littlejohn grabbed his arm and nodded toward the alley to the left of the
club.
Something was going on.
A dozen off-duty soldiers loitered in the mouth of the alley. They were muttering
loudly among themselves, pointing into the alley. Not just off-duty soldiers, either.
There were more MPs clustered in that alley than Littlejohn had ever seen gathered in
one location. Some were interviewing the soldiers, scratching notes on tiny pads of
paper, some were inspecting the alley itself. A camera bulb flashed.
"What's going on?" Billy asked Littlejohn
"Let's find out," Littlejohn answered. Whatever it was, he thought, the stir in the
alley might be a good distraction for Billy, get his mind off looking for Caje and Kirby
for awhile and at least buy their two squad mates some extra time. He walked over to see
what was going on, Billy at his side.
"Hello, there," a voice said.
They turned to see a captain standing behind them. They both saluted, drawing
themselves up straighter.
"Isn't it interesting how a crowd attracts a bigger crowd?" he said. He was a large
man, round-faced, with intense blue eyes and black hair showing under his garrison cap.
Embarrassed at the captain's comment, Littlejohn looked away.
Billy shuffled his feet uncomfortably and said, "Sorry sir, we didn't come here
for..." He glanced at the alleyway activity. "We're just looking for someone."
"Oh?" the captain said. "Who?"
"Two of my squad mates."
"Two?" The captain frowned ever so slightly. "What are their names?"
Billy looked nervous, clearly wondering why they were being asked so many
questions. Littlejohn asked, "Why do you ask, sir?"
"Because there's been a murder here." The captain's voice was dark and grim, all
pretense at pleasantness dropped.
It was the last thing Littlejohn expected to hear. He suddenly understood why all
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the questions. Billy went wide-eyed and his mouth dropped open. He leaned forward,
practically assaulting the captain, forgetting rank, forgetting propriety in his anxiousness.
"Who's been murdered?" he demanded.
It seemed as if the captain was not going to answer, but after a moment of
watching the sheer worry on Nelson's face, he relented and said, "Private Harry Arching."
The name clearly surprised Billy, and if anything, his eyes seemed to widen even
more. Littlejohn knew Billy had been so certain of hearing Kirby or Caje's name that he
was now at a loss. Even the relief that it wasn't either of their squad mates hadn't kicked
in yet. But Littlejohn recognized the name. Arching had been one of the poker players
from the big game last night.
Almost on cue, the crowd of GI's by the alley parted, and two MPs exited carrying
a stretcher with a covered body on it. Billy watched it go by, still in shock.
The captain was still studying them carefully. "From your expressions, I'd wager
Private Arching's not one of the men you're looking for."
"No, sir," Littlejohn said.
"Would one of the men you are looking for be a dark-haired fellow by the name
of LeMay?"
Billy started almost guiltily.
"And he didn't return to your billets last night, did he." It wasn't a question.
"No, sir," Littlejohn answered.
"Your names, please?" Randolph wrote them down in his little notebook, then
said, "Thanks, that'll be all. For now. Dismissed." He turned away and headed toward
the alley, and the way the MPs deferred immediately to him, Littlejohn knew he was in
charge of the investigation.
Nelson was obviously still confused, trying to put it all together in a way that
made sense. He started after the captain, almost as is he were going to ask more
questions, but Littlejohn caught his arm, pulled him back. "Come on," he muttered. "We
need to go talk to the sarge."
"But–"
"Billy!" Littlejohn interrupted him, "Don't you see?" He jerked a thumb in the
general direction of the captain. "He thinks Caje killed that man. "
"But he didn't say–"
Littlejohn looked after the captain. "He didn't have to."
*****
Kirby woke slowly. He was lying on his side on a miserably hard floor, hands
tied behind his back, arms asleep. Physical pain and anger warred for supremacy in him.
A low-wicked lantern hung from a peg near the wooden stairway. He hadn't seen much
of the cellar when he'd been shoved down here last night, and the inadequate lighting
didn't offer much of a view now. From the claustrophobic feeling, he'd assumed it was
one of the smallest cellars he'd been in, but he could see now that the room was quite
large. It was also full of supplies. Boxes, crates... stacked six feet high... every box
stamped U.S. Army.
Kirby straightened up a little more and looked around more closely. The supply
sergeant's face swam into his memory, and he put two and two together. "He's a
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goddamned thief!"
Someone's boot scuffed the ground and Kirby spun, startled. One of Carnelli's
henchman crouched nearby on his heels, back against a wall, watching him. It was the
broad-shouldered one. The one who hit like a mule. Kirby's jaw ached just thinking
about it. Jesse. That's what Carnelli had called him. He was blond, strong-jawed and
wary-eyed.
"Your boss," Kirby said. "He's a profiteer."
Jesse said nothing, just watched him expressionlessly.
"You all are. You're all a bunch of lousy crooks." He found the idea vaguely
repulsive and tried not to think about how hypocritical his reaction was. On the outside,
looking for a little something, he wouldn't have hesitated to buy from one of these guys.
That's what the black market was for, getting a hold of a few things the Army didn't care
to provide. But from this side of the cellar, it didn't look so swank all of a sudden. Didn't
they have enough problems with the Krauts?
His words still didn't prompt a rise out of Jesse. The man sat there leaning against
the wall, unmoved by the accusations, only his watchful eyes an indication that he was
awake and alert. The butt of a pistol stuck out of his belt, within easy reach of the hands
resting across his knees.
Kirby's gaze rested on that gun a moment, and it suddenly surprised him they'd
left him alive. They'd killed Arching without a second thought. What was one more life?
So, did they need him? Was Brockmeyer still upstairs? Unconsciously, his jaw clenched
remembering that traitorous woman, and Carnelli and his drugs. He looked around the
room again, at the stash worth a fortune stored down here in her basement. He
remembered words from the night before, that they needed Brockmeyer to keep up
images. What was it had Carnelli said? Why would the MPs bother searching the house
where a GI was being cared for. Something like that. Brockmeyer was their
camouflage.
And what about William G.? He was definitely a liability. He couldn't think of
any reason they'd need him, unless they really did require one more scapegoat to pin their
misdeeds on and planned to use him as they were trying to use Caje. All right, Kirby,
buddy, he told himself. You're in a predicament and no doubt about it. And insulting his
captors was not going to get him anywhere. Time to change tactics.
"What time is it?" he asked.
No answer.
Kirby grimaced. From the way he ached, it had to have been a long time. It
might even be morning outside. The thought brought a strange kind of hope. The squad
would discover they were missing, start looking for anything out of the order. Then, his
hope faded. He knew what they'd find. A murdered man, a knocked-out MP who'd seen
Caje with the murder weapon in his hand, and him and Caje missing. Why would they
look for something else suspicious with such a tale handed to them on a platter. Even
Saunders would buy it.
He thought of Caje, and what little remained of his hope turned bitter as bad wine.
Caje had asked him to tell Saunders the truth, to buy him time to do what he had to do.
And he'd failed the Cajun, badly. It wasn't his fault, he wanted to object, but it was. He
should have just taken Brockmeyer directly to the aid station and faced the music. But
because he hadn't felt ready, because – admit it, Bill, he told himself, you were just plain
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scared of what would happen to you. History had given him the unenviable track record
of being both a troublemaker and of not being believed when he did tell the truth. And so
he'd taken the chicken way out, trying to delay the inevitable confrontation with
Saunders.
Every decision had consequences, he thought, some worse than others.
"Brockmeyer. He okay?" He kept his voice soft, uninflected. "Please," he added.
It bothered him to use that courteous word with people who clearly had dispensed with
civility.
But it got Jesse's stony exterior to crack just for a moment. "He's okay."
He didn't realize quite how much he'd needed to hear that until the answer was out
in the open. He sighed, closed his eyes in relief a second, then said, "Thank you," and
meant it.
He tried to flex his hands and winced. His arms and hands ached from being
bound behind him. He knew better than to ask to be freed. He scooted backward,
awkwardly until he could slouch against the wall and ease some of the pressure in his
upper back. His tongue ran around his parched, swollen mouth. He didn't even have
enough moisture to spit.
There was a shifting sound, and he turned his head to see Jesse rising to his feet.
The man crossed out of sight behind a wall of contraband, but returned a moment later
with a glass of water. He held it for Kirby, and Kirby gratefully drank it all.
"Thank you," he said again, and meant that too. He could swallow again without
feeling like his mouth had been stuffed with month-old bed sheets.
"You're welcome," Jesse answered, sounding almost embarrassed.
Kirby wiped his mouth on his shoulder, not because he needed to, but to avert his
gaze so Jesse wouldn't see the calculating look in his eye as he realized courtesy might
have given him his first key to getting out of the situation alive.
*****
The truck bounced along, jarring him with every bump in the road. Caje sat in the
passenger seat in the cab, watching the morning shadows stretch across the fields they
passed. He listened with only half an ear to the driver, a young eighteen-year old
Californian rattling on about flying crop dusters and orange groves and how he'd ignored
his father's wishes for him to go into the Army Air Corp and signed up with the Army,
thank you very much. "A lot safer on the ground than up in the air," Joe Willis was
telling him. "B-17s – they're just targets up there for the 88s. That's not my idea of
flying."
Caje wondered what Joe might think if he wasn't driving trucks, but fighting on
the front line. A week with the 361st, K company might change his mind a little about
what exactly constituted safe.
But Caje was in no mood for the truth. Truth took on a much less gilded
perspective when a set of lies sounded more like the truth than the truth itself did. He
rolled his shoulders uncomfortably at the reminder.
And besides, Joe Willis was a good guy. He'd stopped to offer Caje a ride to the
front, no questions asked, passing over a chocolate bar and refusing any cigarettes in
return. "Don't smoke," he'd said cheerfully.
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"Hey, Harvey?"
It took a moment for Caje to realize Joe was addressing him. He had stolen the
dog tags off a sleeping drunk GI, given him his own in exchange. He now bore the
unlikely moniker of Harvey Nielsen. "Yeah?" Caje asked
"I got a thermos of coffee down there, want to split it with me?"
"Sure, thanks," Caje said and bent forward to reach the thermos. Steam rose
when he unscrewed the top of the metal thermos, and he could feel the delicious heat of
it. The acrid smell tickled his nose. He couldn't help grinning at the driver.
"There's this mess guy I know," Joe explained. "He tries to keep us drivers in
coffee whenever he sees us. Old guy. Drove ambulances in the Great War, can you
believe that? You'd have thought he'd done his time, but here he is again. What's that
like, I wonder, serving in two wars? You think it's like a déjà vu thing, or do you think
he's got more hope than the rest of us, having been through one victory already?"
Caje blinked, trying to process the youngster's train of thought. "I don't know," he
said and poured out the coffee, trying to pass the thermos cup over to Joe.
Joe waved a hand at him. "You drink that one, I'll drink out of the thermos. I'm
used to it. I can't pour for myself while I'm driving, so I just drink it straight. And
besides, those thermos lids... they remind me of tea cups for some reason, makes me
think of my two little sisters... they'd play tea time and try to sit me down at their little
table." He shook his head. "You got any family, Harvey?"
Yes. "No," Caje answered. "Not anymore."
"I'm sorry," Joe said.
His negative answer seemed to dry up that line of conversation, and Caje sipped
his coffee in silence. It was good, better than the stuff he was used to drinking. He tried
to work out a plan. He had to find where Julius "Caruso" Carnelli would be posted.
After he'd left the alley, he'd asked around, catching a few GIs heading back to their
billets after he'd left Kirby. He'd been lucky. Julius Carnelli's singing was popular
enough that the soldiers who'd been in town for more than a couple days knew of him.
He was with the 22nd Infantry, they'd said. Caje had tracked down where they were
billeted and found the 22nd had been trucked out ahead of schedule, including Julius.
The soldiers thought their own platoon would be following the next day. The Germans
were pushing back again, hard.
He'd thanked them, set out on the road, and been picked up by Joe Willis and his
convoy of three trucks. Joe'd bought his story about being left behind without so much as
a twitch. "Happens all the time," he'd said, waving a hand dismissively. "You were on
liberty, huh? They tell you to be back at a certain time, then change the orders and you
don't get to hear about it until too late... your platoon's gone. Don't worry, Harvey. We'll
catch you up to your buddies."
Guilt for stealing the dog tags and duping talkative Joe Willis was short-lived.
Determination ran through him. Determination to find Julius Carnelli and persuade him
to come back and tell the truth. Caje had harbored a hope that the singer had gone
straight to the MPs to report the murder, but it hadn't taken many questions to find out
from the other soldiers that he hadn't. He'd only had time to return to his billet, grab his
gear, and jump in the back of a transport.
Why? Caje wondered. Had he just panicked and run? Not wanted to get
involved? He wouldn't be the first witness Caje had seen too scared to come forward on
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his own. He might have run right after Caje had been knocked out in the fight and seen
nothing else. He might have just assumed the guilty party would be identified by Caje
and caught without his involvement.
Caje rubbed at his eyes with one hand, then downed the rest of the hot coffee,
fighting back exhaustion. There were too many "mights" in the equation. Caje tried to
push them all out of his mind. The only way he'd find out what had really happened was
to find Julius and get the truth.
The nagging thought that Julius might have been in on the murder crossed his
mind and was dismissed. He'd clearly seen Julius's face when he'd stood outside that
fateful alley – the singer had been appalled at what he'd seen. There'd been nothing
complicit in that wide-eyed stare.
Caje clung to that memory with all his might.
*****
Littlejohn hurried after Billy. The young man was practically running in his hurry
to get back to their billets and the rest of the squad. "Billy," he called, but short of
reaching out and grabbing his arm, he wasn't going to get Nelson to stop. He sighed and
just followed.
If he'd been expecting to find the hotel as he'd left it – full of peaceful darkness
and soft snores – he was sadly mistaken. The curtains were wide open and letting in the
harsh morning sun, and even Braddock was dressed. Littlejohn checked his watch in
disbelief. It wasn't even seven-thirty yet.
The men were crowded around Doc Walton's cot, including Saunders, who looked
disheveled, but all too awake. Littlejohn couldn't decide if anger or concern was winning
out on the NCO's face.
"Come on, Doc," Saunders said impatiently, and the medic hurriedly grabbed his
pack with a last look around his cot again as if to see if he had missed anything.
"What's going on?" Littlejohn asked.
Saunders didn't even glance at him. "Brockmeyer's been hurt."
"Brockmeyer?" Billy sounded as shocked as Littlejohn felt.
Saunders looked at him curiously, and Braddock said, "Yeah, Brockmeyer.
Remember him? Short stocky guy? Carries the radio?"
"I didn't mean..." Billy began, then frowned and went on, "You mean not Caje or
Kirby?"
This time he had Saunders' full attention. "Nelson," he said, that leading tone
implying an explanation better be immediately forthcoming.
Littlejohn jumped in to forestall what was rapidly going to disintegrate in ways he
didn't care to contemplate. "He means Kirby and Caje are missing, Sarge. He was
expecting bad news on one of them. You talking about Brockmeyer caught us off guard,
that's all."
"What do you mean Kirby and Caje are missing?" Saunders demanded.
"It's worse than that, Sarge," Billy blurted. "Caje is wanted for murder."
The immediate hush lasted only a few seconds before the gathered soldiers burst
into simultaneous questions. Out of the babble, Braddock's voice came clearly: "Say that
again, Billy?"
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For a moment, Littlejohn thought Saunders might explode as his jaw clenched
tightly, but his voice was calm and restrained. "Quiet!" he ordered, and he got it, almost
instantly. "Who was murdered?"
"Guy from a poker match last night."
Braddock pushed closer. "You kidding me? Murdered? Who?"
"Braddock, shut up," Saunders said, and he looked away as if gathering his
thoughts. "Littlejohn, you and Doc are with me. Fill me in on the way. Nelson," he
looked at the younger man. "Report to the lieutenant right now. He's over in his CP.
Tell him everything you know, you got that?"
He turned to go, but Billy cut in, "But, I want to go–"
Saunders glared.
"Yes, sir." Billy swallowed.
For a moment, Littlejohn felt sorry for him being left behind. Then Littlejohn was
following after the determined stride of Saunders and Doc, and he had to put it out of his
mind. "Where are we going, Sarge?"
"To check on Brockmeyer and find out what happened."
*****
Braddock watched Doc and Littlejohn hurry after Saunders, and he frowned
again. It was too much bad news too early in the morning. He hadn't even had his coffee
yet.
Nelson stood nearby, watching after the departing men, and Braddock could read
his feelings as easily as if they were his own. Billy was the one who'd been worried in
the first place, and here he was being left behind. Instead of accompanying Saunders,
he'd been ordered to bring Hanley up to date, and Braddock knew that was sitting about
as well as a breakfast of escargot.
He grimaced at the thought and rubbed at his stomach. And that made him realize
how hungry he was. An ornate mantle clock still presided over the hotel lobby's
sumptuous fireplace. Going on 8:00 am... not too early to hit the mess tents, scare
himself up some eggs and maybe even some ham or something. He grabbed his jeep cap
and had just settled it on his head and started for the door when his gaze found Nelson
again.
He hadn't moved yet, and watching him, Braddock sighed. Well, he consoled
himself. Hanley's CP was on the way to the mess tent. He could just steer Nelson there
and keep going, quickly, before he got corralled into something. They were still on pass,
darn it all. But then his conscience got the better of him. Pesky thing, a conscience. It
got in the way of all the fun stuff in life. But after what he'd heard about Caje and Kirby
and Brockmeyer....
He sniffed and patted his stomach again. "In just a little bit," he told it. "After...."
He didn't finish that sentence, knowing better than to make himself promises about things
he had no control over.
He walked over to Nelson and put a hand on his shoulder. "Come on, kid, this
news isn't going to keep all day. Let's get over to see Hanley."
Billy looked at him and, for a moment, Braddock felt the heat of that gaze. So,
Billy was still angry with him for not believing him this morning. Well, who would
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have? Braddock thought defensively. Even Littlejohn hadn't been buying that malarkey.
Not at seven in the morning. How were they to know Billy'd been working on his
psychic abilities, that when the kid said Caje and Kirby were in trouble, he'd be right?
"Look," he said, not sure it'd do any good, but he'd learned a long time ago how to
spin a fast apology. He seemed to need them a lot. "I'm sorry I doubted you this
morning."
Billy pursed his lips together, then his shoulders dropped, and Braddock realized
the reality of the news had hit him harder than he was letting on. "It's all right," Nelson
murmured. "I'm not sure I'd have believed me either."
Braddock tried on a smile. Breakfast wasn't getting any closer with them standing
around in doorways. "So, come on. Let's fill Hanley in before he hears it from the MPs."
"Hears what from the MPs?"
Braddock jumped at Hanley's voice coming up behind them. "Lieutenant! What
are you doing here? Saunders said you were at the CP."
"I was. Now, what don't you want me hearing from the MPs?" Hanley asked,
looking from Braddock to Nelson. "Who's in trouble now?"
Braddock and Billy exchanged a glance, then Billy said, "Well, it's like this...."
*****
Kirby tried to loosen the bonds around his wrists without drawing the attention of
his ever-watchful guard. Jesse occasionally stood and stretched his legs, but for the most
part, he sat unmoving against the wall near the cellar stairway, arms bent across his
thighs, the Colt .45 still tucked in his belt.
Kirby needed to move, to pace, stretch his legs, and, most of all, get the ropes off
his wrists. Much longer and he was going to lose feeling in his fingers permanently. His
shoulders and arms ached from being drawn backward with no respite. Jesse had let him
up twice at his pleading and he'd paced a few steps each direction, shaking his legs out
until some semblance of feeling returned. He had no such luck with his hands and arms,
and Jesse had just told him to shut up when he'd asked to be untied.
Kirby forced himself not to glare at the man or start swearing a blue streak. Both
actions might have made him feel better temporarily, but would not have helped the
situation. His goal was to get on Jesse's good side, not further irritate him. He'd asked
more questions, and from the lack of verbal answers and the uncomfortable shifting of
the man's blue eyes, he figured that despite his apparent indifference, Jesse was none too
pleased about holding an American hostage. Or being left indefinitely on guard duty for
that matter. He needed to play on those sympathies, not undermine them.
But he hadn't figured out how. He needed a key, a way to make the situation
untenable to Jesse's conscience. But even the best conscience could fail to stand up for
what was right when crushed in the tight grip of a man like Carnelli. And Jesse feared
his boss, Kirby could see that quite plainly. Jesse wasn't going to risk crossing Carnelli
just because he felt bad about Kirby's predicament. Kirby needed the key that would
prod Jesse into taking his side despite that fear. And with the man as talkative as a corpse
at a funeral, Kirby couldn't even hunt for the right ammunition.
He was about to try again when the cellar door opened. A square of light cut
through the dimness of the cellar, reminding Kirby just how poorly lit the basement was.

Murder's Melody

31

It was just his dark-adaptation that made things seem brighter than they were. He looked
up expectantly, expecting the girl, already feeling the loathing building in his stomach for
that two-timing witch... but the footsteps were too heavy for the petite woman.
Sgt. Carnelli himself came down the steps. Jesse hopped to his feet, moved out of
the way. Carnelli's hand grabbed the finial and he swung himself around the bottom of
the railing. A smirk curled his lips as he glanced at Kirby.
Kirby used the sergeant's presence as an excuse to get to his feet again, not caring
if it looked like he was afraid of the big man. He kept his own expression wary and
sullen.
"How's our guest?" Carnelli asked Jesse.
"He'd like his hands untied," Jesse said, and Kirby tried to hide his surprise that
those would be Jesse's first words. A plea on his behalf? He tried to keep the rush of
hope off his face.
"Would he now?" Carnelli said and put his hands on his hips.
"It's gonna get messy if you don't let me take care of business," Kirby said.
Carnelli smiled coldly. "Ain't that the truth," he said. His gaze swept around the
storeroom and his precious stolen supplies. He gestured to Jesse. "Go ahead. Untie
him."
Jesse tucked the handgun into his waistband and pulled a folding knife out of his
pocket. He snapped the blade into place and Kirby turned and offered his hands. A few
quick saws and the ropes came undone. His arms sprang forward, and he almost cried
out at the agony of the motion. He turned it into a muffled oath and a wince. Slowly,
rubbing at each shoulder and arm, he tried to coax the blood to flow back into the
neglected limbs. "Thanks," he said to Jesse, making sure the thanks for cutting him loose
were directed at him, not his boss. "Which way?" he asked.
Carnelli gestured down an aisle between boxes. "Use the far corner. Don't forget,
Jesse has a gun."
The warning was completely superfluous. He couldn't have tried jumping
anybody with his arms still numb and un-working, and he knew Carnelli knew that. The
guy liked to revel in his own arrogance, and Kirby wondered how he could use that. He
headed to the corner Carnelli had indicated and unceremoniously relieved himself against
the wall.
He shuffled back, rubbing hard at his raw, chafed wrists. That was his own fault
from trying to loosen the ropes and failing. When he got back to his place, Jesse gestured
him to sit, and Kirby did so, reluctantly.
Carnelli headed down one of the aisles, picking up a small prybar and taking the
lantern with him. He was either looking for a specific crate or was simply shifting things
around, maybe taking inventory. The boxes between him and the light cast crazy squareedged shadows that shifted menacingly around them. Kirby heard the squeak of nails
being pulled out of wood as the lid of some box was prized up. "Good," the supply
sergeant murmured. "Very good."
Carnelli squeezed down the middle aisle, and the lantern's glow illuminated the
stenciled marks on the boxes. Kirby read the labels and quickly looked away before his
shocked expression gave him away. Ammo and ordinance, the whole lot of it. The cellar
was a private ammo dump. Kirby licked dry lips and tried to breathe steadily around the
sudden anxiety knotting his stomach.
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Another lid squeaked open and shut, then Carnelli came around the corner of the
boxes back into the small open area. He re-hung the oil lantern on its peg and looked at
Jesse. "The buy should be today."
"What about him?" Jesse nodded toward Kirby. Kirby wasn't sure Carnelli
picked up on it, but there was more strain in his voice than Kirby had heard before.
Carnelli shrugged. "The partisans aren't going to care about a stray American.
They're dealing outside the law to get what they want. They're not going to ask any
questions."
"Why would the partisans want to spend money to buy stuff from you?" Kirby cut
in. "They're our allies, they can get whatever they want from the Army legally."
"Sure, with a lot of red tape. And they just might want to go on a mission they
don't want the Army to know about."
Kirby laughed suddenly, harshly. He shook his head. "They're not partisans,
they're collaborators." His gaze challenged Carnelli. "Aren't they?" While he kept his
sight locked on Carnelli, he was watching Jesse's reaction out of the corner of his eye.
He wanted to know how in on his boss's operations the man was. He saw Jesse's eyes
squinch tighter in sudden anger and he had his answer.
"They're French," Carnelli said cheerfully. "They said they were partisans. Why
should I disbelieve them?" The lie was so blatant, even Jesse looked at the sergeant in
disbelief.
"What you really mean," Kirby said, softly, "is money's money. You don't care if
its dirty money or not, as long as you make a profit."
Carnelli stiffened.
"You oughta be wearing a little swastika on your lapel," Kirby sneered.
Two strides and Carnelli was standing in front of him. His right fist locked
around the material of Kirby's jacket. "I'm an American," Carnelli hissed, "and don't you
forget it."
"You tell that to the G.I.s or French who are going to be betrayed by those
collaborators you're so happily supplying. I'm sure they'll understand. Everyone's gotta
make a living, after all–"
The man backhanded him hard. Kirby tasted blood. "I have no reason to keep
you alive."
Kirby laughed and spat out blood. "If that were true you'd have killed me last
night." He was taking a big chance now, but it was one thing to be a profiteer, another to
be a collaborator. And maybe a little anger would make Carnelli sloppy. Surely
someone up there was investigating the murder of Private Arching, and no matter his
alibi, Carnelli was still the key player at the poker game. He aimed his next barb at Jesse.
"Or could it be all that American blood on your hands is starting to bother you?"
Carnelli threw him sideways. Kirby hit the cellar wall and slumped down to one
knee before he could catch his balance. Carnelli turned and strode for the stairway. "Tie
him up again," he snarled at Jesse. "If he tries anything, anything at all, shoot him."
"But–"
Carnelli whirled so fast, Jesse took a hasty step backward.
"I'll tie him," Jesse said hastily, unhappily.
"I'll be back for the buy," Carnelli snapped, then took the stairs two at a time. The
upper door slammed shut hard enough to rattle the stairway and jiggle the lantern against
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the wall where it hung.
For a moment, neither Jesse nor Kirby moved. Slowly, Kirby straightened and
sank into a more comfortable sitting position. Jesse blew out a breath, snatched a thin
rope off a peg nearby and came toward him. "Turn around," he growled.
Kirby held his wrists out in front of him. "I'm not going to try anything," he said
wearily, trying to make sure he sounded as beaten down as possible. "Please? Don't tie
them behind me. I can't take any more of that."
Jesse contemplated him a long moment, then nodded, tight-lipped. He bound
Kirby's wrists quickly and efficiently, pulled at the ropes to make sure there was a little
play, then returned to his spot by the stairs. He settled back down watchfully, almost as if
nothing had happened. Only a vee of wrinkles had appeared between his eyebrows that
hadn't been there before.
Kirby held up his bound hands and sighed dramatically, then wiped awkwardly
with his sleeve at the blood dripping down his chin from the cut lip Carnelli had given
him.
"Why'd you bait him like that?" Jesse asked softly.
Kirby pretended to think a moment, then he answered, "I don't mind a guy playing
on the side. The Army don't give us nothing. If we help ourselves every now and then,
what harm does it really do? But selling to collaborators?" Kirby shook his head,
waiting an extra long moment, letting the tension gather and gather, before he said, "That
makes him – and anyone who helps him – one too." He closed his eyes and rested his
head back against the wall, pretending not to notice Jesse flinch.
*****
"You have anything else to add to what Nelson just told me?" Hanley said, and
Braddock felt that green stare fix on him.
"Anything else to add?" Braddock asked and spread his hands. "That wasn't
enough?"
They stood together in a little triangle in one corner of the main room. They'd had
to scoot around some cots to get there, but Billy had insisted on moving away from the
rest of the men while he filled in the lieutenant. Braddock had tried to slink away, but
Hanley had ordered him to stay. He'd shuffled after them, feeling that sinking feeling,
like he was about to be assigned some unpleasant duty. Why hadn't he put in for that
transfer to Colonel Clyde? he asked himself, not for the first time. He could be being
driven around right now by the colonel himself... and that would have been quite the
story to take home. He could hear his mother now, fussing over a cherry pie, asking over
her shoulder, what did you do in France, son? Why, I was chauffeured around by a
colonel, ma...
"Excuse me," a new voice interrupted.
All three turned and saw a captain standing in the doorway. They saluted, and the
man returned the courtesy. Braddock saw Nelson watching warily and guessed this man
might be the officer he'd talked with at the café.
The man said, "I'm Captain Randolph. Are you Lieutenant Hanley?"
"That's right," Hanley responded neutrally, and Braddock had a feeling he'd
already guessed what the captain's arrival meant.
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"Having a little trouble with your squad this morning, Lieutenant?" A smile
seemed to play on the captain's lips, but Hanley was clearly not in the mood for small
talk. Braddock knew how the lieutenant felt. He was still having a hard time believing
the morning's events.
"What's on your mind, Captain?" Hanley said.
"I'm looking for Private Paul LeMay."
"The men are on twenty-four-hour pass," Hanley said coldly, politely. "Not due
back until sixteen-hundred hours today. Come back then."
"I see. Wouldn't you have expected them back here last night?"
"While on pass?" Hanley just raised an eyebrow.
"Still, not normal for them to..."
"Captain, while on leave, I don't care if my men drive to Paris and back. You
come see me at sixteen-hundred."
Randolph watched him a moment, then said, "You care a great deal about your
men, don't you?"
Hanley chose not to dignify that with a response. Saunders must have been
wearing off on him, Braddock thought, and had to hide a smile.
Randolph glanced pointedly at Nelson. "I'm sure your men have already told you,
but Private LeMay is wanted on suspicion of murder. I take that charge rather seriously.
You should too."
"Oh, believe me, Captain, I do. But you've got the wrong man."
Randolph glanced away, took in the other soldiers in the room, curious and all
wanting to crowd closer to eavesdrop but stopped by the captain's rank. "He must be a
good soldier, this LeMay."
"More than that," Hanley said. "He's a good man."
Randolph seemed to absorb that with a very interesting look on his face, almost
smug. Braddock couldn't figure it out. The captain went on, "Regardless of the glowing
character references, he's still wanted on suspicion of murder."
"I understand, sir."
"Lieutenant Hanley, this is Sergeant McForth." Randolph gestured to a burly MP
standing politely near the door behind them. "I'm not going to cancel your men's
remaining leave as I probably should. But Sergeant McForth will remain here, in case
LeMay returns early. If you or any of your platoon interfere with his duties, I'll be forced
to put you under arrest too."
"I wouldn't dream of it, sir," Hanley said, and Braddock coughed into his hand to
hide his amusement. He'd heard the lieutenant's mock-innocent voice one too many
times.
"Good," Randolph said. He glanced around their billet again, then looked back at
Hanley. "Are you so sure he didn't do it, Lieutenant?" he asked
"Yes."
"Even in self-defense?"
That shut Hanley up.
Randolph watched him a moment, then said, "I understand you broke up a fight
between your man and the deceased, Private Arching."
"Yes." Hanley barely moved his lips to get the reluctant word out.
"Why don't you tell me about it?"
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Braddock caught Billy's eye and gestured slightly with his head for them to split,
but before he could take a step, Randolph turned toward him. "What's your name,
Private?"
He bit back his disappointment at having his hasty retreat defeated. "Uh,
Braddock, sir."
Randolph slipped a small notepad from a pocket and flipped through the pages. "I
believe you were at that poker game as well, were you not?"
"Well, sir, I... maybe for a little bit, yes sir...."
Randolph gestured him and Nelson toward one of the cots. "Have a seat, please,
both of you. I'll hear your stories in a moment." He returned his attention to Hanley.
"Go ahead, Lieutenant."
Braddock could feel his hot breakfast slipping farther and farther away from him
as he unwillingly took a seat beside Nelson and waited his turn for an interview.
*****
Saunders strode up the street. Coldness seemed to settle in his bones despite the
summer morning warmth and the brisk exercise. This is what he got for hitting the sack
early, he thought, for grabbing one selfish moment. He'd needed that sleep and needed it
badly, but now what? He could have gone along with everyone else and maybe, just
maybe, he might know what's going on now. He felt like he'd not just woken up on the
wrong side of the bed, but he'd rolled right into a hornet's nest. Half his squad missing or
injured, and worse... murder.
Caje... wanted for murder?
It could be, he had to admit. The scout had a temper and he was more than
capable. In the short time he'd known him, Caje had proven himself one of the most
efficient killers Saunders had ever known. But murder also wasn't in his nature. At least,
Saunders wanted to believe that. But given the right provocation?
He didn't know. It was possible. And Caje had not returned last night. Hanley
had secured them the best billet in town. If he were innocent, there was no way he would
have passed up a real bed with sheets after the last couple of weeks they'd had. But he
hadn't returned. His absence was only circumstantial, but it sure did lend credence to
those crying murder.
But then again, Kirby hadn't shown up either.
They had just met some broads, got shacked up.... Surely in a town the size of
Beaumere, Brockmeyer wasn't the only member of the squad able to score.
Brockmeyer... Saunders shook his head at the reminder and quickened his pace.
And what had happened there? Of all the squad to get in trouble, Brockmeyer was the
least likely. Nelson got in more trouble than he did. Brockmeyer's personality was as
opposite to Caje and Kirby's as was humanly possible. He never questioned orders, never
lost his temper, never raised his voice even at direct provocations. Saunders could count
on one hand the times he'd heard Brockmeyer complain about something. The man
simply did not take offense, even at direct provocations. The quiet self-confidence
behind that meant he was one of the most reliable and steady men in the squad. Saunders
was already pushing Hanley to give the radio man back his corporal rank. He deserved it.
How the hell had he gotten hurt?
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He marched up to the Rue de Fleuve address, Littlejohn and Doc dogging his
heels. They'd been mercifully silent the entire way, not asking questions he couldn't
answer. He passed through the rose arbor and up the pathway to the front door. It was a
beautiful front yard, roses and flowers twining into a riot of summer color. It was not
neat and orderly, but imposed structure would have ruined the effect. There was
something oddly calming about those wild flower beds bordering the front of the
woman's house.
She answered the door herself, and Saunders got his first good look at the woman
who had stolen Brockmeyer's heart. She wasn't as thin as she had looked from a distance
on the street, but then she wasn't wrapped in an unflattering shawl any longer either. She
had on a pretty skirt and primly buttoned up blouse. Her face was nice, rounded lines
softened thin lips and a sharp chin, but the blue eyes seemed cold. There was something
oddly calculating about the look she gave him when she opened the door. It didn't last
more than a fleeting second, and then tears brimmed and overflowed, and he thought he
must have imagined that first cunning expression. "I'm Sergeant Saunders," he said.
"You sent word about Brockmeyer?"
She gestured them in and tugged a lace handkerchief from her pocket to wipe her
eyes.
Brockmeyer lay unconscious on the couch, his head wrapped in bandages. He
was still in his uniform, and dried blood darkened the collar and shoulder of his shirt. A
Frenchman stood beside him, checking his pulse. The man shook his head, lips pursed,
then glanced up at the newcomers. "Get out," he said in heavily accented English. "This
man cannot be disturbed."
"I'm his squad leader," Saunders said and walked up to the couch.
The well-dressed civilian favored him with a distasteful look. "And that matters
to me why?"
Saunders ignored him. "Doc," Saunders said and gestured the medic up.
The gaze the Frenchman cast on Doc was even more disparaging. "I am a doctor.
Get that first-aid medic away from my patient. He cannot help here."
"Doc," Saunders said again, more insistently, when Walton hesitated.
The French doctor sniffed.
"What's your name, Doctor?" Saunders asked.
"I am Doctor Forceau."
"What happened to him?" Saunders gestured to Brockmeyer.
"Ask Monique," he said and nodded to the woman. He looked skyward and
snapped his fingers. "Oh, I forgot, she doesn't speak English, and I doubt you speak
French, am I right?"
"Doctor, I'm going to ask you one more time...."
He sighed loudly. "She doesn't know. She said he went out to get them some
wine. A little bit later, he staggered up to the door and collapsed unconscious. She came
and got me."
"And?" Saunders was rapidly losing patience.
"He's suffered a bad head wound, Sergeant. He has not regained consciousness."
Saunders absorbed that silently, then he glanced at Doc again. "Doc," he said
quietly. "Go get a stretcher from the field hospital."
"No!" Dr. Forceau said. "You cannot move this man. I forbid it. He is in a coma,
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Sergeant."
"I'd like him in the field hospital where our doctors can treat him."
The tall Frenchman looked profoundly affronted. "I, sir, am a top graduate of the
Paris Medical School. Your man is under my care, and he must not be moved while in
this condition. There is nothing they can do there that I cannot do here. Maybe in a few
hours after I am sure his condition has stabilized enough for him to be trotted like a sack
of potatoes the two kilometres to your hospital, you can have him moved. Otherwise, if
you wish to move him anyway, you will be responsible for his death." The man poked a
long finger at Saunders' chest and squinted almost menacingly. "And I would call that
murder."
Saunders stared back, conflicting feelings running through his mind. He wanted
Brockmeyer under American care, in a hospital where they could operate if they needed
to. He'd seen plenty of guys carried to ambulances with head wounds, but what did he
know? That could have been because there was no choice. Who was he to argue with
the French doctor's expertise? And if he sent Doc to the field hospital to bring back an
American doctor, he knew what response he'd get from them... they had no doctors to
spare, and if Brockmeyer was already under treatment by the French doctor, good, bring
him in when you had a chance....
But for the doctor to use that word... murder... right now, this morning of all
mornings. Saunders couldn't explain it, but something wasn't sitting right.
*****
Kirby listened closely to the talking upstairs. The voices were distant, muffled,
but there was no mistaking Saunders' voice. "Sarge," he whispered and couldn't help
letting a grin creep onto his face. All the times he'd been on the receiving end of a
chewing out, all the times he'd told himself he hated that voice, hated it because Saunders
was usually right and he was wrong, and a tongue-lashing by that voice could make his
life miserable... but right then, he thought he'd never heard anything so beautiful in his
whole life. He sucked in a breath to shout–
The cold barrel of a Colt .45 jammed into skull, right above his right ear, kept
pressing until Kirby gasped from the pain of it. "Go ahead," Jesse murmured. "Go ahead
and call out."
Kirby gritted his teeth and forced himself to keep silent. Sarge! he thought.
Down here!
Almost as if he could pick the thread of Kirby's thoughts right out of the air, Jesse
went on, "And then when your sergeant comes running down to see what the shot's all
about, I'll have to shoot him too."
He could taste the defeat in his mouth. Saunders was right there, so close. And
that woman, that lousy traitorous woman was lying to him right now. Lying to him about
Brockmeyer, lying to him about everything. Come on, Sarge, don't buy it. Don't trust
her....
But at least Saunders would get Brockmeyer out and away from her, out to the
field hospital. That was small comfort at least.
"Get that gun away from me," Kirby hissed. "You made your point."
Jesse only leaned on the gun a little harder. "Let's wait a few minutes, shall we?
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Just in case."
Kirby swore silently and gritted his teeth again.
*****
Littlejohn watched Saunders fight back the urge to take his frustrations out on the
French doctor. Littlejohn looked at Monique, at the tears she was trying so hard to fight
back, and he felt sorry for her. Falling in love was such a beautiful thing, and war twisted
that happiness away from people with a snap of its fingers. But in an odd way, it also
made him feel hopeful. People didn't stop falling in love just because happiness might be
taken away from them. No, if anything they fell harder, faster. That had to offset
something, somewhere, in the grand scheme of things.
He transferred his gaze to Brockmeyer. Deathly pale, the dried blood on his
uniform an ugly stain. The bandages around his head were neat and tidy, professional.
The doctor's work. Littlejohn wondered why Saunders was fighting so hard to have
Brockmeyer moved. He was in good hands here, and if something... if something bad
were to happen, Littlejohn wondered if Brockmeyer wouldn't rather be here with
Monique than in some crowded field hospital full of strangers. And if anything,
Littlejohn thought Brockmeyer might even be getting better care... here, he didn't have to
share his doctor with a hundred other wounded.
Someone rapped at the door. Monique brushed down the front of her skirt and
went to answer it. A pair of MPs stood on her doorstep. The corporal started to say
something in awkward French, then spotted the GIs inside. "Hey, Sergeant," he called.
Saunders crossed to the door.
A corporal said, "Howdy, Sergeant. You heard about them missing soldiers?"
Saunders nodded slowly. "Something about a murder?"
"That's right. We're doing some house to house searching for the suspect."
"Come on in," Saunders invited.
Monique stepped closer again.
"You bunking out here?" the corporal asked.
"No, just visiting," Saunders answered and gestured to Monique. "It's her house.
She's been here all night with one of my squad. He's injured."
"What happened to him?" the corporal asked, looking at where Brockmeyer lay.
"Ask her," Saunders said as Monique came forward.
The corporal did, in bad French, but he must have got the gist across. She
answered, wringing a handkerchief between her fingers. The MPs started to come in,
then took another look at Monique's tear-filled face, and the soldiers, and they simply
thanked her for her time and moved on. Monique watched them go, a slight smile on her
lips before she noticed Littlejohn watching her. The sad pout returned immediately and
she closed the door. Littlejohn tried to fathom a reason for that slight smile, but couldn't.
It must have been a reaction to some words in the French they'd exchanged.
Saunders stood over Brockmeyer, his look inscrutable. He seemed to come to
some decision, for he turned abruptly. "All right," he said, almost a growl. "Littlejohn,
you and Doc stay here with Brockmeyer." He turned suddenly back toward the French
doctor, challengingly. "That is okay with you, isn't it?"
Dr. Forceau waved a hand dismissively. "Ask Monique. This is her home. It is
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up to her."
Saunders approached the girl and asked, "Is it all right if my men stay here
awhile?"
She stared blankly at him, glancing at Forceau. He sighed heavily and said, "Ces
hommes souhaitent attendre ici, d'accord?"
Her gaze swept over the Americans. Littlejohn tried to smile encouragingly when
her eyes met his. She nodded to the doctor. "Oui."
The doctor raised an eyebrow at Saunders. "I hope I don't have to translate that."
"No, sir," Saunders said, using the polite professional tone he reserved for
superior officers whose commands he disagreed with. "Thank you," the sergeant told the
woman. She nodded to him, then dabbed at her eyes and moved and sat on a footstool
beside the couch, clasped Brockmeyer's hand in hers.
Forceau went on frostily, "I will return to check on that soldier's condition. He is
not to be moved without my approval, is that understood? Move him and you may kill
him." The doctor glared at the men, then put a hand comfortingly on Monique's shoulder
before heading for the door. He glanced back and said, "Remember, you are guests in her
house. If she asks you to leave, you will obey her." With a last disdainful sniff, the
doctor left.
Littlejohn didn't relax until the door closed and he saw the figure through the
curtained windows disappear into the street.
Saunders pulled Littlejohn and Walton quietly aside. "How is Brockmeyer,
Doc?"
Doc shook his head. "He's unresponsive, but that could be for any number of
reasons, I guess. I don't know anything about head trauma or comas. I'm not qualified
for this, Sarge." He shifted his seat and blew out a breath, frowning. "I'd trust the French
doctor's diagnosis."
"That's just the thing, Doc. I don't trust him."
Doc blinked, and Littlejohn frowned.
"I can't explain it," Saunders said, tensely. "But there's something not right about
what he said."
"He has no bedside manner, I agree," Littlejohn said, "but he's a doctor...."
"Yeah," Saunders said. "So he says. Just stay here and keep an eye on things,
will you? If Forceau gives clearance that Brockmeyer can be moved, I want him taken to
the field hospital on the double. Send for me if anything changes. If you can't find me,
notify Lieutenant Hanley right away."
"Where are you going?" Doc asked.
"To find out if he's telling the truth."
*****
It took awhile before Kirby realized he was straining to hear voices that were no
longer there. The upstairs was quiet again. No one had even come to the cellar door. He
slumped back against the wall and Jesse stood, returning the gun to his belt.
"Don't feel bad," Jesse said. "That woman fools everyone."
"Including your boss?" Kirby said. This disappointment of not being magically
rescued made his tone more bitter than he intended. "They seemed pretty cozy last night.
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What's she get out of this?"
"Money, what else?"
"She know Carnelli's planning on selling to collaborators?" He couldn't help
returning to the one thing he knew bothered Jesse most.
"Monique?" Jesse grimaced, and Kirby knew that was something else they had in
common – hatred of that woman. "She probably put Carnelli in touch with them."
*****
Hanley sat before some requisition forms, unable to focus on any of it. He closed
his eyes a minute and rested his forehead on his hand. Dismissing the men hadn't been
easy. They'd wanted to know what was going on, what Hanley was going to do about it,
who that Randolph guy thought he was asking all those questions....
Hanley smiled at the last thought. Like himself, defending Caje almost blindly
without thinking. His smile faded and he opened his eyes. A photograph hung in a wood
frame above the desk he'd taken. Two old Frenchmen, both wearing berets, their arms
around each other's shoulders, grinning a mile wide for the camera. At their feet sat two
bird dogs, each with a duck in its mouth. Normally, it would have reminded him of
home, but not right then. He saw the two Frenchmen and their hunted game, and he
wondered if Capt. Randolph wasn't right.
He tried to replay the scene in the Club Paris last night, but he'd been tired, angry,
and a lot more interested in resuming the acquaintance of the woman he'd met than
resolving petty squabbles at a poker match. He remembered it had been Arching who'd
been the one threatening Caje, not vice versa. And he remembered that a rather large pile
of money had littered the table in front of the Cajun. A man who'd just won had no
reason to kill anybody, but Arching... he had a reason. Reason enough to try and jump
Caje, and if attacked, Caje would have defended himself.
Caje could have killed that man in self-defense. It was certainly within his
abilities.
But Hanley didn't believe it.
Didn't want to believe it, he corrected himself. Because he really didn't know a
damn thing, and Caje wasn't there to tell anyone what had actually happened. But if Caje
had killed a man in self-defense, he wouldn't have run. Or had he run? Hanley's mind
couldn't help playing with the unpleasant thought that Caje had been murdered too, and
they just hadn't found the body yet.
And Kirby? Where was he?
It couldn't be coincidence that both men were in that poker game, and both men
were now missing. It couldn't be. They'd seen something, or....
Or what, Gil? he asked himself tiredly. He was reaching and stretching for
something that didn't exist. Not without any facts to back up anything.
A knock at the door caught his attention and he called, "Come in."
It was Braddock, and he looked unhappy. "Captain Randolph's back, sir."
"He already got all our statements, what's he want this time? Nothing's changed
here."
"Not here, but...."
Hanley looked over sharply. "But what?"
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"I think you'd better come downstairs. The captain's turned up an eyewitness who
saw the whole thing."
*****
The thin, hawk-faced man Randolph introduced as Private Reyes had indeed seen
the whole thing. Hanley listened, the sickening feeling in his stomach increasing with
every word the man said. Not words... coffin nails. And it was Caje's coffin they were
sealing.
Reyes went on, "The alley was dark, but I could see. Arching and me, we weren't
buddies, but we looked out for each other, ya know? Arching wasn't happy about losing.
He was sure LeMay was cheating, we all were–"
"Caje wasn't cheating!" Billy interrupted angrily. "I was there too."
"Nelson," Hanley interrupted him warningly.
"Not for the end you wasn't," the man said, glaring at Billy. "LeMay was
cleaning up. We were all losing money to him."
"That doesn't mean he was cheating–"
"Nelson!" Hanley cut him off again.
"The alley...?" Randolph prompted.
"Oh yeah. They had words. Arching called him a few names, and LeMay
jumped him. I didn't even have time to react before Arching was lying still on the
ground. LeMay and Kirby shoved me aside and took off."
"Both of them?" Randolph asked.
"Yes, sir."
Randolph looked consideringly at Hanley.
Hanley asked Reyes, "You were the only one there? The only witness?" He
made sure his disbelief came through loud and clear.
"Well, yeah, Lieutenant," Reyes smiled. "Just me. After you broke up the game,
everyone sort of went their own ways, see?"
"And which way did Sergeant Carnelli go?"
"What?"
Hanley wasn't sure why he had asked it, but the question seemed to startle the
private, and that interested Hanley. That supply sergeant had grated on him. And he
remembered Reyes had been standing right beside him at that poker table. "Your
sergeant," Hanley went on smoothly. "He was at that poker game too. Where'd he go?"
Reyes finally shrugged. "Back to his billet I assume, like most everybody else."
Hanley saw Randolph watching him closely, and let it drop.
"All right, Private," Randolph said. "You're free to go for now."
The man saluted and hurried out, clearly not comfortable among First Squad's
angry soldiers.
"Well?" Randolph asked Hanley softly.
"Well, what, sir?" Hanley shot back, refusing to get drawn into the officer's game.
"Still think your soldier didn't do it?"
Hanley didn't answer. He couldn't answer yes any more to that question, not
without lying just a little bit. Instead, he countered, just as softly, "Caje is more than
skilled enough to disable an attacker without killing him, Captain. Caje doesn't need to

Murder's Melody

42

kill anybody in order to defend himself. Sloppy soldiers kill in the heat of the moment.
Not men like Caje. I'm sorry, sir, but I don't buy that man's story."
Randolph acknowledged Hanley's sentiments with a nod. "You'll have your say
in court, Lieutenant."
"And LeMay's whereabouts?"
"He hasn't turned up yet, but we'll find him." The captain's voice sounded
confident, and for the first time, Hanley harbored an uneasy wish that Caje might not be
found.
*****
Caje jerked awake as the truck's brakes squealed and he was tossed forward. He
threw out a hand, instantly awake, looking for danger, but Joe Willis was simply parking
the truck behind a series of tents.
The youngster grinned at him. "You have a good snooze?"
Caje smiled back, let himself look only sheepish, when he really felt angry with
himself. The lack of sleep, the warmth of the coffee, and the steady swaying of the truck
had lulled him asleep despite his promise to himself to stay awake. But he was truthful
when he answered, "Yeah. I guess I needed that." He squinted out the front windshield,
then checked his wristwatch. To his surprise, it was still fairly early in the morning. He
felt more rested than the passage of time indicated. And that was life on the front... They
survived on catnaps. At least this one had been peaceful and not interrupted by artillery.
"Where are we?"
"At the front, approaching Villebaudon," Joe said. "Sorry I can't take you any
farther, but this is the end of the road for me. I need to get the supplies unloaded. You
should be able to find which way the 22nd Infantry went from any of the guys here."
"Thanks for the lift," Caje said. He gathered up his rifle and opened the truck
door.
"Hey, Harvey?"
Caje leaned back into the truck. "Yeah?"
"Good luck. Thanks for keeping me company."
Caje grinned at him as they shook hands. He found himself hoping the young
man stayed safe. He was a good guy. He shut the passenger door and it seemed to close
with a particularly loud slam. He felt he was closing the door on the last friendly face
he'd see for awhile. Now it got dangerous. Now he'd be back among soldiers and
officers, and on the front line too.
He wondered what had happened back in Beaumere. Had Saunders accepted the
story Kirby had told him? Had Hanley? Or had the MP who had seen Caje with the
bloodied knife in his hand convinced everyone Caje had to be guilty? Was Kirby already
arrested and the alarm had gone out to look for one PFC Paul LeMay, not to be PFC
much longer at this rate. Not to be anything but convicted and in the stockade.
For a murder you didn't commit, he reminded himself. I know it. And Julius
Carnelli knows it.
He shoved his hands into his pockets, hunched in on himself, and set off between
tents and a row of trucks, determination pushing the last of the sleep from his mind.
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The rest of the men were muttering among themselves in the hotel lobby. Reyes'
story had them buzzing, and the talk had swayed into condemning Caje. Braddock
shrugged it off – talk was cheap. He'd wait and hear Caje's side of it.
"Bet it was about a dame," Farrell said. "Caje gets bent out of shape whenever a
woman's involved."
"Shut up!" Billy turned and snapped at him.
Braddock raised his eyebrows in surprise at the vehemence there.
"You weren't there last night," Billy went on, "so just keep your lies to yourself."
"What's wrong with a little speculation, kid?" Farrell said.
"It wasn't like that."
"Temper, temper," Farrell grinned. "What's got you all riled up, Nelson? You
mean to tell me you've never gotten on Caje's bad side?" He tsked. "Whooooiieeee.
He's more than capable of killing some dumb slob who crossed him, don't you doubt it."
"So are you," Billy shot back.
"So am I," Farrell agreed. He looked around at the rest of the squad. "We're all
trained killers here, aren't we? That's what we're here for, isn't it?" Farrell stabbed a
finger at Billy's chest. "But the rest of us only kill Germans."
Braddock watched the expression darken on Billy's face and cursed Saunders for
taking Littlejohn with him. Sometimes, Billy just needed a keeper and no one was better
at it than Littlejohn. He looked around and realized Hanley had gone back to his CP and
no one else was going to intervene. He swore again. That left him. Littlejohn would
never forgive him if he let anything happen to Nelson. Braddock rolled his eyes at how
much of a sucker he was and quickly shouldered his way between the two men. "All
right, all right. Billy," he said and looked pointedly at the young man, "don't you have
something better to do?" When Nelson didn't budge, Braddock prompted, "Like wash
your socks or write a letter home?"
Billy scowled at him, then favored Farrell with a final glare before heading for the
front door without a backward glance.
Braddock waited until he was gone, then turned around. "You got no class,
Farrell," he said. "You know that?"
"Oooo," Farrell said, and threw his hands up in mock terror. "Are you my
mammy now too? No wonder you're the only guy wearing those ugly pants... they come
with apron strings, and there's only one nursemaid allowed per squad."
Braddock looked at him expressionlessly, watched the smirky smile crinkling up
the man's lips. He thought about talking himself out of it, of being the bigger man and
all, but really, it was just too early in the morning for a moral debate with himself. He
slugged Farrell in the jaw, hard and fast, and watched with satisfaction as the man
smacked the floor, already unconscious. He'd done some boxing in his younger, lighter
days, and he'd been good at it. They weren't skills he particularly called upon often, but
every now and then....
Just as he reached the exit, Sgt. McForth stepped through the door, frowning
suspiciously at the men clustering around the fallen Farrell. Braddock's knuckles smarted
fiercely, but he forced himself to drop his hand to his side and walk up casually to the
MP.
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"What happened here?" McForth asked.
Braddock paused and looked back. "You know these old hotels, sergeant," he
confided softly. "They got slippery floors." He slipped past the man and hurried after
Billy.
*****
German artillery thundered overhead, and there was nothing to do but drop into a
foxhole with two other guys and wait out the worst of it. The area Joe Willis had
dropped him off in was being decimated. Caje hoped the youngster had got unloaded and
back on the road in time. The blasts rattled the ground like a constant series of
earthquakes, jarring through him, turning his innards into slosh. One of the guys he was
with was curled around himself, bawling. The other guy had one hand on the second
man's shoulder, one on his rifle. Between rounds, Caje popped up to peer across the
ground they guarded, waiting for inevitable counterattack after the artillery did its job.
I don't have time for this, Caje thought, recognizing the futility of such a thought
even as the reality of it remained true. And with the reality of the impending
counterattack, finding one man in the middle of a pitched battle suddenly seemed not
only impossible, but selfish. And what if Julius was killed?
Another thunderous, soul-stealing blast ripped into the earth, and the boy in the
foxhole shrieked and buried himself deeper into his own terror.
Caje touched him on the arm, just a small touch of reassurance, then he bolted out
of the foxhole and ran down the line to the next foxhole, dropped flat on the ground
beside it. "I'm looking for Julius Carnelli," he said. "22nd Infantry."
He saw a round-faced soldier with beady eyes and a five-day beard stare
incredulously back at him, then answer, "The 22nd Infantry are down on the left flank.
Or they were."
Caje thanked him and took off again. Another artillery blast rumbled through the
earth and knocked him off his feet. Helping hands grabbed him, tugged him into the
cover of another foxhole.
It was a second lieutenant this time. "What are you doing?" he demanded.
"Trying to get back to my squad, sir."
"Not right now you aren't. Stay put," the lieutenant ordered him. He checked his
watch. "Can't you hear those tanks? The Germans are moving up. You don't want to be
running around blindly. You can fight here as well as with your own squad."
"But I've got to get up there, sir. My kid brother is up there...." Caje said, the lie
coming easily. He didn't have to fake the urgency in his voice. That, he felt all too well.
It would have worked better had he looked like Billy Nelson, all young and fresh-faced,
but he could see the lieutenant hesitating, torn between practicality and sympathetic
understanding. He was a young guy, thin-faced and haggard and as bearded as the other
soldiers Caje had seen so far along the front lines. First squad was lucky the 361st wasn't
part of this attack, though that luck probably wouldn't last.
"Go on," the lieutenant said, harshly, waving him away. "For God's sake, keep
your head down. But the shooting starts, you dig in with whoever you're near at that
time, understood?"
"Yes sir," Caje said. "Thank you, sir."
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"Don't thank me. It's your funeral."
Caje scrambled out of the foxhole, rifle in hand and sprinted down the line.
He kept checking foxholes, hollering advance warnings so no one would turn too
fast and try to shoot him by accident as he approached. The 22nd was farther down, he
kept being told, left flank, left flank, keep going. He did, moving as fast as he dared. The
artillery had stopped, replaced by the sound of the German tanks changing position, their
guns and infantry already engaging part of the line. The lieutenant was right. He was
going to have to dig in soon and join the fight, before it overtook him and caught him in
the open. Getting killed would solve his problems, but not the way he wanted.
The cannon fire closed in and he crawled quickly to the edge of the next foxhole.
"I'm looking for–" Caje broke off as he found himself staring into the face of
Julius Carnelli.
*****
Billy paced, back and forth, back and forth.
"That's a nice carpet, Billy," Braddock said. "You aren't doing it any favors."
Billy glared at him and said nothing.
Braddock had followed Billy outside to a side staircase, which Billy had climbed
and let himself back into the hotel, carefully avoiding anyone downstairs. Braddock had
followed him into one of the bedrooms and taken a seat on the bed. Billy had pursed his
lips and kicked at a chair, but made no verbal protest to being joined. Braddock had a
feeling Nelson was glad of the company, that he needed someone to vent to. He'd
certainly received precious little commiseration from the rest of the squad.
Braddock sighed. "Do you know anything about the law, Billy?"
"I know Caje didn't do what that captain said he did."
"The captain didn't say he did it," Braddock said patiently. "The captain said he's
wanted on suspicion of murder."
"Same difference."
"No, it isn't." Braddock found himself in a surprisingly serious mood. He wanted
the truth of this as badly as Billy did, but it wasn't their place to go barging around. He'd
aspired to many careers in his youth. Private Investigator and cop had not been on the
list. Too much hard work, not enough reward. That wasn't Braddock's style and he knew
it. "Caje isn't guilty until a court finds him guilty."
"You heard that guy from the poker game?"
"Private Reyes," Braddock supplied helpfully.
"What chance does Caje have against that?"
"Reyes's testimony," Braddock said, "is just that. We haven't heard Caje's side of
it yet. Or Kirby's, if he was involved."
"You think he was?"
"Yeah," Braddock said, surprising himself. "They were the two that stayed when
we took off. They probably left together."
"Where are they?"
Braddock heard the seething anger there, and that surprised him too. Nelson
actually seemed affronted that the two were missing. "I don't know, Billy."
"Why'd they run? They're idiots, both of them. They should have–"

Murder's Melody

46

"Billy, you're assuming things. You can't assume things. All you can deal with is
facts."
Billy exploded, "Well, they sure aren't here to defend themselves!" He looked
like he wanted to punch something.
Braddock stared at him in sudden comprehension. "You think Caje is guilty?"
Billy whirled on him, a mixture of anger and hurt on his face. "No, I...."
Shaking his head, Braddock said, "I didn't expect you to believe that, Billy."
"They ran, didn't they? If Caje was innocent, all he had to do was turn himself in.
Just go straight to the sarge or the lieutenant and tell them everything. But they didn't do
that. And there's all that evidence... it all points at Caje," Billy said forlornly.
"Circumstantial evidence," Braddock said.
"Reyes saw what happened."
"Reyes says he saw what happened," Braddock corrected. "It's only one guy's
word. And people aren't famous for telling the truth."
Billy glanced sideways at him, thoughtfully, looking as if something had just
clicked over in his brain. "Why would someone lie about that? Caje could hang because
of it."
It wasn't an idle question, Braddock realized, not from the earnest way Billy asked
it, and, for a moment, he wasn't sure how to answer. Finally, he shrugged and spouted
one of his theories of human nature: "Everybody lies, Billy, all the time. White lies,
little lies, lies of omission, big lies. If it serves their purpose, they're going to lie."
Billy paced again, and the silence stretched. Braddock could hear the creak of a
floorboard and, distantly, the noise of the G.I.s downstairs, talking and arguing. "And
that's the answer, isn't it?" Billy murmured.
"Come again?" Braddock blinked at him.
Billy faced him squarely. "You believe Caje didn't do it, don't you?"
"Well, yeah."
"Which means Reyes is lying."
Braddock watched Nelson carefully.
"So, the question we have to answer is why. What's at stake that would make a
man lie like that?" He picked up his jeep cap off the dresser and stepped toward the door.
"Billy," Braddock said, feeling suddenly weary and manipulated. "Where are you
going?" He thought it would be a safe bet what Nelson's answer would be, and sure
enough, Billy said the expected:
"I'm going to prove Caje didn't do it."
But even knowing what Billy planned, Braddock didn't have any idea how he
could prevent it. He decided to try simple logic. "Billy, the investigation is barely a few
hours old. You gotta give the authorities time to sort through everything. Besides, if you
go making trouble, they'll revoke the rest of our twenty-four-hour pass."
Nelson looked at him, hand still on the doorknob, then just said, "I'm not going to
make trouble. I'm just going to ask some questions." He settled his cap firmly on his
head and left.
Braddock shook his head and called after him, "Billy, this town is swarming with
angry MPs – someone bashed one of them on the head, remember? You think they're
gong to leave any stones unturned?"
Silence was his only answer.
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Braddock didn't move from his seat on the bed. It was a very comfortable bed,
almost too soft, if that was possible. No one was around, and whoever had had this room
claimed appeared to have taken their stuff. There was nothing preventing him from
kicking off his boots and getting back to sleep. After all, who knew when he'd get
another chance to snooze away the morning in a comfortable bed.
He heard a door close loudly down the hall and knew that was Nelson, exiting the
same way he'd come in, and he heaved a great sigh. "It just isn't fair," he said to the
empty room. Wait and wait for a pass like this, and for what? So your squad mates can
get in trouble so deep they can't get out of it on their own. He wanted nothing more than
to ignore them all. And he couldn't.
Billy had a purpose now. There wasn't any reason not to let Nelson go rampaging
around the town stirring up all the trouble he wanted, only Braddock had a feeling he was
going to find more than he bargained for. Private Arching was dead. Brockmeyer
injured. Caje and Kirby missing. That tale Reyes had spun was just the tip of the
iceberg, and those kind of stakes were the ones that could get Billy in as bad a heap of
trouble as his missing squad mates.
He closed his eyes, hung his head a moment, then boosted himself off the bed and
followed after Billy.
*****

*****
If Dr. Forceau knew he was being followed, he gave no sign. He strode along, the
little black bag swinging at his side. None of the passersby acknowledged him, but that
told Saunders nothing. The doctor's purposeful walk did not invite casual conversations,
and besides, if he were a real doctor, his clear lack of social etiquette would not have
gained him any friends even in his own community.
He headed north past several cross streets, and Saunders hung back, careful to
stay out of Forceau's immediate line of sight. He needn't have worried. Not once did the
doctor turn around. Forceau took the next corner right, and when Saunders caught up, he
found himself before a small plaza. A church stood on the north side, its bell tolling as a
crowd streamed out the front doors and down the steps into the plaza.
There was no sign of Forceau.
Saunders pushed his way through the townspeople leaving Sunday mass. He had
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assumed the doctor's height would make him easy to spot, but by the time he climbed the
front steps of the church, he knew he'd lost him. Saunders cursed silently and scanned
the crowd again. He wasn't entirely sure what the doctor's disappearance suggested. Had
he known he was being followed by Saunders and ducked out? Or had he simply had a
big enough lead that he had crossed the plaza and turned down another street while the
churchgoers had hidden him from view?
Or he had gone into the church itself?
On a whim, Saunders stepped inside. A few people still sat in pews near the front
of the church, but he knew without a closer look they weren't the man he was looking for.
"I'm afraid mass has ended, my son," a priest came forward and said.
"Yes, sir. I was just looking for someone."
"The man the Military Police are looking for?"
Curiosity almost made him answer yes, but he knew that if Caje had taken refuge
here, the priest would most likely not give him up. He checked himself and kept to the
task at hand. "No, a Frenchman in town. A doctor."
"Dr. Forceau?"
"Yeah," Saunders said.
"I have not seen him, but his office is four streets up, just past the town center."
Well, then, Saunders thought. Despite his disappointment that the doctor was
known, he at least knew where to find him now. "Thank you, Father. I'm sorry to disturb
you."
Saunders headed out, but hesitated near the great wooden doors, listening to
voices coming from the curtained entrance to the bell tower. French voices, speaking
English with heavy accents, then an American voice, baritone and soft, answering, "I'm
on duty then."
"Then we don't do business."
"All right, all right," the American voice said quickly. "Two pm. Back door of
the house."
"Agreed," one of the French said. "And remember… you will be discreet."
It was not a question, not even a statement, but an unmistakable threat. Curious
now, Saunders moved closer, but when the curtain started to move, he exited quickly to
the street. A few hasty steps took him clear of the church, then he turned and headed
slowly back, as if he were just passing the church on his way into the heart of the town.
It wasn't any of his business, really, but something was going on and he wanted to know
what. The whole thing with Caje and Kirby disappearing left him feeling like he'd fallen
in the middle of a conspiracy. Tailing the doctor would wait another few minutes, at least
until he'd seen who was wheeling and dealing in the church.
Only the American came out, a big, tall sergeant, dark-haired, light-eyed. The
French had either stayed inside or exited by another door.
Saunders leaned against the stone border wall fronting the church and drew out
his cigarettes. He lit one and blew smoke as if it were the best cigarette he'd ever had.
As he hoped, it caught the sergeant's attention, and he stepped toward Saunders.
"Hiya," he said. "Nice day, isn't it?"
Saunders took another drag before he said, "Nice day to be here and not at the
front, yeah."
The sergeant grinned. "Amen."
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Saunders offered him his cigarette pack. "Smoke?"
The big sergeant cocked his head slightly to the side as if sizing up Saunders.
"You like cigars, Sergeant?"
Saunders shrugged noncommittally.
"Name's Carnelli," the sergeant said. "Here." He pulled a couple cigars from a
jacket pocket and offered them to Saunders. "Have one of these."
Saunders took one and pretended to eye it appreciatively. "Price on these is
usually high."
Carnelli waved a hand magnanimously. "Nah. You just gotta know who to get
them from."
A couple of MPs went by, moving like they had a purpose.
"You know what's going on?" Saunders asked. "Can't turn a corner without
running into an MP today."
"That's the Military Police for you," Carnelli said sourly. "Love to poke their
noses in everywhere they can. Give 'em an excuse, and they come out of the woodwork
by the dozen, just waiting to bust somebody, doesn't much matter who. Worse than cops
back home." He seemed to realize Saunders was still watching him and shrugged.
"Guess they're justified this time. I heard there was a murder."
Saunders frowned and pushed himself off the wall. "Murder, huh?"
"Yeah," Carnelli said. "They're looking for the guy who did it. You ask me, he's
flown the coop and deserted. They won't turn him up."
"Yeah?" Saunders said.
"Yeah," Carnelli said. "War is full of loopholes, Sergeant. A smart soldier – or a
desperate one – can use them any way he wants. Take it from me: that murderer is long
gone. Those MPs are wasting their time. Enjoy the cigar." He flashed an easy grin at
Saunders and set off down the road deeper into town.
Saunders passed the expensive cigar under his nose. Loopholes, he thought,
almost idly. It was true enough. And after those overheard words in the church, he was
sure Sgt. Carnelli was taking full advantage of those loopholes firsthand, most likely to
make a profit on the war. He wouldn't be the first like that Saunders had seen. The black
market thrived, despite the MPs. For every profiteer caught, another two worked behind
the scenes to cut their own little bit of dough out of the pie. The very idea of profiteers
nauseated him. The war used souls as its currency, and for anyone to even think about
making money off it....
But the black market had existed before they'd come to this town, and it would
keep going after they left. And it had nothing to do with Caje and Kirby and a fatal
stabbing after a volatile poker game. He left the cigar sitting on the top of the wall and
headed toward the doctor's office.
*****
Hanley walked the town's streets, no destination in mind. The drudgery of work
had not helped his mind evade the problems at hand. It had mulled over Reyes's account,
Randolph's questions, all his own nagging doubts and worries until the walls of his
makeshift office had closed in. He'd thrown down his pencil and escaped. He breathed
easier just being able to wander. It had been a long time since he'd walked for pleasure,
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not to reach some new destination, and he found the exercise surprisingly relaxing.
Until a familiar face appeared, heading straight for him.
Hanley grimaced, but stopped to let Capt. Randolph catch up with him. As much
as he wanted to avoid any more cat-and-mouse sessions, ingrained Army protocol and his
own dignity wouldn't allow him to bolt like a panicked cat for the nearest alleyway.
Judging by the slight frown on the captain's face, he hoped it wasn't more bad news.
"Hello, Captain," he said, as neutrally as he could manage.
"Lieutenant," Randolph said. "Would you join me for a coffee?"
The invitation startled him and set off the alarm bells again. Randolph was too
professional to offer such a request out of friendship. Maybe it was bad news, the sitdown-first kind of bad news. He should have run, he thought glumly, and to hell with
self-respect. "All right," he said.
"There's a café around the corner."
They walked there in silence, settled across from each other at an outside table. It
was comfortably warm, and Hanley took a deep breath of fresh air flavored with the scent
of baking bread. Despite the vague knot of tension in his stomach, he found himself
hungry and ordered bread and cheese to go with the coffee. He wished it were wine.
Randolph got straight to business. "Seen these before?" He held out one hand, let
a pair of dog tags drop from his fist to the end of their chain. They clinked together
harshly.
Hanley took them from him. They were Caje's all right. He tried not to react, but
he knew he couldn't keep the slight slump of defeat from his shoulders. "Where did you
get them?" he asked quietly.
"MPs found them, by chance really. They stopped a drunken soldier. He was
wearing those, his own were gone."
So, that part of the tale appeared true then. Caje had indeed gone AWOL.
"Needless-to-say," Randolph said, "we're now looking for one Harvey Nielsen.
Where did he go, do you suppose?" The voice was friendly, just musing on hypothetical
questions, encouraging a response, and Hanley wasn't fooled one bit. Randolph was
fishing.
At least Hanley could answer honestly: "I wish I knew."
"Now, in addition to impersonating another soldier, and, of course, murder, we
can most likely add desertion to the charge against him. It's stacking up rather badly for
your soldier."
Hanley shook his head. "Private LeMay is no deserter. He'll be back."
"I guess some habits are hard to break."
"Excuse me?"
"Oh, you sounded just as confident about LeMay's innocence – before Reyes
offered his testimony."
"That's because I still don't believe he did it, no matter what that G.I. said,"
Hanley snapped, then caught himself. Randolph's calm persistence was wearing him
down, as he knew it was probably supposed to. He looked away, trying to regain control,
and wondered why Randolph was wasting time with him. What more could Hanley tell
him anyway? Debating Caje's guilt gained no one anything. Didn't Randolph have more
important things to do in his investigation?
"Perjury's a crime too," Randolph said. "And Reyes knows it. Why risk it?"
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Hanley laughed bitterly. "No one's going to be looking closely at Reyes's
eyewitness story when they have a possible murderer to convict."
"And that, Lieutenant Hanley, is where you couldn't be more wrong." Randolph
reclaimed Caje's dog tags from Hanley's unresisting fingers. Hanley blinked, but before
he could pursue that line of thought, Randolph said, "Why'd you ask Private Reyes about
Carnelli?"
The question caught Hanley off guard. "Excuse me?"
"When Reyes was telling his story, you asked him about Sergeant Carnelli.
Why?"
"Why not?"
"Lieutenant, you're not making my job any easier."
"What do you want from me?"
"A bit more cooperation."
"So you can arrest one of my men for a crime he didn't commit?"
"That's for a court to decide. Not me. Not you. You know that as well as I do."
Hanley sipped his coffee and said nothing, giving them both a minute to calm
down again. He did know it. It was just that, despite Army training, he had a tendency to
push back when antagonized. Randolph didn't seem like the type who played games, and
yet here he was, spinning their conversation in strange directions. Finally, he asked
curiously, "Why'd you ask me about Carnelli?"
Randolph leaned back in his chair, stirred his coffee. "I have a list, a pretty little
list with lots of names. His is on it."
A frown tugged at Hanley's lips. A list? Did that mean Carnelli was a wanted
man? "I don't understand."
Randolph smiled slightly. "No, and you're not supposed to."
"But you brought it up anyway." Hanley looked at him, the frown disappearing as
an inkling of understanding crept in. "Why are you talking to me?" Hanley asked.
Randolph broke off a piece of bread and said nothing, and Hanley answered his own
question. "I think you're here because you think I can help you with something."
"Is that so?"
"Yes," Hanley said, feeling more and more confident about it. "There's something
funny about this investigation of yours. Such as why you're here talking with me instead
of out coordinating the hunt for Caje."
"Go on," Randolph invited.
The lack of denial gave Hanley all the answer he needed. He continued, "On the
surface, it's about LeMay, but that's not it at all because I think you believe me and the
other men. I think you already know LeMay is innocent."
"Ah, but I can't prove it. Not yet anyway."
"I can't help you if don't tell me what you're really after."
Randolph took a sip of coffee, his eyes studying Hanley. Finally, he said,
"Lieutenant Hanley, I'm after a profiteering ring."
"How does Caje fit into this?"
"I think he was framed to give me and the MPs something else to do while the
profiteers make one of their biggest deals yet. But my sources around town say it's not to
the partisans, or to other soldiers. My sources say its to a group of collaborators."
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Caje watched Julius Carnelli's eyes widen in surprise, then the man sank back into
his foxhole, his shoulders hunching in resignation. Small arms fire started up nearby, and
Julius said quickly, "Hurry up, get in here."
Caje scrambled in.
"Hey buddy, who the hell are you? What outfit you with anyway?" Julius's
foxhole mate turned toward Julius and asked rather plaintively, "Who is this guy? You
know him?"
Caje waited for Julius's answer. The two met each other's eyes, and then Julius
said, "I don't actually know your name."
"Paul LeMay."
An explosion shook the ground and they ducked.
"You go AWOL?" Julius asked. "They wouldn't have let you come without a
military police escort."
Caje said, "I went AWOL."
"I'm sorry," Julius said.
There was a lot of guilt in that apology, more than could be accounted for by
Julius just running away. Caje felt the first tendrils of real fear twine through him. He'd
rejected the idea of Julius being involved in the murder, but the singer's guilt-ridden tone
began to make him believe he'd made a serious error in judgment. More forcefully than
he intended, he said, "I need you to come back with me. Testify to what really happened
in that alley."
The singer's headshake bordered on panicked. "I can't," Julius whispered.
Caje bit down on his fury, demanded, "Can't? Or won't?"
Julius looked away and busied his hands with his rifle, checking the clip, the
safety, anything.
"Won't, then," Caje said, bitterly. He had to force himself not to reach out and
grab the singer by the lapels, shout in his face. "Why?"
Julius swung back toward him. "He's my brother, LeMay," he said, his bitter tone
as harsh as Caje's.
Caje stared, unable to hide his surprise. Then he nodded to himself, sifting
through memories, seeing how the new information fit and filled in the picture. He hadn't
recognized the sergeant in the darkness of the alley, but he'd also been too busy fighting.
His mind jumped back to the poker game, and that ill sense that something had been out
of whack with the sergeant and his cabal. Carnelli had been scheming even then.
"Why?" Caje said again and this time he did grab hold of Caruso's jacket and haul
him close. Julius tried to twist away. "Why?"
The foxhole mate grabbed at Caje, saying angrily, "Hey, let him go. What's going
on here?" But Caje just tightened his grip, not taking his eyes off Julius.
"It's all right, Frank," Julius said, waving his partner back.
"Well?" Caje demanded. Gunfire opened up nearby, and Frank grabbed his gun
and whirled toward it. Neither Caje nor Julius moved. "What was really going on in that
alley?"
"I don't know," Julius said. "I don't have much to do with my brother if I can help
it."
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He was evading the question, Caje realized and he shook Julius in frustration.
"Don't give me that. You wouldn't be protecting him if you didn't know–"
"He sells supplies on the black market," Julius said and finally met Caje's eyes.
Caje shoved him away.
"Yeah. My brother," Julius said, and there was no mistaking the emotions
wrapped up in that word. "It started out mostly harmless, but Nick was never content.
He always wanted more. I guess things got out of hand."
"You guess?"
"I'm sorry."
Caje shook his head angrily. But he recalled the poker game, how Julius had tried
to get away, how he had ignored his brother whenever and however possible, despite
everything Carnelli tried to offer him. "Come back with me," Caje said.
"He's still my brother," Julius said. "Still family. I can't...." He trailed off, then
finished more strongly, "I can't."
"If you don't, then I go to jail or worse."
Frank leaned toward them. "What the hell is going on?"
Julius and Caje ignored him. Caje went on, "You want an innocent man to pay
for your brother's crimes? You want me to pay for them? When you know he's guilty?"
"No!" Julius said.
"Well, then?"
"I can't," the singer repeated, but this time, the words were barely a whisper, a
failing refrain. Julius turned away from Caje, slumping against the wall of the foxhole.
"Guys, I don't think this is the time," the other private said, urgently. "We got
Krauts coming up fast."
Caje could hear the tanks coming and the sound of approaching small arms fire
increased.
"I don't think it matters what we want to do, LeMay," Julius said and forced
himself to straighten. "There's no way we're leaving here now until this battle is over."
"Caje," the scout said. "Call me Caje."
"Caje," Julius acknowledged.
Caje came forward to join the two men at the leading edge of the foxhole, rifle
ready.
*****

Saunders headed for Dr. Forceau's office. The center of town seemed more
crowded than ever. Mostly citizens out and about doing their shopping or meeting with
friends in their cafés where they tended to ignore the soldiers parading their streets. A
host of MPs still patrolled, the whole lot of them straight-lipped and looking like they
were spoiling for a fight. Not turning up Caje or Kirby was driving them crazy.
Crossing through the town square, he saw Braddock standing on a street corner,
looking uneasy and pacing, smacking his hands together. Saunders veered toward him.
Braddock spotted him and came forward to meet him.
"There's no stopping him," Braddock said.
"Who?"
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"Dick Tracy, over there."
Saunders followed Braddock's glance to see Billy standing at the door of Club
Paris, one hand keeping the proprietor from shutting the door in his face while he asked
questions. Saunders suppressed a smile. "You don't look like you're trying very hard."
"Saunders, that kid is sergeant material. You should have heard him. Read me
the riot act back at the hotel. He intends to prove Caje innocent all on his very own." He
looked sheepish a moment, then admitted, "Seeing how Littlejohn's not here, I figured I'd
better keep an eye on him."
"I see."
"So, how's Brockmeyer? What happened to him?"
"Not sure," Saunders said, and the mention of the injured squad member
destroyed any sense of levity he had. "Someone beat him up. He's unconscious, possibly
in a coma."
Braddock pursed his lips and shook his head, clearly worried. "This have
anything to do with Caje and Kirby?"
"I don't know. Maybe."
"Well, you sure missed the excitement back at the hotel."
Saunders listened as Braddock told him about Randolph and Reyes's eyewitness
testimony. The new information filled in the holes in Littlejohn's earlier report, and
Saunders began to get a better picture of what appeared to have happened last night. It
also left him with more questions than answers and he shook his head slightly, frustrated.
Perhaps he shouldn't have rushed off so quickly that morning. Despite his dislike for the
French doctor, Brockmeyer did appear to be getting good care. He came back to the
present as Braddock concluded morosely, "It sure doesn't look good for Caje.
Saunders couldn't argue that. He silently watched Billy arguing with the
proprietor of Club Paris.
Braddock paced another few steps then turned around abruptly. "You think it's
true? You think Caje killed that guy, and he and Kirby split?"
"What do you think?"
"What do I think?" For a moment Braddock had that surprised, self-dismissive
look that seemed to wonder why anyone would care what he thought. Then he got
serious. "I think Caje was framed."
"Why?" Saunders asked. He stopped watching Nelson and gave Braddock his full
attention.
"I don't know, ask Dick Tracy." Braddock seemed to realize Saunders was still
waiting on him and shrugged. "Okay, it's just a hunch. But there was something wrong
about that poker game last night."
"How much did you lose?"
"That's just it. I didn't play. I always could smell a setup, and that game reeked to
high heaven."
"What do you mean?"
"There was just something fishy about it, know what I mean?" Braddock
shrugged. "This guy, this sergeant heading up the table... he's buying rounds for
everyone like money grows on trees, but he plays a lousy hand of poker. Not a bad
player, but kinda deliberately careless. Know what I mean?" He smacked his hands
together again. "It was a setup, I tell you. Real gamblers don't play that way, and G.I.s
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looking for a little fun don't play that way." He paced again, then went on, "And that
Reyes guy was right there the whole time, sitting right at that sergeant's side, watching
things. He claimed this morning he was looking out for Arching, but that's baloney. You
should have seen him at that game. It's more like he was baiting Arching. And Caje and
Kirby too. And then he pops up this morning with his I-saw-the-whole-thing routine. I
tell you, Saunders, it just doesn't hold water."
"This sergeant," Saunders said, surprised at how casual he sounded when
suddenly everything was riding on the answer to his next question: "You know his
name?"
"Yeah. It was Carnelli. But he had this brother, a singer. Man, he could really
belt out a tune... what's wrong?"
Saunders was half-laughing to himself. He noticed Braddock staring at him, and
said, "Ever have one of those moments where you realize just how wrong you can be?"
"Yeah, but I don't usually laugh about it."
And he'd let Carnelli walk away. But there hadn't been any connection before.
Even now, the links were hazy, half-formed, but he could feel them wanting to tie
together. The sergeant presiding over the fateful poker game, the same people involved
in the violence outside.... Nothing unusual in that, until he added in the next level: the
same sergeant making secret deals with the French and Braddock's gut feeling about a
setup. Saunders didn't believe in coincidence. No, it all fit together somehow. He asked,
"You know anything about the black market?"
Braddock held up his hands, suddenly looking worried. "Now, I know I pick up a
lot of stuff, but that's just smart horse trading. Honestly. I never dealt with the real
thing."
"Not ever?"
"No," Braddock said, then shrugged and smiled self-consciously again. "I never
had to. I've always been able to get what I needed from the guys in the platoon. We got
a lotta suckers around."
"Would you know how to find out who's doing business in town?"
"Would I know...?" Braddock's eyes narrowed. "Why you asking?"
"Would you?" Saunders persisted.
"I don't know. Probably. I mean, if they can't be found, they can't do business,
right? So they aren't exactly in hiding."
"Think you and Dick Tracy can get on the case?"
"Not a chance," Braddock said and jerked a thumb toward Nelson. "Billy's on a
one-man mission, remember? He's not going to take kindly to just forgetting about Caje–
"
"This has to do with Caje."
Braddock stared at him.
Saunders couldn't help grinning suddenly. "It has everything to do with Caje.
And Kirby. Maybe Brockmeyer too."
*****
Caje had only the rifle and two clips he'd taken off the drunken GI whose dog tags
he wore. Julius and Frank shared their ammo. The German counterattack was short and
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fierce, but the German soldiers seemed to lack the drive to push in hard against the
suicidal odds. The Americans were dug in well with a good line of fire.
Julius was a cautious soldier, and Caje appreciated his approach to the fight. It
was similar to his own. Julius lined up his target fast, and ducked back down. Frank
enjoyed a sense of luck that Caje knew wouldn't protect him that long. In fact, as the
German infantry retreated and they realized they were winning this battle, Craig's more
reckless behavior exposed him to a low-lying soldier who'd stayed behind when the rest
of the Germans had retreated. Caje barely spotted the grey form lying in the grass a
second before the German fired. He flung himself at Frank, shoving him out of the way.
The bullet plucked at his sleeve. Julius sighted in and killed the sniper before he could
get off another shot.
Frank was breathing hard, eyes wide at the close call. "Thanks. I didn't see that
guy."
"Gotta keep your eyes open in all directions," Caje said. He stuck a finger
through the hole in his field jacket – the sniper bullet hadn't even grazed him – then
grinned at Julius. He couldn't help it. Julius was watching him with a half-amazed, halfsad look that Caje couldn't pin down. Was it because Caje had risked his life for a
stranger?
Caje pushed himself back to his feet and crouched at the forward edge of the
foxhole again, but the fight was over. The Germans had gone into full retreat, heading
back through the fields into the town beyond.
COs were shouting up and down the line, re-organizing the soldiers to go on the
offense. A lieutenant strode by, shouting into each foxhole. As he approached theirs, he
shouted, "Carnelli, Frank, you're on me." He paused, noticing the third man. "Who are
you? You're not with my outfit."
"Paul LeMay, sir," Caje said. "361st K Company."
"I didn't know you guys were up here," the lieutenant said. "All right, LeMay, fall
in with the others."
"Wait," Julius interrupted. "Lieutenant, I need to talk to you."
"Later, Carnelli. After we take this town."
"No, sir," Julius said, straightening. He glanced briefly at Caje, gave him a wisp
of a smile before facing the lieutenant again and saying firmly, "We might get killed in
that town, and this can't wait, sir."
*****
Saunders left Braddock to brief Nelson with their new orders, while he cut up two
streets to locate Forceau's office. Part of him was tempted to forget about the doctor
altogether and just report what he'd found to Hanley, but he couldn't quite overlook how
much the man had rubbed him the wrong way. And after his own thoughts denying
coincidence, he felt compelled to at least verify the man who'd treated Brockmeyer and
the Dr. Forceau the priest knew were one and the same.
The priest's directions were on the money, and he spotted the doctor's office on
the ground floor, last doorway before a narrow alley. The sign out front read: Dr. Emile
Forceau.
Saunders sauntered across the street and approached the little office. It seemed a
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fastidious place, even from the outside. The good doctor must have kept at least one
housekeeper employed just for cleaning. As opposed to the rest of the town, the office
windows seemed to sparkle, and not a hint of dirt dimmed the shiny white front steps or
the freshly painted exterior. Vain, like the doctor himself, Saunders thought.
The front windows had white curtains drawn back to let in the sunlight. He
paused long enough to see Forceau inside, talking to an elderly woman. Lecturing, was
more like, Saunders thought, judging from the man's stern features and the poor woman's
crestfallen expression. So, Forceau was just a conceited, ill-tempered doc after all, as
Walton had been saying the entire time. Probably really had gone to the Paris Medical
School, too, just like he'd said.
The doctor looked up abruptly, and Saunders walked on, cutting down the alley to
get out of sight quickly. He paused there, almost hoping the doctor would come storming
out, but the street remained peaceful, and he did not hear the office's front door open. He
looked around the alley, and his gaze settled on a side door into the same building. He
glanced over his shoulder again, then walked over to it.
The handle turned but the door wouldn't open. A quick inspection through the
gap showed it was barred from the inside. The curtains on the door's high set window
were lacy and he squinted through them into the room beyond. He could just make out
what looked like crates stacked inside, the stenciled black letters spelling "plas–" on one
just visible. Plasma? he wondered. Saunders glanced around again, making sure he was
undisturbed. He needed to be sure. Because if those were American medical supplies in
there, then he had his connection between Forceau and the black marketeers. No smalltime French doctor would have those kind of supplies on hand legitimately. He took off
his jacket, wrapped it around a broken brick he worked out of the base of the wall, and
smashed in the corner of the door's window. It tinkled loudly, and he winced. Hanley
was going to trade in the entire squad, he thought. The whole lot of them were turning
criminal. But he had to know.
He reached his arm in through the small hole, careful of the jagged shards, and
unbarred the door. It swung open on well-oiled hinges.
There wasn't just one row of crates. Shelves along the side wall were crowded
with smaller boxes. The larger stuff was stacked in rows in the middle Saunders shut the
door behind him and twisted the light switch on the wall. Two electric lights came on, on
opposing walls. He walked forward, scanning labels. Medical supplies, and all of it
American: drugs, plasma, equipment. The collection was larger than he'd seen at some
field hospitals.
And that tied the doctor to Carnelli, which tied in Brockmeyer to the whole mess
too.
Grimly, he crossed to the room's inner door, put his ear against it to listen.
Nothing. No voices from the front office, but no footsteps approaching either. He
surveyed the medical cache again and lifted the lid off the closest box, labeled morphine.
His eyes widened. The box was empty. Hurriedly he closed it and checked another.
Nothing. He kicked lightly at the bottom box and it shifted easily, no weight in it to keep
it solid. Suddenly nothing made sense anymore. Was the entire room filled with nothing
but empty crates?
"Please don't move," Forceau's voice said behind him. "I will not take chances. If
you move, I will shoot you."
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Saunders pinched his lips tight against the curse. He'd gotten careless. The
doctor had come in the same way he had, from the outer door. He didn't turn, but slowly
raised his hands.
"I'm sorry you came here," the doctor said.
"I'm not," Saunders said. He turned his head a fraction to the left, trying to let his
peripheral vision take in the doctor's position.
"Do not move," the doctor said.
Saunders asked casually, "Where'd you get all this stuff?"
"Where does one get anything in this world? One finds a seller and one does
business."
"You have more here than you need."
"Not at all. How can I supply my fellow doctors, the partisans, and the people
who need this, without an adequate supply?"
He asked, "What really happened to Brockmeyer, Doc?"
"Exactly what you were told. I have done nothing but treat him to the best of my
abilities."
"I don't believe you."
"I don't care what you believe. I have not violated my oath."
"Yet." Saunders infused the word with as much sarcasm as he could. "Are you
going to shoot me?"
He heard another man's deeper voice say coldly, "He won't, but if you try
anything, I will."
Saunders recognized the new voice instantly, though he had only heard it once. It
belonged to the supply sergeant who'd given him the cigar in front of the church. "Well,
well," Saunders said, and cautiously turned around. Carnelli was standing beside the
doctor, one hand still on the outer door's knob, the other around his gun. Which was
pointing right at Saunders. Saunders felt his gut constrict in reaction. The doctor was
one thing; Saunders had been pretty sure he wouldn't have pulled the trigger, despite his
threats. But Carnelli was another story....
"What's this man doing here, Forceau?" he demanded.
"I don't know–" the doctor said, but when Carnelli started to turn on him, he
corrected himself hastily. "He was at Monique's, investigating the injured soldier's
condition."
"That so?" Carnelli raised his eyebrows, then smiled at Saunders. It was the
smile of a shark. "Brockmeyer's one of yours then, is he?" Carnelli glanced at the doctor
again, voice sharpening again. "Why'd he follow you? What'd you do to make him
suspect you?"
"Nothing!"
"Who else you talking to?"
"No one, I swear!" Forceau protested, and Saunders thought the doctor actually
turned a shade paler.
"You're getting careless," Carnelli snapped. "I don't like that. Randolph gets a
hold of you and he'll have the truth out of you in ten minutes flat. And you, my dear
doctor, stand to lose as much as me." Carnelli eyed Saunders. "You wanna tell me what
you're doing here?"
"Would it make any difference?"

Murder's Melody

59

Carnelli grinned. "I like you. Practical. You understand business."
"I understand loopholes well enough. What happened to the doc's supplies? They
fall into one?" He pushed one of the top empty boxes off the nearest stack, careful to
make sure it landed nowhere near Carnelli. He didn't want to earn a bullet in the
stomach, just wanted to make a point. And he wanted to know if Forceau knew the boxes
contained nothing but air. If he didn't, he might be able to stir up the doctor against
Carnelli, gain an ally. "How much did you charge him for empty boxes?"
Carnelli's grin widened at the same time his gaze grew colder. "I changed my
mind. I don't like you. You ask too many questions about things that don't concern you."
"Oh?" Saunders was watching Forceau out of the corner of his eye and was
disappointed when the doctor did not react to the revelation about the missing supplies.
So, he knew. Whatever Carnelli was planning, the doctor was in on it. "You're pointing
a gun at me. That kinda makes all this my concern, doesn't it?"
Carnelli laughed. "Curiosity... you never hear about what it did to the pussycat?"
He went on, "The doc's supplies are perfectly safe. They're just in another location.
Wouldn't want to blow up the real stuff, would we? It's worth a fortune."
Saunders went very still, his mind running through various escape options. He
glanced around the room again, noting the two exits and what it would take to reach one.
He shifted ever so slightly, putting himself in a better position to knock over the closest
stack of crates into the supply sergeant.
"Don't try it, Sergeant," Carnelli said, and he didn't even sound worried. But then,
he still held the gun. "Really, I oughta thank you. You and your squad... you seem to
show up just when and where I need them. Here I was figuring how to get Kirby over
here, and you show up instead. Now you can have all the fun and I can just shoot that
mouthy private of yours. I'll enjoy that, I think."
Saunders tried not to react to the mention of Kirby, to the fact that he was not
AWOL at all, but being held by Carnelli, and that Saunders' own presence here had just
sealed Kirby's fate. "What's he think of your plan?" He gestured to Forceau.
Carnelli's gaze switched automatically to the doctor, and Saunders edged
sideways again. He had a better angle now to shove the crates at Carnelli and jump him,
or dive back behind the rest of the crates for cover.
"Oh, you mean blowing up the joint? The whole thing's his idea. He thinks a
doctor of his stature deserves a much nicer office uptown. The people who own this
building have ties to the Resistance. The explosion will look like they got a little carried
away." He checked his watch, then looked at Forceau. "You ready the bomb like I
showed you?"
Forceau licked dry lips, but nodded once.
"Good. Set the timer so it goes off at two. Got that?"
The doctor nodded again. "The man at Monique's house? Do I need to check on
him again?"
"No," Carnelli said. "I already alerted the field hospital on my way over here.
The medics should have him on his way. Only loose end left now is you, Sergeant."
Carnelli looked at him. "Move back against the wall and turn around."
Saunders shuffled backwards trying to buy himself more time. He had to do
something and do it fast. The inner door knob was just a couple feet from him, but he'd
never reach it as long as Carnelli had that pistol pointed at him. Did it matter? Cooperate
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and he'd be blown up. Fight back and he'd be shot. But gunfire at least attracted
attention... He judged the distance between him and Carnelli's gun, what it would take to
knock it aside before the trigger was pulled.
"I said turn around," Carnelli snapped. He stepped towards Saunders, and
Saunders made his move. But he'd underestimated the big sergeant. The man had been
waiting for him to try something and he was ready. He sidestepped and spun quickly,
arm swinging, and the pistol butt clipped Saunders over the ear.
He fell hard, dazed.
"Doc," Carnelli said. Saunders felt them bending over him, but he was too
stunned from the blow to move more than feebly. His jacket was pulled aside, the shirt
sleeve ripped open with a knife, and a needle pricked his arm.
*****
Littlejohn paced near the front door where he could keep watch out the window.
He knew his constant motion was annoying the woman, but he couldn't sit still any
longer. It had been a long time since Saunders had left to check on the doctor. Littlejohn
felt locked away, out of the loop, and it was grating on him. There was no way to get
news on what was happening with Caje and Kirby, no way to even check in with Billy.
He was stuck uselessly in the woman's house while she looked lost and forlorn and Doc
hovered nearby, keeping an eye on Brockmeyer.
Littlejohn thought he'd looked like he'd been starting to stir, but that had been
around lunchtime, and Monique had used sign language to gesture him and Doc into the
kitchen to help themselves to some food and coffee she had. Both men had accepted
half-guiltily, half-gratefully, enjoying the food and giving her some privacy with
Brockmeyer. Littlejohn had hoped to hear good news and see Brockmeyer struggling
back to consciousness, but when they'd finished the offered lunch and returned, he lay as
still as ever.
Two men approached the front of the house. Littlejohn stopped pacing and
scooted the curtains to one side for a better look. Medics, and the taller one was carrying
a stretcher. "Hey, Doc," Littlejohn called. "The medics are finally here."
Monique let them in, and Littlejohn and Doc watched as they efficiently and
carefully transferred Brockmeyer from the couch to the stretcher.
"Mind if we go with you?" Littlejohn asked.
One of the medics shrugged, and Littlejohn thanked her and said goodbye to the
woman. She watched from the doorway, crying openly again as the medics carried
Brockmeyer out of the house.
Littlejohn tried to put her out of his mind. He was just happy to be out in the
sunlight and fresh air again. Happy they were on their way. "So," he asked the medic
nearest him, the one carrying the back end of the stretcher. "That French doctor finally
agreed to release him, huh? About time."
"I don't know about any French doctor," the medic said. "It was a sergeant who
sent us over."
Littlejohn smiled. "That'd be my sergeant. Sergeant Saunders. He said he was
checking on that doctor. Guess he didn't like what he found."
The medic frowned. "I don't know. He didn't give his name. Big, tall, dark-
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haired fellow."
"No," Littlejohn said. "That's not right. Saunders is medium-height, blond."
"Nope," the medic said. "I was there when he came by. That wasn't him."
Now, Littlejohn frowned. He exchanged a puzzled glance with Doc and kept
walking.
"Who y'all talking about, Pete?" the medic in front asked over his shoulder.
"They wanted to know who it was who sent us over here."
"Oh," the front medic said. "That was Sergeant Carnelli."
"Carnelli?" Littlejohn demanded. He remembered the name quite well. Carnelli
had been the guy heading the poker game last night. That didn't make any sense. How
would he know Brockmeyer was injured? "You sure?"
"Yep. He's over in Supply, fills our requisitions. We see him all the time."
Littlejohn walked in silence, ignoring Doc's questioning look, trying to figure how
Carnelli fit into things. He didn't, but then, Littlejohn had been cooped up in Monique's
house since early that morning. Who knew what had been going on in the meantime? He
pursed his lips and made a quick decision. "Stay with Brockmeyer, Doc. I gotta find
Saunders."
*****
Hanley had forgotten the bread and cheese as he leaned forward, listening to
Randolph talk. "I've tried putting men undercover to infiltrate Carnelli's group. No luck.
Every time, he seems to get wind and things dry up until I'm forced to move on, then he
starts up again and I have to start all over. I know it's him because he has the same MO.
And that's where your men come in."
"The frame up of Caje?" Hanley asked.
"Yes. That's how Carnelli works. He gets the police investigating one crime.
Then another. He knows we can't not investigate a legitimate crime. We must divert
manpower to it, even if I know it's to throw me off the track. He's never resorted to
murder before. Makes me think I must have been getting closer than I thought. Right
now, he knows the MPs are scattered all around this town and the countryside. There's
no one left in town to organize against him even if they realize something's going on.
He'll do one more feint at the time of the sell. It will be something spectacular
guaranteed to make sure both the citizens and the MPs will check it out, leaving him in
the clear to conduct his business."
"And what can you do about it?"
"Damn good question. I have no idea where he's operating from. But just as he
has been using circumstances, so have I. That house-to-house search we conducted for
Caje. It was also to look for the stolen supplies and anything suspicious. My men tore
this town apart bottom to top, and they've come up with nothing." He grimaced in
frustration. "But I know he's here, his goods are here, and he's going to be selling them to
the collaborators here. Right under my nose. By the time I figure out where he's at, it'll
probably be too late."
"Why can't you just arrest him?"
"On what charge? The supplies he steals aren't from under his own command, so
I can't hold him even on suspicion of theft. Not unless I can catch him with them, or
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catch one of his men and get them to confess. He's very slippery, our man. I'm not even
one hundred percent positive it's Carnelli, because he's almost too logical a suspect. He's
always on duty when he's supposed to be, and surveillance on him has turned up
nothing."
"So what can I do to help?"
"I'd like you and your men to–" Randolph broke off as they heard the lieutenant's
name being called.
Both men turned as Littlejohn, jogged up to their table. The tall man bent over
and put his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. He noticed the captain and
quickly straightened and said, "Sir."
"What is it?" Hanley asked.
"Have you seen Sergeant Saunders?"
"No, why? Weren't you with Brockmeyer?"
Littlejohn nodded. "We've been at that woman's house all day. He just got
released to the field hospital."
"How is he?"
"Don't know yet, but he hasn't regained consciousness."
"Now what about Saunders?"
"He wanted to know when Brockmeyer was moved. Said to report in to you if I
couldn't find him. He didn't trust the French doctor so he left to check him out. He didn't
come back. When the medics came for Brockmeyer, I thought Saunders had sent them,
but it wasn't, it was another sergeant. I wanted to–"
"Another sergeant?" Hanley interrupted and glanced at Randolph. "Do you know
his name?"
"That's the funny part, Lieutenant. It was this guy named Carnelli–"
Randolph cut him off again. "You were at this woman's house all day?"
"Yes sir."
"Did the MPs come by and search?"
Littlejohn glanced questioningly at Hanley, then answered, "Yes, sir. They came
by, but they just talked with us and then left."
"They didn't go through the place?"
"Well, no," Littlejohn said. "We were all there, Brockmeyer'd been there all night
with the woman, she was crying...." He trailed off as the two officers looked at each
other, suddenly ignoring him.
"That's how he does it," Randolph murmured.
"Then that's where the stolen supplies are?"
"I'd stake my life on it."
Hanley turned back to Littlejohn. "Where's her house?"
Littlejohn watched Randolph calling for some MPs across the street, but
answered, "Far end of town. I can take you there–"
"Let's go," Randolph said.
*****
Kirby was beginning to regret having his hands tied in front of him. It meant he
could see his wristwatch, watch the minutes drag by into the afternoon. It was like his
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own personal hourglass, running out of sand. Each minute that went by was one minute
closer to when Carnelli would return for his sale. "He's going to kill me, you know,"
Kirby said. "Or make you do it."
Jesse shrugged, but it was an uncomfortable shrug.
"Why?" Kirby asked, not questioning Carnelli's motives, but wanting to know
why Jesse would allow it to happen. "However big your cut is after he sells this ammo to
those collaborators, it's not going to be big enough to get you off the hook. If he even
pays you."
"What do you mean?" Jesse growled.
"I mean he bumped off Arching, one of his own men. That's the kind of boss you
have. The kind that puts himself first ahead of all you guys that do the work for him.
Now, that's one less guy he has to pay. That kind of situation make you sleep easy at
night?"
"Shut up."
"You know I'm right," Kirby said. "You work for Carnelli. You know what he's
capable of. You think he's going to treat you fairly–" Kirby broke off as the cellar door
opened and Carnelli and Monique came down the stairway.
"Change in plans," Carnelli said. "We don't need Kirby any longer."
Kirby met Jesse's eyes.
"But the meet's happening," he checked his watch, "in about ten minutes. After
we've clinched the deal, you can take care of him."
"Me?" Jesse said.
"You," Carnelli said. He turned to the woman standing on the stairs just above
him. She had her shawl wrapped around her shoulders, and was holding a purse in her
hands. "Monique, go shopping in town. Take the rest of the afternoon. No...." He
grinned suddenly, his gaze falling slyly on Kirby. "Go visit lover-boy at the field
hospital. Make sure you're seen."
"Hospitals make me sick," she said.
"Tough, baby. Go, and make it look good."
She made a face. He caught her arm and pulled her to him. "Make it look real
good," he murmured again, then kissed her, as if to take the sting out of his commands.
Kirby grimaced and averted his face. Unintentionally, his gaze crossed Jesse and
he saw his expression mirrored on the other man's face.
"By the time you return," Carnelli went on, "your fellow citizens will be gone
with their loot, and we'll be filthy rich."
"They are not my fellow citizens," Monique said. "They are collaborators and
you know it."
Kirby kept his gaze locked with Jesse's, pleading with him silently, not breaking
eye contact. You don't want to aid collaborators, he tried to say. This isn't how you want
to make your fortune.
"And they pay better than your fellow citizens too," Carnelli said smugly.
"You make sure they do," Monique said.
Jesse nodded suddenly to Kirby, who found himself holding his breath. Jesse
pursed his lips together, still hesitating, before he straightened and stepped quickly
toward Carnelli. He yanked the .45 out from where it was stuck in Carnelli's belt at the
small of his back and tossed it behind him. It clattered loudly against a box, and Jesse
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stepped back swiftly as Carnelli whipped around. Monique stepped up the stairs out of
the way and watched impassively, eyes slightly narrowed.
"Jesse...." Carnelli said warningly.
"No," Jesse said. "That's enough. The black market's one thing, Sarge. Dealing
with collaborators is another."
That actually made Carnelli laugh. "Money is money," he said coldly. "Green,
gold, paper, coin...it doesn't matter. It's your future."
"Not mine," Jesse said. "Not yours either. Not this way." He pulled out his
pocket knife, opened the blade, and held it out for Kirby. "Cut yourself loose," Jesse
said. "This ends now."
Kirby hurried forward. A few saws and the thin ropes fell away. Jesse handed
him the knife.
A shot rang out. For a moment he couldn't tell what had happened. Then he saw
the small gun in Monique's hand, saw Jesse's wide eyes and open mouth, the bullet
wound in his chest. Then Jesse was falling backward, his gun slipping from lifeless
fingers.
Carnelli jumped forward and kicked the knife out of Kirby's hand. It skidded
between two rows of boxes, out of sight. Kirby jumped back a step and dropped into a
slight crouch, watching the bigger man carefully.
A knock sounded at the front door upstairs. Carnelli grinned. "They're early, but
that's our customers. Baby, go let them in, then get out of here." He blew her a kiss.
"And put that gun away. That's our future, this deal. Don't scare them off now."
Carnelli watched her go, eyeing her swaying fanny as she climbed the steps.
Kirby figured he had nothing to lose and launched himself at the supply sergeant.
*****
Braddock had had a devil of a time convincing Nelson of what Saunders had
asked them to do. Saunders had headed off again to check out the French doctor before
Billy had turned around. But since he'd clearly struck out on getting any answers from
the Club Paris owner, he'd reluctantly agreed to go along with the new plan and see if
they could gather any information on the local black market. Saunders had asked them to
meet him at Hanley's CP, but after a short time of fruitless wanderings and questionings,
they'd found neither Saunders nor Hanley at the command post.
They were wandering the town's streets again, looking for G.I.s when Braddock
said, "Hey." He gestured to a building just ahead of them.
Billy looked at the door's painted placard. "You need a doctor?"
"No, that's the doctor Saunders mentioned. The one who treated Brockmeyer."
Billy waited for something more interesting to come out of Braddock's mouth.
"I wonder if he's seen Saunders."
"Well, why don't you ask him," Billy said. "Looks like he's in."
Billy was right. Someone was moving inside the office, just visible through the
curtains. And if they could find Saunders, then at least he could stop thinking and let
Saunders take over. He and Billy sure weren't turning up anything on their own. He
walked up to the door and was reaching for the handle when the door flew open and the
doctor came out. He collided with Braddock.
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"Out of my way, imbecile!"
No wonder he'd rubbed Saunders the wrong way, Braddock thought. The guy had
no manners.
The doctor clutched a box filled with an odd assortment of equipment and
paperwork and other items. Braddock could even see the edge of a framed picture inside.
The box wasn't the sort of thing he expected to see a doctor carrying around. Where was
the little black bag? What was he doing with a box of personal possessions? He asked
politely, "Excuse me, I just have a coupla of questions—"
"Questions?" the doctor sputtered. "You have no right to ask me questions." He
glanced behind him almost nervously and tried to push past Braddock.
Only Braddock wasn't that easy to shift and the tall, thin doctor was kept trapped
in the alcoved door.
"Won't take a second, Doc," Braddock said.
The doctor was so nervous he shifted his weight from foot to foot. "You have a
field hospital. Go see them."
"Oh, nothing ails me, Doc," Braddock said. Except you. "I'm looking for my
sergeant. Sergeant Saunders?"
Forceau flinched and glanced behind him. "I'm late for an appointment," he said.
"Out of my way."
"Have you seen him?" Braddock asked.
"No," the doctor said, but it was too quick, too fast, and his gaze stole back at the
shop. "Please, I have to get out of here."
And with a box of stuff in his arms.... Braddock was feeling more and more like
Forceau was hiding something. That plus his nervousness sent off all kinds of alarms in
Braddock. He'd seen plenty of guys back home, guys who'd just done something wrong,
guys who'd pulled some caper, scrambling into the backseat of his cab, ants in their pants,
and those darting, nervous eyes a dead giveaway.
So Braddock did what he did best: talked. "Well, Doc, I won't keep you long, but
we gotta find our sergeant and he said he was coming here. You know, we'd be more
comfortable talking inside, don't you think?" He caught the doctor's arm in a vice-like
grip and propelled him back inside the office. Forceau's eye was twitching. What could
possibly be making him so nervous, Braddock wondered. And what was the best way to
find out what it was? Billy trailed after him, and Braddock knew from the look on the
kid's face that he thought they were wasting their time.
Forceau dropped the box suddenly and lunged for the door. Braddock reacted just
as quickly, grabbing the man's arm and swinging back around to slam a little harder than
necessary into the wall. He didn't feel sorry one bit, but he said, "Sorry, Doc. Don't
know my own strength there." He fixed Forceau with an icy stare. "And you haven't
answered my question yet."
Forceau's mouth opened, closed. "Please, I have to get out of here."
The sheer desperateness in the tone suddenly made Braddock want to panic.
Something was definitely going on. "Where's my sergeant?" he demanded, dropping all
pretense at courtesy. "I know he was here. Tell me and I'll let you out of here."
The doctor answered with a frantic headshake.
"You want outta here or not?"
"Back there!" Forceau said and gestured toward the door at the back of the office.
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"Down the hall on the right, in the storeroom."
"Billy," Braddock said. "Check it out."
The doctor bolted again, but Braddock had been expecting that and he grabbed the
doctor's arm again. "Not so fast, Doc."
"You said–"
"I lied," Braddock said, grinning at him.
From the back room, Billy's voice yelled, "Braddock!"
"Come on," Braddock said, "let's go."
The doctor moaned and almost sank to the floor. "But the bomb," he said. "It's
going to blow up!"
Braddock stared at him, too surprised to move, trying to absorb.
"Braddock!" Billy called again, more urgently. "The sarge is in here. He's
unconscious."
"We have to get out of here," the doctor murmured.
Braddock shoved the doctor toward the back door. "All right, you got a bomb in
here? Then if you want to live, you're going to defuse it. Move!"
*****
Kirby smacked into the far wall and pressed his hands back against it to keep on
his feet. He was breathing hard, and he hurt where Carnelli's punches had connected.
Fortunately, that was less than he'd expected, but the open area in the basement was too
small and they'd spent more time wrestling than punching. Carnelli was leaning against
the stairway railing, breathing just as heavily, probably just as glad to be taking a
breather. Unfortunately, he was still between Kirby and escape.
Wouldn't hurt to bait him, Kirby thought. He recalled how easily the supply
sergeant's ire had been aroused in his earlier visit. He said, "Your collaborator friends
haven't come down here yet. I'll bet they heard that shot and headed for the hills."
Carnelli raised a shoulder in a one-sided shrug. "A temporary setback."
"Hah," Kirby said. "You think they're going to come near you after this foul up?"
Then it was Carnelli's turn to laugh, and Kirby didn't like the sound of it at all.
"You forget, Kirby. I have what they want. I'm the only one who has what they want.
They'll be back."
Kirby shook his head. "You're dreaming. You know your problem, Carnelli?
You think too much."
That made Carnelli laugh again, only this time, Kirby thought he heard agreement
in the tone. "My brother would agree with you there."
"You know Caje went after him, don't you?"
"I guessed," Carnelli acknowledged. "Won't do him any good. Julius won't
testify against me. Not his own flesh and blood."
"I didn't see any love lost between you two last night at the poker match."
Carnelli's smile vanished. "I know my own–"
Kirby didn't let him finish. He'd gotten his breath back and he launched himself
off the wall. Carnelli started to dodge left, one fist drawing back, but Kirby feinted,
ducking to the right and sweeping his left leg hard against Carnelli's legs. The
unexpected move spilled the supply sergeant hard, but it also tripped Kirby. He
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scrambled forward, trying to reach the stairway, before Carnelli recovered. He made the
first two steps when a vice-like grip clamped around his ankle. He grabbed at the railing
with both hands, trying to keep both his footing and his lead. Carnelli yanked hard, and
Kirby felt his shoulder wrench. His right hand came free. He clawed frantically at the
wall, and his fingers found purchase on the lantern. He snatched it off the wall and spun,
flinging it at Carnelli.
The big man batted it out of the air and it broke in a tinkle of glass against the
boxes. The box caught flame with a whoosh, and Carnelli recoiled. Kirby kicked with
his free leg and caught Carnelli squarely on the chin. The sergeant's head snapped back.
The grip vanished around Kirby's ankle, and Carnelli crashed onto the cellar floor, almost
on top of Jesse's body. His eyes were closed, but one of his hands stirred, moving
weakly. Not unconscious then, but close.
Kirby staggered back against the steps a moment, sucked in a couple deep
breaths. Not for too long. He could feel the heat of the spreading fire. The first set of
boxes were uniforms, but behind them was the ammo and ordinance crates. At the rate
the fire was spreading, it wouldn't be too long before the whole place went up. He
pushed himself off the stairs and stepped over Carnelli. A good shove toppled the boxes,
and he kicked them clear, but he was too late. The flames already licked at the boxes
beyond, the yellow pine turning brown. Kirby stared at the spreading fire a moment,
realizing he stood no chance of putting it out at the rate it was spreading. He looked
down at Carnelli, who was still dazed and trying to turn himself over onto his knees.
He didn't go down easily, Kirby had to grant him that. He shook his head for
even contemplating it, but he couldn't leave the guy down here. As he reached to grab
Carnelli under the arms, the supply sergeant turned, still on his knees. Kirby found
himself staring at the barrel of a .45. Jesse's gun, Kirby realized. He'd forgotten all about
it. He tensed, knowing it was over, all over. He'd forgotten the gun and he was going to
die for it.
But Carnelli was still too stunned, his hand wavering as his brain failed to
coordinate with his body. Kirby lashed out, knocking Carnelli over. He jumped past and
took the stairs two at a time. Two shots rang out, but the bullets struck nowhere near
him.
He flung open the upper cellar door and ran smack into Monique. His fingers
tightened around her arms, as much to keep himself from falling as to not let her get
away. The sound of the fire from down below was audible even with the door swinging
shut behind him. He shifted his grip to her wrist and hauled her with him. "Come on,"
he said roughly. "The cellar's on fire. That ammo's going to blow."
"Nick!"
"He's still down there."
"Let me go!" She jerked her arm free, and he was too beat from the fight to resist.
She pushed away toward the cellar door.
"Didn't you hear me?" Kirby called. "The place is on fire—"
She was gone, the door swinging behind her.
Kirby cursed, then shook his head and ran for the front door. The need to get
clear of the house was so strong, he could feel the first fingers of panic reaching through
his limbs, making his fingers slip on the door knob. He yanked it open and ran into the
glaring sunlight – and straight into two MPs.
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"Hey!" one yelled.
Kirby started to struggle automatically, the panic to get clear still gripping him,
then he heard a familiar voice say, "Kirby!"
"Lieutenant!" Kirby said. "Get these goons off me and run! And I mean now!"
Something in the urgency of his voice communicated itself to the two MPs and
they let him go without being asked, backing up tentatively.
"What's going–"
"Goddammit," Kirby shouted right over Hanley's demand. "Run!"
They'd barely raced clear of the white arbor covered in roses when the house
blew.
*****
Kirby, Doc Walton, and Littlejohn stood around Brockmeyer's cot. As expected,
the first thing he did when he regained consciousness was bum a cigarette off Kirby.
Kirby lit it for him and Brockmeyer inhaled deeply, then winced as the motion jarred his
head.
"Saunders filled me in on Caje and the murder charge," he said. "But he didn't
tell me... where's Monique? Can you get a message to her? Let her know I'm okay?"
Doc and Littlejohn exchanged a look, then glanced at Kirby, who scuffed a foot
uncomfortably, not wanting to be the one to tell Brockmeyer she was dead. He must
have hesitated a second too long.
"She's dead, isn't she?" Brockmeyer cut in and the way he said it, it wasn't a
question.
"Well–"
"You can tell me."
"Brockmeyer–"
"Tell me!" The quiet voice didn't rise, but the intensity was unmistakable.
Kirby said, "There was an explosion at her house."
Brockmeyer crumpled and turned away.
"I'm sorry," Kirby said. "I'm truly sorry." The devastation on Brockmeyer's face.
He wondered if he'd ever love someone that much, and he realized, quite selfishly, that if
he did, and he married her, he hoped he'd go first. He didn't want to be left behind like
that.
"At her house? Why? Why there?"
Littlejohn and Doc were looking to him to answer again, and Kirby took a breath
and did. He'd had plenty of time to decide what to say when this moment came. He'd tell
Brockmeyer the truth, to a point. The radio man would find out she'd been part of the
profiteering ring eventually if he asked any questions. That betrayal would hurt, but not
like finding out she hadn't loved him. Kirby intended to make sure he never found out
that part. There was no one left but him who had witnessed that. Jesse was dead, and
Reyes had gone to ground. Sure, Captain Randolph might turn him up eventually, but the
361st would be moved on by then, and that was all Kirby cared about. He doubted
Randolph would even pursue something so inconsequential as a personal relationship.
Carnelli was dead, the ring broken, the case closed as far as Randolph was concerned.
The only one who cared who Monique had loved was Kirby. And Brockmeyer.
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And Brockmeyer would forgive her, as long as he had those memories of their time
together intact. It was the only solace Kirby could give him.
*****
Caje walked with Braddock, letting Billy hurry ahead to meet the others just
stepping out of the field hospital. He wanted to talk to Kirby, find out what had really
happened. He was sure Saunders hadn't given him the full scoop.
But Kirby, he could see, was trailing behind Littlejohn and Doc, nearly walking
into them when Billy stopped them. For a moment, Caje ignored the hubbub caused by
Billy's enthusiastic announcement that their pass had been extended, that they had
another twenty-four hours, and stepped around them to get to Kirby. From the absent
gaze and slight frown, he knew Kirby hadn't even heard the news. Brockmeyer must
have taken the news about Monique's death hard. But he wasn't sure why Kirby seemed
to be taking it so hard himself.
"Hey," he said, and watched Kirby come back to the present.
"They let you out?" Kirby said.
"Yeah. Captain Randolph got all the charges dropped."
"That's great," Kirby said.
Caje glanced at the hospital. "Brockmeyer going to be okay?"
Kirby nodded. "Sure. Just fine."
Caje didn't miss the dripping sarcasm. "What about you?"
Kirby looked up sharply. "What? What about me?"
"You going to be okay too?"
"Yeah, of course."
But the words were too quick, too defensive. Caje was genuinely puzzled.
"What's up? What happened?"
"I thought Saunders briefed you."
Caje nodded, then said, "But he didn't tell me all of it, did he?"
"He didn't know all of it, old buddy."
"Well?"
Kirby looked at him a long moment, then shook his head. "None of 'em knows
what really happened. Just me. It's gonna stay that way."
"Wait... did you lie to Captain Randolph?"
Kirby favored Caje with a sly look. "Nah, I didn't lie. I just left a few things out,
is all," Kirby said, and from the finality in his voice, Caje knew that was the last he'd ever
hear on what had really happened at the house. Maybe years from now, if they both
survived the war, maybe in some bar with a few drinks in him, Caje thought he might get
Kirby to tell the story, but then again.... He took one look at Kirby's face and thought
perhaps not. Kirby blew out a loud breath. It seemed to settle him, release him from
whatever thoughts were spinning in his head. He gestured to their squad mates, who
were chattering enthusiastically, already heading up the street. "Where they going in
such a good mood?"
Caje glanced at him. "Didn't you just hear Billy's news?"
"What news?"
"The lieutenant's extended our passes."
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Kirby slowly grinned.
"And there's gonna be a private party at Club Paris tonight. Singing, dancing,
cards, and all the alcohol we can drink. Courtesy of Captain Randolph."
Kirby's grin widened. "Maybe I can win my money back. Well, what are we
waiting for?"
end

