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Artillery to the north of town had been firing for half an hour.  Flashes of light 

stabbed the overcast sky, brief mushrooms of brilliance that reflected off the clouds and 

silhouetted buildings that no longer stood straight and square-edged. 

Marie's Café stood beneath the remnants of the town's two-storied hotel.  The 

little restaurant had managed to escape unscathed so far, for which the proprietor, 

Monsieur Germont, gave daily thanks.  Because when the Germans had retreated and the 

Americans had taken over the town, their business had arrived squarely on his doorstep.  

Every soldier with a little time off and a few francs came to his café for a drink or a real 

bite to eat, and tonight was no exception. 

Germont looked over the jostling crowd of G.I.s with a practiced eye. 

The café's interior was no larger than thirty by twenty feet.  Heavy black curtains 

were tacked over the broken windows facing the street and, hung in a drooping arc over 

the dark material, a series of hand-painted blue paper letters spelled out "Vive Les 

Americans."  Four kerosene lanterns, one in each corner, cast an amber glow over the 

smoky room.  Leon, an old, bearded friend of Germont's, played a loud happy tune on his 

ancient accordion. 

The music, laughter, conversation, and clink of glasses drowned out the booming 

of the distant artillery, but it could not prevent the slight shaking of the ground each time 

one of the big guns went off.  It trembled the floorboards and sent subtle vibrations up 

legs.  It rattled the tiny tables and the glasses, shook dust loose from the ceiling.  The 

soldiers seemed not to notice, but Germont had been watching them for days, and he 

knew better.  Americans thought they were good at hiding their feelings.  In his café, they 

joked and laughed and insulted each other with friendly abandon.  He knew only enough 

English to run his business, but he didn't need to understand their language to understand 

them.  Their words were just that:  words.  But loneliness, fear, and worry... these were 

universal expressions, as plain on an unguarded American face as they were on the faces 

of his two young sons or his wife. 

Sometimes, he thought the true measure of a night at his café was in the counting 
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of those fleeting moments of vulnerability.  But, more practically, it was in the quantity 

of empty bottles he carried down to the cellar at closing time. 

He lifted a bottle of cognac and wended through the crowd to the table of the 

American who had signaled him.  Now, here was one who would never be able to hide 

his thoughts, Germont thought as he poured out another drink for the man.  The 

lieutenant sat alone in the corner, a stranger on purpose in that packed room.  He looked 

amiable enough, but his eyes gave the lie to his exterior calm:  the lieutenant's gaze 

traversed the café with a frightened nervousness that the alcohol seemed only to have 

intensified. 

Germont collected the lieutenant's money and, for a moment, their eyes met.  

Germont found himself wanting to speak a short prayer – he did that often, for the scared 

G.I.s – but then the man murmured, "Merci," and not with the clumsy intonation Germont 

usually heard from Americans.  Suddenly afraid the man spoke French and would be 

offended, he smiled instead and responded, "Je vous en prie," before turning to return to 

the bar.  He had to get ready to close the café anyway.  As always, it would be too soon 

for the Americans, but those were the rules.  That's the way it went. 

Lt. Jack Ashton watched the proprietor go, wondering vaguely what he had been 

about to say.  Not that it mattered.  None of it mattered.  Another round of artillery fire 

rumbled the cafe, and he scowled, then knocked back half the glass in one gulp.  It was 

his fourth cognac, but fear was a stubborn thing, and the only thing he was really 

drowning was good sense.  He'd be reporting in tomorrow morning with a hangover, but 

he didn't care.  If it had been anyone but Eddie Hansen waiting for him, he might have 

exercised restraint.  But Eddie knew the truth; Eddie had been there with him.  And it was 

because of Eddie's request that Ashton was back in France to begin with.  He'd forgive 

him a few drinks.  Hell, Eddie owed him a few drinks. 

He rapidly downed the last of the alcohol, then set the glass down a little too hard 

on the table before looking around for the owner again or one of the waitresses.  He 

should have just kept the man nearby.  There was time for one more drink before Marie's 

closed up. 

The closest waitress was attending two G.I.s sharing a table nearby.  They were 

an oddly matched pair, Ashton thought.  One was a tall giant of a man, while the other 

was small and lean.  The smaller one was trying, ineffectively, to hit on the woman, while 

his big friend rolled his eyes and looked long-suffering.  Only two waitresses staffed 

Marie's, and the private had singled out the younger brunette one.  He had good taste, 

Ashton conceded, eyeing her himself, though with only two women among the café's 

staff, it wasn't as if there was a lot of choice. 

The private tried to take the waitress's hand as she took their order.  He was 

persistent, Ashton had to give him that.  But the girl seemed unmoved by determination 

alone.  She deftly shrugged off the private's hand and headed back toward the bar. 

Ashton shook his head and muttered, "Amateur."  No wonder the man's 

companion was rolling his eyes.  Dames didn't like to be pawed; they liked to be 

flattered.  The private clearly needed a lesson.  And there were other ways besides 

drinking to forget his fears for a few hours.  He smiled to himself and lifted his glass to 

his lips before he remembered that he had already finished it.  With a grimace, he set it 

down again and stood up, tucking his helmet beneath his arm.  He took a few unsteady 

steps toward the table the two soldiers shared, until he stood close enough to hear their 
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conversation amid the babble in the café. 

The big guy was saying, "Would you just give it up already?" 

The smaller man muttered, "Where's Caje when you need him?" 

Ashton took the last step up behind them and said, "Don't speak French, huh?" 

Pvt. William G. Kirby jerked around at the voice behind him.  He was aggravated 

enough at his lack of progress with the barmaid that the last thing he wanted was some 

other soldier offering unsolicited advice.  But the rude comeback he had on his lips died 

as he saw it was a lieutenant addressing them.  Army reflexes took over and he started to 

rise to salute, Littlejohn doing the same. 

The man waved them down.  He was is his mid-thirties, average height, dark-

haired, brown-eyed, with a mischievous secretive grin that Kirby immediately distrusted.  

The lieutenant was far too good-looking for Kirby's way of thinking.  No four-day old 

stubble, not a hair out of place, his uniform still crisp and pressed.  Just arrived, Kirby 

thought sourly, not like us.  And he'd obviously been driven in, hadn't tramped in on his 

own two sore feet.  And when the lieutenant looked speculatively after the waitress, 

Kirby recognized competition when he saw it.  He couldn't decide if the fact that the 

lieutenant was also clearly drunk made him more of a threat or less of one. 

But the man went on, "Looks like you could use a little language help, Private...?" 

"Kirby," he replied, then hooked a thumb at his tall companion.  "This is 

Littlejohn." 

"Lieutenant Ashton," Ashton said.  He kept his tone friendly, forthright, his 

expression guileless as he asked, "So, could you use a translator?" 

Kirby blinked.  "What?"  Suspicion and disbelief alternated in Kirby, but 

overriding them was the thought that he was getting nowhere fast with the girl himself.  

With the lieutenant's help, maybe the night might not be such a loss after all.  He said, 

cautiously, "You'd do that for me?  Sir?" 

Sucker, Ashton thought, unable to keep the grin off his face.  Kirby was making 

this too easy.  Hook, line....  Ashton said, "Sure, why not?  She sure is pretty, isn't she?" 

Kirby's gaze drifted toward the bar where the brunette was barely visible behind 

the press of soldiers.  He murmured dreamily, "Yeah..." 

Ashton said, "Just let me doing the talking.  I'll show you how it's done." 

When the girl returned, carrying two small brandies on a tray, Kirby started to 

say, "Could you tell her...." 

But Ashton held up a hand and cut him off.  "Don't worry, I know what to say." 

He did know what to say; the words came without so much as a second thought.  

French was eminently more suited to compliments than English, he thought.  It made 

even the most mundane words seem a little more elegant.  Maybe not to the French girl 

who knew no other language, but it did to him, and that's all that mattered right then.  The 

flattery rolled off his tongue, and he knew it was working when she blushed and smiled at 

him.  It was a very nice smile, he thought. 

Kirby watched Ashton intercede, talking smoothly in what sounded irritatingly to 

Kirby like perfect, if slurred, French.  Ashton pointed to Kirby and smiled, then pointed 

to himself.  Kirby watched closely, suspicious again, but whatever Ashton was saying 

seemed to cause the girl to look at Kirby in a different light, and she turned and smiled 

almost apologetically at him.  Kirby was so startled at her suddenly friendly look that he 

barely managed to keep the surprise off his face. 
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Ashton leaned in toward Kirby and said conspiratorially, "I told her she had your 

intentions figured all wrong." 

Kirby wondered what that meant but, whatever it was, it seemed to be working on 

the waitress, so he kept his mouth shut and didn't ask any questions.  He glanced at 

Littlejohn, but there was no help there.  Littlejohn was simply sipping his brandy and 

letting events unfold before him. 

Ashton, too, couldn't help letting his gaze slide to the big man sitting so quietly 

nearby, to see if he had cottoned on to Ashton's duplicity.  Ashton didn't want to mess 

with him if he could avoid it, particularly while drunk.  But Littlejohn was sipping his 

brandy and watching the exchange with obvious amusement.  Ashton couldn't discern 

any hostility in that big open face.  Not yet anyway.  It was time, he thought, to grab the 

prize and beat a hasty exit.  He turned back to the girl. 

Kirby listened to Ashton spout more French.  A light blush spread across her 

cheeks, but she said something in return, then pointed to a clock that was nearing ten 

p.m., and clearly went to get her things.  Kirby watched her go in amazement.  "Well, I'll 

be...." 

Ashton said, "All set.  And she's just getting off work." 

A wide smile spread across Kirby's face, and he said, "Boy, you make that look 

easy, Lieutenant.  Thanks." 

"Don't thank me," Ashton muttered, glancing away, then, as guilt stirred uneasily 

in his gut.  Or maybe it was just too much cognac. 

The waitress came back from behind the bar, a blue shawl now wrapped around 

her shoulders.  She smiled at all three men, and Kirby quickly stood, tugging his jacket a 

little straighter. 

Ashton cleared his throat and said, "French isn't that difficult.  You should try 

learning it, Private.  It works for me."  He held out his arm, and the brunette looped her 

arm through his.  He grinned smugly and added, "Oh, and don't get discouraged.  After 

all, there is the other waitress... maybe you'll have better luck with her." 

Kirby's mouth fell open as Ashton turned and whisked the girl out the door. 

 

***** 

 

Lt. Hanley was having a hell of a night.  He hadn't had a moment's respite since 

arriving in Alsorne.  He hadn't even had enough free time to grab a shower and a shave, 

let alone a few hours of sleep.  Supply problems, replacement problems, and now this:  

Captain Jampel had just ordered him to lend first squad to another captain, Edward 

Hanson, for a special escort mission, superceding Hanley's own orders to secure a supply 

route tomorrow, something he didn't want to do without Saunders.  Orders, orders, 

orders.  He wondered who the hell this Hanson was that Jampel would make free with 

Hanley's platoon.  And, more importantly, what was the mission that was so damned 

important instead. 

He was looking for Saunders when he entered the side door of Marie's.  The little 

café had become the unofficial hangout of every off-duty soldier stationed in Alsorne.  It 

was a good bet at least some of first squad were there. 

Sure enough, he spotted Kirby and Littlejohn immediately.  Kirby was standing, 

hands on his hips, staring after a lieutenant and a woman – probably one of the waitresses 
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– who were just exiting the café's main door.  Hanley didn't even have to see the 

amusement written all over Littlejohn's face to know that Kirby had just failed in another 

conquest.  Probably rather spectacularly, Hanley thought, given the outrage in Kirby's 

voice as he said to Littlejohn, "Did you see that?  Of all the nerve...." 

Patiently, Littlejohn said, "Kirby, you're outclassed and outranked.  Now, come 

on.  Just sit down and drink your drink." 

Hanley stepped up behind Kirby as the B.A.R. man said, "Yeah, well who does 

that guy think he is?  Waltzing in here and stealing my girl."  He was shaking his head 

angrily.  "Lousy lieutenants." 

Hanley partially raised one eyebrow and tried to keep a straight face.  Littlejohn 

had already seen him, was looking straight at him over Kirby's shoulder and, for a 

moment, the two shared private amusement.  Then Hanley watched Kirby freeze before 

dropping his arms and slowly half-turning, his eyes rising to meet Hanley's.  Kirby forced 

a quick innocent smile and said rapidly, "Oh, hiya, Lieutenant." 

Hanley struggled not to smile as he asked, "Have you seen Saunders?" 

Gesturing vaguely out the front door, Kirby said, "Oh, he sacked out early, over at 

the second billet area." 

Hanley grunted, then added, "Okay.  Just got word.  You'll be pulling out 

tomorrow, so you just might want to get some sleep yourself."  He gave Kirby a pointed 

look. 

Kirby said, "Uh, yes, sir." 

Hanley glanced at Littlejohn again, noted that Littlejohn had quietly swapped his 

empty glass for Kirby's untouched one and was sipping from it, his face a deadpanned 

mask of innocence.  Hanley turned away quickly and pulled open the door before he lost 

his composure and started laughing.  Behind him, he could hear Kirby muttering, "I'm 

gonna kill Caje.  This is all his fault.  If he'd been here that lousy lieutenant wouldn't have 

breezed in...." 

The door closed firmly behind him, and Hanley shook his head. 

 

***** 

 

Morning came too fast, revealing a bright but overcast day, the temperature warm 

and slightly humid.  The artillery had stopped in the night, but the village was anything 

but quiet and peaceful.  Jeeps and trucks spewed exhaust in the narrow streets, their 

revving, growling engines echoing off the building fronts.  Sergeants hollered as their 

columns marched in the wake of the vehicles, and MPs shouted and directed traffic where 

it converged in the village square. 

It made for a noisy, crowded mess, and Ashton swore under his breath as he 

pushed his way around the infantry.  Everyone seemed to have somewhere they had to 

be, and that included him. 

"Watch it, bub," somebody muttered at him when he brushed them roughly aside. 

Ashton cut down a side alley, cursing the engineers and townspeople who had 

done such a nice job of clearing the streets of rubble and debris – he had nothing to blame 

his weaving, staggering walk on but himself.  It didn't help that he had his eyes half-

closed against the daylight or that his head was throbbing fiercely.  And as if that wasn't 

bad enough, he had overslept, woken up sick from alcohol or nerves – it no longer 
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mattered which.  As far as making errors in judgment, he was racking up a personal 

record in these last couple of days. 

Eddie's temporary headquarters was on the second story of a building near the 

east end of town.  It was set back from the street, the building rising behind what had 

once been a graceful courtyard. 

Ashton paused in the street just before the iron gates of the courtyard and leaned 

back against the nearest building.  He drew in a deep ragged breath and tried one last time 

to find a way out, but it was a pointless exercise – he had done nothing but that since the 

orders had been handed to him two days ago in London.  Was it only two days ago? 

Nothing for it but to get it over with. 

He straightened up his uniform and ran a hand through his hair before he settled 

that damned heavy helmet back on his head.  His fingertips brushed the day-old stubble 

on his cheeks, and he shrugged it off.  Nothing for it now.  He re-slung his Thompson 

over his shoulder, then pushed himself off the comfort of the wall. 

He turned the corner and entered the courtyard.  Rubble from the ruined home on 

the left spilled across the back half of the open space, nearly blocking access to the 

outdoor stairway that climbed up to the upstairs HQ.   Ashton found the courtyard wasn't 

empty.  Four G.I.s lounged around waiting.   One of them, leaning back against the right-

hand inner wall, looked vaguely familiar, but Ashton couldn't place him. 

Kirby, on the other hand, stiffened immediately as Ashton came forward, and he 

asked, sarcastically, "Did you have a pleasant evening?" 

Ashton turned toward him, hiding the wince the sudden movement provoked. 

"Lieutenant.  Sir," Kirby added, saluting.  The salute was as insolent as his tone. 

Ashton stared at him blankly, and Kirby realized in disbelief that the lieutenant 

didn't even remember their encounter last night.  The thought incensed him.  Here he had 

spent a sleepless night in recriminations and Ashton had forgotten all about it?  Why that 

miserable–  His hands tightened around the muzzle of his B.A.R. 

Then it came to Ashton where he had seen the man before.  The café.  The 

waitress.  A quick glance around the courtyard showed the other private who had been 

there – the big guy – sitting cross-legged, back against the wall nearby, eyes closed.  

Chalk up yet another error in judgment, Ashton thought, bitterly.  You didn't think you'd 

run into one lousy private again out of a couple hundred, did you?  He searched his 

memory, but the soldier's name eluded him. 

As for the waitress... he had seen her safely to the door of her flat, been 

introduced to waiting, worrying mama, given her a professional salute and his best smile, 

and gone on his way.  But there was no reason the private had to learn any of that.  So, he 

grinned at the soldier and lied, "Just swell, thanks, Private.  Did you know she has a 

beautiful little apartment overlooking the river?"  The last part was true, at least. 

Kirby straightened, his jaw clenching.  So, Ashton had remembered at last. 

There was a nasty edge to the look he shot Ashton, the kind that wanted to invite 

Ashton down a dark alley.  You have no idea how tempting that is, Ashton thought.  

Eddie can't send me on a mission if I'm in the hospital. 

But the big private, not even bothering to open his eyes, interrupted softly, 

warningly, "Kirby." 

That was his name, Ashton thought, as he watched the lean B.A.R man react to 

the big man's voice.  The dangerous look had already faded, replaced by sullen 
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resentment.  Was he just all talk, then? Ashton wondered, almost disappointed.  He 

caught himself, suddenly angry and ashamed of himself, wondering when exactly getting 

himself beaten up had become an acceptable plan of action. 

When Eddie forced me to come back to this godforsaken country, that's when. 

And he was wasting time again, delaying the inevitable.  He returned Kirby's 

salute, matching the insolence the private had used, then headed for the stairs of the 

building. 

Kirby glared after him, then turned as Caje and Doc's curiosity got the better of 

them and they both approached.  Caje asked, "What was that all about?" 

Kirby snapped, "Aw, shut up, Caje.  It's your fault anyway." 

Caje stiffened, frowning, and said, "My fault!  Hey, now listen–" 

On the landing, Ashton shook his head uncomfortably and tried to push the B.A.R 

man's anger out of his head.  He opened the door and let the voices of the squabbling 

G.I.s fall away as he stepped into a small antechamber.  To the left, a lieutenant and a 

sergeant sat waiting on wooden chairs.  A heavy-set corporal sat behind a field desk to 

the right surrounded by a couple radios and a mess of paperwork.  The corporal saluted, 

and Ashton said, "Lieutenant Ashton, here to see Captain Hansen." 

"Yes, sir," the corporal said quickly, and Ashton didn't miss the clear reproach in 

the man's tone when he went on:  "He's waiting for you."  The corporal pushed himself 

out of his chair and crossed to the closed door nearby. 

Ashton glanced at the two other men, found both of them watching him.  The 

lieutenant was a tall, dark handsome man, his mouth set in mild irritation; the sergeant's 

face and blue eyes were expressionless.  My tardiness has kept them waiting too, Ashton 

realized, chagrined.  Score another point in favor of court-martial. 

"Sir?" 

Ashton faced forward again as the corporal's call caught his attention. 

"Go on in, sir," the corporal said. 

Ashton nodded politely to the two waiting men and headed for the door.  He 

hesitated just a second on the threshold then, after another deep breath, stepped inside.  

The corporal closed the door behind him with a loud thunk, and Ashton winced. 

The large room he entered was really nothing but empty floorboards and 

cobwebbed corners, dust and echoes.  The wall opposite had another closed door that 

probably exited onto a back alley, Ashton guessed.  The left wall had a large window, the 

glass panes long since broken out and gone, and the noise of the troops passing on the 

street outside was clearly audible.  The only furniture was to the right:  a table and three 

scrounged wooden chairs – two in front, one behind.  Eddie sat in the one behind, bent 

forward over a large map spread over the tabletop. 

"What's the matter, Jack?" Hansen said, without looking up.  "You forget how to 

tell time in London?  You're twenty minutes late." 

"I realize that, sir," Ashton said, unapologetically. 

Hansen looked up then, raising an eyebrow.  "Sir?"  He tossed his pencil down 

and leaned back in the chair, studying Ashton.  Ashton eyed him in return, comparing 

present to past, but Edward Hansen hadn't changed any, physically, in the last six months.  

He was broad-shouldered, almost the same height and weight as Ashton.  Clean-cut, 

dark-haired, good-looking... he was the type of guy that made a rumpled dirty uniform 

look good.  The type that should have been on the recruiting posters.  The type who 
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always commanded the respect of his men and wasn't afraid to get his hands dirty right 

along with them.  The type who had deserved promotion to captain after St. Vannes. 

"You look like hell, Jack," Hansen observed. 

Ashton said nothing, but he knew silence was pointless.  Hansen knew him better 

than anyone else alive.  They had grown up together, gone through high school and 

college together, hauled each other out of countless bars and brawls, joined the Army 

together.  Best friends, that was what they were, once upon a time when life had been 

simpler.  Before the war had turned real.  Hansen got up suddenly, crossed and opened 

the door, ordered the corporal outside, "Mallory, bring me a pot of coffee." 

Hansen closed the door and turned to look at Ashton again.  Ashton met his gaze 

steadily, somewhat surprised to see no reproach on Hansen's face.  Instead he saw only a 

combination of brotherly affection, worry, and something else... Ashton couldn't quite 

place it.  Guilt?  Hansen reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his cigarettes.  He 

crossed to Ashton and held out the packet.  Ashton took one gratefully, accepted a light, 

then blew out smoke.  He removed his helmet, set it one of the knobby points of the 

closest chair back. 

Hansen sighed and said, "I'm sorry, Jack, I really am.  But you were the only one I 

could get for this job." 

"What job?"  Ashton didn't even want to ask, but the question tumbled out. 

"Pass some vital information to the Resistance.  Specifically, to Sebastien and 

Jerome." 

"Jim Wharton–" Ashton began. 

Hansen cut him off with a shake of his head.  "Dead.  Look, you know Sebastien 

and Jerome; they know you.  With what's been going on out here lately, they're not going 

to trust anyone else I send right now.  Not for the information I'm sending you with.  It's 

got to be someone they know.  That's you." 

Ashton began pacing. 

Soothingly, Hansen continued, "In and out, Jack.  That's all.  Not even twenty-

four hours behind enemy lines." 

On a sudden hunch, Ashton turned and said, "Those men outside in the 

courtyard...." 

"That should be Sergeant Saunders' squad.  They're your escort behind enemy 

lines.  The sergeant and his lieutenant are outside waiting to be briefed." 

Ashton swore under his breath and chalked another hash mark on his mental log 

of errors.  Needle one of the men who's going to be protecting you.  Yeah, that was 

particularly brilliant.  He looked up to see Hansen watching him, a frown on his face. 

"Something wrong?" Hansen asked. 

"Everything's wrong, and you know it." 

Hansen said, "Jack, we've known each other a long time.  Just complete this 

mission, and I'll have you back in London–" 

Ashton interrupted, "Just give it to me straight, Eddie.  From the top.  Tell me 

what I need to know and let's get this masquerade over with." 

 

***** 

 

Hanley checked his watch for what felt like the hundredth time.  He caught a 
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glimpse of Saunders smiling in undisguised amusement at him and quickly dropped his 

arm back into his lap.  "Hurry up and wait," Hanley muttered.  "I'll never get used to it." 

"Not when you're on the receiving end." 

Hanley looked over sharply, but Saunders was looking the other way, watching 

the corporal re-enter the antechamber bearing a small tray with a steaming coffee pot and 

two mugs on it.  The corporal knocked once, and, through the door, Hansen's voice called 

back, "In a minute." 

The corporal shrugged, turned around, contemplated his crowded desktop, then 

set the tray down on top of a stack of papers. 

Hanley couldn't help wondering about that lieutenant who had entered ahead of 

them.  Hanley had seen a lot of scared men, but this one had seemed jumpier than most.  

Maybe that was only because he had seemed desperate to hide his fear and was failing 

miserably. 

"That lieutenant looked like he was heading for his own court-martial," Hanley 

said aloud, curious, and deciding a little fishing never hurt.  The corporal had seemed 

affronted enough by the lieutenant's late arrival to want to talk about it. 

Sure enough, he spoke up right away.  "Uh, no sir," the corporal said.  "Lieutenant 

Ashton and Captain Hansen are old friends, I've been told.  Though he's not here for what 

you'd call a social occasion."  His voice held the same disapproving tone he had used on 

Lt. Ashton.  The corporal was a pinch-lipped, squinty-eyed burly man.  Hanley knew the 

type:  perpetually frowning, perpetually finding fault.  A man who lived so by-the-book 

himself that any deviation by others the corporal took personally. 

But the corporal's words also meant that Lt. Ashton was most likely the man 

Saunders would be escorting behind enemy lines.  Hanley chewed that over and exhaled 

sharply.  He didn't like the thought at all. 

The door opened just then, and Hansen called Hanley and Saunders inside. 

About time, Hanley thought impatiently as he got to his feet and followed the 

corporal and Saunders into the room. 

"Your coffee, sir," the corporal was saying to Hansen. 

Hansen swept a spot free on the desk, let the corporal set the tray down, then 

dismissed him. 

Hanley and Saunders saluted, and Hansen returned the salute and performed swift 

introductions, before pouring out a cup of coffee. 

Hanley looked around the nearly vacant room.  Lt. Ashton leaned against the 

window frame to the left, staring outside and smoking.  In a still photograph, his pose 

would have looked nonchalant, but then a still photograph wouldn't have shown the way 

he jerked the cigarette to his mouth for another drag, the way his eyes were really 

focusing on nothing. 

Ashton was hardly aware of the scrutiny.  He couldn't get his mind around 

anything other that than his best friend was sending him behind enemy lines – what good 

would a squad do?  And the truth was he didn't want to see the two soldiers waiting to be 

briefed.  To acknowledge them not only meant the mission was real, but that he was 

suddenly responsible for the five men assigned as his escort. 

"Here, drink this."  Hansen appeared suddenly in front of him, startling him out of 

his reverie, and Ashton couldn't prevent the irritated frown that crossed his face. 

"Take it," Hansen snapped, as he thrust the coffee cup into Ashton's hand. 
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Watching them uncomfortably, Hanley thought that Ashton seemed nothing more 

than a brittle shell.  What was inside... that was what worried Hanley.  He glanced at 

Saunders, wondering what the sergeant was making of the situation and this man he 

would have to work with.  But Saunders was giving nothing away, and Hanley grimaced 

to himself.  If he had just half the poker face Saunders had.... 

Hansen walked back behind his desk and looked at Hanley.  His face was calm 

and collected again as he said, "Glad Captain Jampel agreed to lend me your men, 

Hanley." 

"What's their mission, sir?" Hanley asked. 

Hansen gestured to the man at the window and said, "Escort Lieutenant Ashton 

behind enemy lines to a meeting with two partisan leaders.  Lieutenant Ashton will relay 

his information, and then your squad will escort him home again.  That's it."  He pulled a 

smaller map out and spread it on top of the larger one on the desk.  He traced a line until 

he found what he was looking for, then he tapped the spot with a forefinger.  "The meet is 

set for here... two miles south of Versennet, at a farmhouse about eight miles behind 

enemy lines."  He looked directly at Saunders and went on, "The town is occupied, and 

you should expect heavy patrols through these woods here.  Do not engage the enemy if 

you can avoid it." 

Hanley and Saunders exchanged a look. 

Hanley said, "Sounds straightforward enough."  He couldn't help glancing at the 

other lieutenant again.  Ashton hadn't shifted from his spot at the window, the coffee cup 

in one hand, the cigarette in the other, and his gaze locked on something only he could 

see. 

"Speed is of the essence," Hansen said, his tone sharpening suddenly.  "The 

information Lieutenant Ashton carries is time-critical.  We won't get a second chance at 

this.  So get him in, Sergeant, and get him back out.  The meet is scheduled for 2100 

tonight.  Any questions?" 

Saunders shook his head.  "No, sir." 

Hansen nodded, as if satisfied, and said, "Then get going."  He folded and passed 

the map to Saunders, who tucked it inside his jacket. 

The conclusion of the briefing and the movement of Saunders and Hanley toward 

the door was enough to rouse Ashton.  Downing the last of the coffee, he crossed the 

room and set the empty mug down on the tray.  He lifted his helmet off the back of the 

chair, settled it on his head with an undisguised scowl, then started for the door after the 

others. 

Hansen called, softly, "Jack."  When Ashton looked back, Hansen added, "Good 

luck, old friend." 

Hanley watched the two officers share a look, then Ashton flashed Hansen a 

broad, confident grin and walked out, followed by Saunders.  Hanley wasn't fooled for a 

second, and he doubted Capt. Hansen was either.  The look was pure bravado, nothing 

more.  Hanley hesitated, looking back at the captain.  Hansen slowly sat down, staring 

after Ashton and turning a pencil over and over in his hand, his face lined with worry.  

What is he not saying? Hanley wondered, knowing instinctively that something was 

wrong, and that not understanding what it was could jeopardize Saunders' mission and 

the safety of all the men. 

Abruptly, Hansen looked up and noticed Hanley watching him.  The worried look 
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vanished in an instant, and Hansen was all business, his attention returning to his maps.  

But after a moment, when Hanley still hadn't moved, Hansen's eyes flicked up and he 

asked, "Was there something else, Lieutenant?" 

To hell with delicacy, Hanley thought, and asked, "Is there anything else I should 

know about this mission, sir... or its personnel?" 

"No," Hansen said, curtly.  "Dismissed." 

 

***** 

 

Outside, the squad waited.  Caje and Doc had joined Littlejohn, and all three sat 

with their backs to the wall, enjoying the meager sunlight filtering through the clouds.  

Littlejohn still had his eyes closed, now with his long legs stretched out before him and 

crossed at the ankles.  Only Kirby was standing, smoking restlessly. 

He should have been enjoying the quiet, content that their squad wasn't part of the 

circus passing by in the street outside.  He should have been taking these last few minutes 

before they headed out to relax.  But, instead, his gaze kept stealing up the stairway 

toward where Lt. Ashton had gone, and he shifted his stance, one foot to the other, 

fuming inside instead. 

He couldn't stop his mind from replaying the scene in Marie's last night... how 

drunk the lieutenant had been... how good-looking... how smoothly Ashton had 

volunteered to help translate... how quickly he had found himself leaping at the man's 

offer.  Kirby kept berating himself, wondering when he had become so trusting.  It would 

have been very easy to tell the lieutenant to mind his own business.  But he hadn't done 

that.  Why not?  What had made him think he could trust another man where a woman 

was concerned?  Particularly an officer, and a drunk one at that. 

Kirby grimaced to himself.  He had obviously been hanging around Saunders too 

long.  The Sarge always gave people the benefit of the doubt.  Well, Kirby had given 

Ashton the benefit of the doubt, all right, and the guy had played him for a sucker.  He 

wasn't going to make that mistake again. 

And he wasn't going drinking with Littlejohn anymore, either.  Littlejohn had 

done nothing – nothing! – just let Ashton walk out the door.  All he'd had to do was stand 

up, look threatening, something.  But no, Littlejohn had sat there and watched the whole 

thing, as if the encounter had been staged solely for his entertainment, the big, 

unsympathetic ape. 

Kirby gripped the B.A.R. tighter again and hunched his shoulders forward, his 

gaze roaming around the courtyard.  He wasn't sure if he was more angry at losing the 

girl or the fact that he'd let himself get duped so easily. 

The door upstairs opened suddenly, and Saunders and Lt. Ashton stepped out onto 

the upper landing together.  Hanley followed a moment later, and Kirby watched all three 

come down the stairs, a sinking feeling in his stomach.  What do you want to bet...? 

Caje, Doc, and Littlejohn stood quickly and came over to stand beside Kirby as 

the other three joined them.  Lt. Ashton hung back slightly from the group, not meeting 

Kirby's gaze. 

Saunders said, "This is Lieutenant Ashton.  We'll be escorting him behind enemy 

lines to a meeting with the Resistance." 

I knew it, Kirby thought and muttered aloud, "Ain't that grand."  He stubbed out 
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his cigarette a little too aggressively against the wall.  When he turned back, he saw 

Saunders watching him, a warning look on his face.  Kirby looked away, not willing to 

meet those steady blue eyes for more than a second.  What did Saunders know anyway?  

The Sarge hadn't been there last night; he couldn't be expected to understand what type of 

guy Ashton really was. 

Hanley said, "Captain Hansen's arranged for a truck to take you as far as it can.  

You're on foot from there." 

Saunders glanced at each man in the squad, waiting for any questions.  When 

none were forthcoming, he said, "Okay, then.  Saddle up." 

The men scattered around the courtyard to collect their gear. 

Slowly, Ashton followed Saunders toward the courtyard entrance to wait, 

wondering if he should say something to Kirby.  He knew instinctively a mere apology 

wasn't going to smooth things over.  Better to just leave it, he told himself.  Get the 

mission over and get back to London and forget the whole thing. 

Kirby started to bend down to pick up his pack, but paused, his gaze drawn 

suddenly to Hanley who still stood nearby.  Hanley was frowning, lost in thought, his 

eyes locked on Ashton, much the way Kirby's had been.  Kirby recognized Hanley's 

troubled look all too well, and he wondered what had gone on in the briefing upstairs that 

had so worried the lieutenant.  The way he was focused in on Ashton, Kirby had a feeling 

it wasn't the mission that had Hanley stewing – it was the lieutenant himself. 

See, Hanley sees it too:  Lt. Ashton is trouble.  It shouldn't have mattered, Kirby 

thought.  The squad had taken along plenty of losers before.  But the thought that his life 

might depend upon the reflexes of a loser suffering a bad hangover didn't sit well with 

him.  Like you haven't gone out with a bad hangover yourself, part of his brain said.  That 

was different, he told himself, but the unwanted response followed anyway:  How? 

He rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. 

A loud, flat crack came from across the street, and Ashton whipped around, his 

Thompson ready.  Across the street, a frowzy middle-aged French woman was leaning 

out a window.  The remains of some sort of white crockery lay shattered in the street 

below her.  Slowly, Ashton lowered his weapon and tried to relax.  He quickly glanced 

around at the members of his escort – alert, watchful, but none had gone automatically 

for their weapons as he had done.  And there was Kirby, observing him almost scornfully 

and not bothering to hide it.  How the hell do I start the last two days over again? Ashton 

wondered, looking away.  Because nothing short of that was going to set things right. 

Kirby grimaced.  Great, the lieutenant was trigger-happy on top of everything 

else.  Kirby leaned toward Littlejohn, who had turned back to his pack and was just 

straightening.  "Did you see that?"  He gestured toward Ashton. 

Littlejohn's eyes flicked toward the lieutenant, then back to Kirby.  He shrugged 

and said, "He's jumpy.  So?" 

"So, you want to be the guy who kicks a rock by accident near him?" 

Littlejohn let out a sigh and looked pointedly at him.  "So, don't kick a rock." 

"You know what I mean," Kirby said, angrily.  "A joker like that could get us all 

killed." 

Kirby realized he wasn't speaking as quietly as he meant to when he felt someone 

step up beside him.  Kirby turned swiftly.  He was expecting Ashton, or maybe the Sarge 

– but it was Hanley, all signs of his previous worry replaced by a menacing anger.  For a 
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moment, Kirby wanted to believe that the anger was impersonal, that Hanley was 

agreeing with him – Ashton was a liability – but he realized instantly that he should have 

known better, and he cursed silently.  Hanley always was Army first.  Even if he did 

agree with Kirby's sentiments, he would never admit it. 

Littlejohn slung his rifle over his shoulder and quickly walked away from the two 

of them as Hanley stepped closer, towering over the B.A.R. man.  When he spoke, his 

voice was soft and for Kirby's ears alone.  "That 'joker' is a lieutenant and your superior 

officer." 

Kirby clenched and unclenched his jaw before looking away.  "Yes, sir." 

Hanley asked, "You have any more personal complaints you'd like to make?" 

"No, sir," Kirby muttered. 

"Then get moving." 

Kirby suffered a final glare from Hanley, waited until the lieutenant had turned 

and walked away, then shouldered his B.A.R. and went to join the others near the 

courtyard entrance.  Kirby glanced at his squad mates but, except for Littlejohn, if any 

had noticed the interchange, they weren't showing it.  Littlejohn's look was half-warning, 

half I-told-you-so.  Irritated, Kirby ignored him and shoved his helmet on his head. 

Saunders surveyed the squad, then said, "Let's go." 

Hanley waited beside Saunders as they filed out of the courtyard, Littlejohn and 

Doc in the lead.  They kept to the far left of the street to avoid the two trucks coming 

loudly toward them.  Noxious exhaust fumes swirled with the dust in their wake. 

Hanley wanted to warn Saunders to keep a close eye on Ashton, but saying those 

words aloud would have been for his own comfort only, to assuage his uneasiness and not 

Saunders', and he kept them to himself.  Saunders missed nothing, and there wasn't 

anything Hanley could say that hadn't already crossed Saunders' mind.  So, instead, he 

simply said, "Good luck." 

Saunders trailed out last, with a fleeting smile. 

But as the squad headed out of town, Hanley's worry settled deep in his stomach, 

He knew it wouldn't dissipate until the mission was over and they were all back safely. 
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Act 2 

 

 

 

 

The corporal driving their truck must have been convinced the road was mined 

and that he alone knew the safest route.  At least, Littlejohn could think of no other good 

reason to account for the erratic ride.  No pleasant, lulling rhythm to dose by this trip, no.  

They swerved and bounced around unseen obstacles with such frequency that even Doc 

was muttering under his breath.  Littlejohn had finally settled for tightly closing his eyes 

and wrapping his fingers around the nearest support rib to brace himself.  It was better 

than squinting out the back at the dirt road unwinding behind them.  It was a good time to 

be an officer, he thought, and ride in a cab sporting at least some semblance of 

cushioning in its bench seat. 

"Just whose side is the driver on anyway?" Kirby complained.  He nearly had to 

shout to make himself heard. 

At least Kirby was grumbling about someone other than Lt. Ashton, Littlejohn 

thought, and that was a welcome change. 

Then, brakes locked and tires skidding, the truck jolted to a halt, and the five men 

in the back grabbed for support.  The engine noise dwindled to a rumbling idle. 

"We done?" Kirby said.  "'Cause I want out of this thing." 

The corporal turned in the front seat and called cheerfully through the cab's rear 

window, "End of the line." 

Well, at least the miserable ride hadn't dampened the driver's spirits any, 

Littlejohn thought. 

"Everybody out," Saunders said. 

The reason for the driver's final sudden braking was obvious as soon as they had 

grabbed their gear and jumped down from the hooded truck bed.  Four more feet and the 

truck's front end would have plunged into a ragged crater blown out of the center of the 

road. 

Littlejohn looked around at the devastation.  A German convoy had been caught 

and bombed here.  What the Krauts hadn't immediately salvaged had been left behind, 

and that was quite a bit.  Trucks and jeeps blown on their sides and burned out, shattered 

artillery pieces, one lone tank, upended, its gun muzzle pointing skyward.  Fires had left 

blackened scorched earth between the craters and the debris, burned a nearby field and a 

stand of trees until only charred trunks remained.  The stench of death and smoke hung in 

the air and, with the dark and overcast sky pressing down from above, it seemed an 

inauspicious way to start to their mission. 

The truck passenger door shut with a bang as Ashton joined them.  The driver 

shouted something probably meant to sound encouraging, but his words were lost as he 

revved the truck engine and ground the gear shift into reverse.  Kirby winced at the noise 

as the mud-caked vehicle pulled a three-point turn and headed for home. 

When the growl of the truck engine had faded away, an eerie dead silence 

engulfed them.  No one said a word.  Saunders gestured them ahead, and, single file, they 

picked their way through the bombed wreckage until the road ran undamaged again, and 

the smell of grass replaced the foul odors.  The muggy air hung with the scent of 
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impending rain.  Tall trees lined the right side of the dirt road, and to the left ran a border 

fence; open pastureland stretched beyond. 

At Saunders' signal, the squad left the road, moving out of the open and in among 

the trees.  He hunkered down and pulled the map from an inner pocket.  Spreading it 

across his knee, he asked, "Lieutenant?" 

Ashton knelt and looked at the map.  Contours and simple road lines conjured 

images in his head of woods and farmland, pictures of a past he thought he had purged 

from his memories.  He shook his head and forced himself to focus as Saunders traced a 

path from their position to the farmhouse. 

It was a good route, a safe one, but it would also take longer to reach the 

farmhouse than Ashton wanted.  He chewed at his lip a moment, knowing he was letting 

impatience and fear guide him, not intelligence, but time... time was his enemy.  The less 

time he spent out here....  It was worth the risk.  He drew his finger across a section of the 

map and said, "I suggest we cut across this draw here instead of swinging south." 

Saunders said, "That puts us pretty close to that Kraut OP, if Captain Hansen's 

intelligence reports are correct." 

Ashton knew it was as near to an objection as Saunders would go, just as he knew 

the sergeant was right.  Even still....  He said, "Yes, and we want to avoid a fight at all 

costs, but this route will save us a good hour of trudging through these woods here." 

Quietly, almost to himself, Kirby muttered, "Or get us killed." 

Caje exchanged a glance with Littlejohn, who shook his head once and rolled his 

eyes skyward. 

Saunders waited, but Ashton either hadn't heard Kirby or, more likely, had chosen 

to ignore his remark.  Saunders followed suit, nodded to Ashton, then put away the map.  

This part was straightforward enough.  Reach the farmhouse rendezvous in one piece 

without alerting the Germans.  He pushed himself back to his feet and unslung his 

Thompson. "All right.  Caje, take the point.  The rest of you – don't bunch up, but stay in 

sight of each other." 

The squad headed out:  Caje, then Littlejohn, Ashton, Saunders, Doc – and Kirby 

still lurking deliberately in the rear.  Let him, Saunders thought, sourly.  Kirby had been 

grouchy since he had woken up that morning, an unusual mood for Kirby after twenty-

four hours off-duty.  No grins, no wise-cracks, none of the usual complaints – just a lot of 

no-account muttering and a steady glare directed at Lt. Ashton whenever the lieutenant 

wasn't looking.  At least, whatever had passed between the two, it appeared only Kirby 

was holding a grudge, and that suited Saunders fine.  He knew how to handle Kirby, but 

Ashton was still an unknown. 

Well, mostly an unknown.  Saunders recalled Hanley's obvious worry, the things 

Hanley had clearly wanted to say and hadn't, and he smiled to himself.  He didn't need 

words to know what had been going through Hanley's mind; he'd seen it all himself – 

Ashton was wound a little too tightly, and while still in a relatively safe setting, no less.  

He knew Hanley had been extrapolating that same tension out to the field, where it could 

jeopardize the squad when they were behind enemy lines. 

But Saunders shrugged it off.  Just because Ashton had his own personal demons 

to fight didn't mean they would interfere when it came down to it. 

Only time would tell that. 
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***** 

 

The dirt road they still paralleled grew so heavily rutted it was little more than a 

series of deep trenches.  If the earlier portions had been as churned up as this was, no 

wonder the ride had been so miserable, Saunders thought.  Tanks, armored cars, trucks, 

and jeeps:  their overlapping tracks were frozen solid in the dried earth.  If it rained later 

that day, those ridges would melt, fill in the furrows, and turn the road into an ugly 

morass of mud. 

But all those vehicles were long gone now, and only once did they hear the sputter 

of an approaching engine.  The men scattered, taking cover in the trees, and watched a 

German motorcycle and sidecar speed by.  Saunders caught a flash of the driver hunched 

over the handlebars of his bike as he navigated the uneven road, the officer in the sidecar 

hanging on with both gloved hands.  Then they were gone, with barely a swirl of dust 

from the hard-baked road to mark their passage. 

Two hours passed, and when the road curved the wrong direction, they abandoned 

it for the woods.  Saunders called a halt and sent Littlejohn scouting ahead.  He watched 

the remaining squad members pick out resting spots under nearby trees, before he 

dropped down himself.  Pulling off his helmet, he scratched at his head, then closed his 

eyes briefly, and tipped his head back against the tree he had chosen. 

It looked unlikely the sun would make an appearance that day.  The clouds were 

knit tightly above, and the filtered glow of daylight gave a strange gold-tinted cast to the 

woods.  The rain that had seemed so imminent earlier seemed also to have retreated, and 

they were left with nothing but overcast skies and humidity. 

Saunders thought he wouldn't mind if the rain held off until nightfall.  If anything 

went wrong at the farmhouse, inclement weather would provide better cover for their 

retreat than a nice bright moonlit night. 

Part of him wondered why he was assuming there would be trouble.  The 

Resistance would have chosen a meeting spot as safe as any could be out here.  His squad 

was small and mobile and more than ready for anything they ran into.  And yet, tension 

still stalked the squad like a seventh member.  Mostly it ran straight between Kirby and 

Ashton, but their friction was affecting the others, affecting him, and he didn't like it. 

Ashton came up and dropped into a crouch beside him.  Softly, he asked, "Can we 

push any faster?" 

There's that need for speed again, Saunders thought, curiously.  He checked his 

wristwatch – there was still plenty of time before the rendezvous, and haste this far 

behind enemy lines might make them careless.  He said, "Not safely." 

"I'd like to get there before dark, if we can." 

Saunders pulled out his nearly-empty pack of cigarettes and glanced at Ashton.  

"Expecting trouble?" he asked. 

The lieutenant hesitated, then answered, "No, just cautious." 

Saunders shook a couple of cigarettes partway out of the pack, held it out. 

Ashton gave him a nod of thanks and accepted one.  He had chain-smoked the last 

of his own the previous night, and there hadn't been time that morning to obtain a new 

pack.  He was grateful to the sergeant for sharing.  He pivoted on his heels and sat down 

beside Saunders, leaning over to light his cigarette from Saunders' lighter.  He took a 

deep drag, eyes closed, and, as he breathed out the smoke, his shoulders relaxed a little.  
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He went on, "I've worked with Sebastien and Jerome – the two men we're meeting – and 

they're smart and careful.  But the Resistance have had a run of bad luck lately.  Krauts 

keep turning up at the meets.  They've lost a lot of good men."  He smiled ruefully.  "You 

know what they say... there's bad luck and there's bad luck." 

"Spies," Saunders said. 

Ashton nodded.  "Eddie's been convinced of it for awhile now – but the 

Resistance haven't been able to turn up any traitors on their side.  They've turned the 

accusations our direction." 

Eddie... Saunders remembered Capt. Hansen's aide saying Ashton and Hansen 

went way back.  He thought about Ashton's words, then, after a moment, he said, "That's 

why you're here, isn't it?  Because the partisans trust you?" 

"Yeah.  Trust," Ashton murmured, the last word laced with bitterness.  "Now 

there's a word for you."  He looked away and smoked in silence. 

Saunders said nothing, just smoked his own cigarette and thought of all the ways 

a man could say so much with so few words, and still say nothing at all. 

Littlejohn trotted back up.  "All clear, Sarge," he said. 

Nodding, Saunders gestured him to take a seat and rest, delaying a couple minutes 

longer to give Ashton time to finish his cigarette. 

 

***** 

 

The heavy grey sky pressed down.  No lengthening shadows marked the late 

afternoon; it was the type of weather that passed dark day into darker night swiftly and 

unremarkably.  The forest had given way to hilly fields.  Caje was leading the way again, 

staying inside the strip of woods that bordered each fenced pasture.  Cows lowed to each 

other, and the harsh jangle of brass bells drifted across the open land to his left. 

Caje watched the fields carefully.  The freely roaming cows were a good sign – it 

meant the pastures here weren't mined, at least, and he filed the information away. 

He glanced behind him, picking out the squad's positions.  Kirby was following 

Ashton, which made Caje smile and shake his head.  He'd heard the story, told by the 

aggrieved party and therefore prone to exaggerated inaccuracies.  Littlejohn's calm 

amusement had told him all he needed to know:  Kirby had walked headfirst into the 

lieutenant's trap.  He had nobody but himself to blame.  Besides, Lt. Ashton was right... 

Kirby should have learned a little French by now.  He never even asked Caje to teach him 

a few basics, just inquired after a word now and again, though Caje cringed at the thought 

of how Kirby would mangle an actual sentence.  Bonjour, bien, merci, and mademoiselle 

were bad enough. 

No, Ashton was all right.  Nervous and scared, but then he'd clearly been out of 

the field for awhile.  Caje understood that all too well.  Time away from the front did a 

man no favors sometimes, and Ashton had just forgotten how to block it out.  But that's 

what the squad was along for, to keep him safe while he found his footing again.  He just 

needed time, that was all. 

Caje paused and closed his eyes a moment to listen to the afternoon.  Voices, 

footsteps... human noises always traveled farther than people liked to think.  Sometimes, 

it was their sounds that gave away an approaching patrol before he made visual contact.  

Sometimes, it was a man carelessly smoking a cigarette – that smell also carried farther 



The Reckoning  18 

than one would have guessed. 

Satisfied they were still alone, he started walking again until the woods gave way 

onto open land.  He pulled up in the lee of the last tree.  Directly ahead, the ground sloped 

uphill to a low grassy ridge that ran north-south.  Over the summit, Caje could just see 

the tops of trees where the woods picked up again on the other side.  To the right, a 

shallow overgrown ravine cut diagonally around the bottom of the hill, angling away 

from Caje's position into the opposite line of trees. 

It was quiet; just the barest breath of wind stirred the deep grasses carpeting the 

hillside.  He pushed off from the tree and angled left up the hill for what looked like a 

good vantage point over both the hilltop and whatever terrain lay beyond. 

The rest of the squad emerged from the woods behind him.  At a hand signal from 

Saunders, they spread out, keeping twenty feet between each man as they climbed.  

Ashton was closest to Caje, ascending the hill in fast strides, the others strung out beyond 

him.  Caje glanced past him and watched Saunders head to the far right to skirt along the 

edge of the gully. 

Nearby movement caught Caje's eye, and his gaze snapped from Saunders back to 

Ashton, just in time to see a German soldier crest the hill directly in front of the 

lieutenant. 

Ashton and the German stared at each other in frozen surprise from a distance of 

barely six feet.  Even as Caje was raising his rifle, both men snapped out of it, jerking up 

their weapons simultaneously.  Ashton opened up with his Thompson first, and the 

German pitched backwards with a scream.  From the other side of the hill, German voices 

shouted immediately in alarm. 

From behind him, he heard Saunders yelling, "Pull back, pull back!  Caje!" 

Out of the corner of his eye, Caje saw Ashton spinning and pelting downhill after 

Kirby and Littlejohn.  Caje did not follow immediately, instead dropping flat and 

crawling forward just far enough to get a peek over the summit without exposing himself.  

If he didn't grab a headcount of what they were facing now, they wouldn't get another 

chance until the German patrol engaged them. 

The other side of the ridge sloped downhill until the ground leveled out again and 

the woods began.  Caje saw that the rest of the German patrol was not as close as they 

sounded from their shouts.  Except for their own man on point, the others were still back 

inside the tree line.  He counted only four men approaching on the run.  One in the back 

had a radio, and Caje cursed before he saw Saunders signaling urgently to him. 

Caje scrambled backwards until he could stand up safely, then he took off down 

the incline in long bounding strides.  Saunders had already pulled everyone off the hill, 

heading not back the way they had originally come, but into the more immediate cover of 

the overgrown ravine.  The rest of the squad was already there.  Only Saunders crouched 

out in the open, Thompson ready to cover Caje if needed. 

At the last minute, Caje slowed his headlong rush, then jumped into the gully, 

pulling back immediately against the side where the others waited, their weapons ready.  

Saunders followed, and they waited, hidden in the gully. 

Over the sound of their own harsh breathing, they could still hear the Germans 

shouting, but no shots had been fired their direction yet.  The Germans came over the top 

of the hill, stopping by the body of the man Ashton had killed.  For a long moment, they 

stood there, silhouetted against the stormy sky, perfect targets, but none of the Americans 
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moved.  One soldier dropped down to check the condition of the downed man, then he 

shook his head at his companions.  Another of the Germans ranted a moment, then 

gestured toward the woods the American squad had come from.  Two of the men took off 

immediately, hurrying down the hill and into the woods.  The other two headed out of 

sight, back the way they had come. 

As the German voices faded away, Caje half-turned and glanced at the rest of 

squad.  Doc, Kirby, and Littlejohn were to his right, Ashton and Saunders to his left.  He 

found his gaze lingering on Ashton.  Contrary to what Caje was expecting, there was 

neither fear nor worry on Ashton's face.  Instead, Ashton was staring after the German 

patrol with an expression of deep hatred.  The muzzle of his Thompson rested on the lip 

of the gully, his finger tense around the trigger, as if he were still fighting the urge to send 

a deadly spray of bullets after the vanished patrol. 

Saunders said softly, "Lieutenant?" 

His voice was enough to jar Ashton out of it.  He blinked, then turned toward the 

sergeant, the angry grimace on his face easing.  "I'm all right," Ashton murmured, but he 

was holding his Thompson a little too tightly, his hands shaking ever so slightly. 

Kirby and Littlejohn were still keeping watch over the lip of the ravine, weapons 

ready.  Kirby muttered to Littlejohn, "Avoid a fight, huh? Somebody shoulda reminded 

the lieutenant." 

Saunders snapped, "Kirby!" 

Kirby glanced away. 

Ashton said nothing, just forced himself to lower his weapon.  Slowly, he wiped 

his right palm against his thigh. 

Saunders asked, "Caje, did you see how many Krauts?" 

"Just those four," Caje said.  "But one had a radio." 

Saunders nodded grimly.  "All right, let's go.  Straight down this ravine until we're 

clear of this area, then we detour south.  Maybe they won't pursue." 

Kirby said, "You can bet they'll call it in, though." 

No one argued with him, and Littlejohn added matter-of-factly, "They can bring a 

whole platoon down on us before we get a mile." 

Sharply, Saunders said, "Well, maybe we'll get lucky."  He turned to Ashton 

again, said quietly, "But we just lost your lead time, Lieutenant.  No way we can get to 

that farmhouse before dark now." 

Caje could see Ashton wanted to say something, but he finally just nodded and 

slung his Thompson over his shoulder. 

Saunders looked intently at Kirby a moment, but Kirby was keeping his mouth 

shut. 

"Move out," Saunders said.  "Kirby, bring up the rear." 

 

***** 

 

Twilight had settled in around them by the time they reached the farmhouse.  

Sunset had brought nothing but relief to Saunders.  It was much easier to hide in the dark, 

and sound always seemed to carry better at night.  But the darker the evening grew, the 

more Saunders watched Ashton stiffen up.  Or maybe it wasn't the darkness at all, just the 

approach of the critical part of the mission. 
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They had encountered no other patrols since the one they had exchanged fire with.  

Littlejohn had hung back, checking for pursuit, but, for whatever reason, the Germans 

had not followed them.  A lucky break, Saunders thought.  Now, if only the rest of the 

night would cooperate. 

Sitting in a weed-filled drainage ditch, Ashton, Saunders, and Doc studied the 

dark farmhouse. 

The farmhouse provided a good setup – for whoever was in the farmhouse.  It sat 

alone atop a low rise, two-storied, with the upper floor sporting windows that had a clear 

view out over the surrounding open land – fields on one side, a vineyard on the other.  

Saunders didn't like it at all.  The only cover on the approach was through the rows of 

untended grapes that contoured the west side of the hill directly in front of them.  To the 

south and north, beyond the empty fields, lay more dark woods.  Nothing stirred; 

everything looked quiet, peaceful.  If the two partisans were waiting inside the 

farmhouse, nothing gave them away. 

Automatically, Ashton tried to check his wristwatch again, but without a torch, 

the face was too dark to read.  He dropped his sleeve back down with a grimace, then 

said, quietly, "They should be here by now." 

Saunders said, "These two men you're meeting... you said they were good.  

They'll be here."  He knew the lieutenant needed the reassurance, even if they weren't the 

words he wanted to hear.  No, what Ashton really wanted to hear was:  no one's coming 

to meet you; let's get out of here and go home.  And Saunders wasn't sure it wouldn't 

come to that yet.  Ashton's earlier admission hung in his memory, of meetings gone bad, 

and traitors selling out the Resistance to the Germans.  If the two Resistance men 

suspected anything, they would pull out, the information Ashton was supposed to relay 

would go unheard, and Ashton would get his wish granted, at least for now. 

Ashton made no response, just stared at the house across the vineyards as if he 

could see right through its walls.  Even in the waning twilight, Saunders could see his 

clenched jaw, his lips clamped down in a thin line.  If the terrain hadn't forced them to 

stay low to avoid breaking cover, Saunders thought Ashton would have been pacing 

anxiously. 

Finally, Ashton said, "Sergeant, when we get the signal from the partisans, you 

and I will go in alone.  The rest of the squad can give us cover." 

"Yes, sir," Saunders said.  The temperature had dropped only slightly with 

nightfall, and his gaze turned skyward again, to the grey bellies of the storm clouds.  

Would it rain? he wondered, or would the clouds just keep drifting endlessly by.  He 

never looked forward to getting soaked, but the rain offered other compensations that 

outweighed personal comfort. 

A rustle through the weeds to their right alerted them to Caje's return.  He 

appeared like a wraith out of the twilight and slid quietly into the drainage ditch beside 

them.  "Nothing moving out there," he reported.  "Looks clear." 

Saunders asked, "How close did you get?" 

Caje said, "Edge of the woods." 

Footsteps approached from the left, and Kirby and Littlejohn scrambled in to join 

them. 

Saunders asked, "Well?" 

Kirby was frowning and shaking his head.  "Cover's lousy that side of the farm.  
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Nothing but wide open ground between the woods and the house." 

Ashton asked, "And the house?" 

Littlejohn said, "Looked quiet." 

To Ashton, Saunders said, "How long you want to wait?" 

"Until we get the signal.  We're going to need–" 

"Sir!" Caje interrupted, and everyone's gaze turned to the house. 

A single candle flame appeared in one of the farmhouse's downstairs windows, 

waved twice, then flickered out. 

Softly, barely breathing, Ashton said, "Bingo.  Looks like they're right on time 

after all."  He smiled briefly, with satisfaction he did not feel and, for the first time, he 

was glad of the deepening twilight.  The others would not be able to see how he had 

broken out in a sweat at the signal.  He was surprised they couldn't hear the sudden 

pounding of his heart in the silence.  It pulsed in his own ears, thudded loudly against his 

chest.  At least it was almost over now, he thought.  In and out, that's what Eddie had said 

about the job, in his smoothly comforting voice.  Ashton found his own voice again, 

forced it to sound steady.  "Okay then, let's get this over with.  Saunders?" 

Saunders looked at Caje, Kirby, and Littlejohn.  "Get back to your positions and 

keep a sharp lookout.  Doc, you stay put right here." 

Saunders waited a moment as Ashton got up and moved slightly away from them, 

then continued, more softly, to the squad, "If anything goes wrong while we're in there, 

get out of here and make your way back to our lines."  He handed his map to Caje, who 

tucked it away in his jacket. 

Kirby said, "Sarge, don't you think we should–" 

"Just do as you're told," Saunders said. 

"Yeah, but that lieutenant's trigger-happy, and I'd feel a lot better if we–" 

"Kirby!" 

Kirby fell into sullen silence. 

Saunders said harshly, "Now get back to your positions." 

The three men took off, Littlejohn and Kirby to the left, Caje to the right. 

Saunders glanced right and located Ashton.  The lieutenant crouched ten feet 

away, pressing sideways against the side of the ditch, just his helmet and eyes exposed.  

He was staring across the vineyard at the farmhouse with a sort of dread fascination. 

Doc nodded and settled down to keep watch. 

For not the first time, Saunders wondered how Doc handled the waiting, the 

incessant waiting that stretched perception of time into something no clock ever 

adequately reflected.  Like Lt. Hanley, and Capt. Hansen back in Alsorne.  All of them 

waiting.  At least Hanley and Hansen had other responsibilities, other tasks to occupy 

them and keep their minds off this mission.  Not like Doc, who had to sit and wait and do 

nothing. 

At least Ashton got to move, take his fate in his own hands.  But, Saunders 

thought as he shifted his gaze back to the lieutenant, Ashton thought too much.  Like 

now, while he stared at the farmhouse as if it were about to explode.  He should have 

been listening to the night, planning the best way to get into the farmhouse, and the best 

way to retreat again with the most cover.  But that distant lost look on his face said he 

was thinking about everything but. 

Ashton abruptly noticed Saunders was ready to go and seemed to snap out of it.  
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Saunders would have preferred to lead, but he followed after the lieutenant as they left 

the cover of the ditch and ran at a crouch for the closest row of grapes.  The soft earth 

was beautiful, quiet ground – Saunders' boots hardly made any noise, and he could focus 

his hearing up ahead of him.  He was careful of his footing, though; the old clods of 

plowed-up dirt were easy to trip over in the dark.  The weeds growing prolifically among 

the rows caught around his pant legs and boots. 

In the increasing darkness, the rows of grapes resembled a series of chest-high 

walls, stepping up the low hill toward the farmhouse.  The plants were old and well-

established, their vines thick and gnarled, and despite the lack of recent care, they were 

flourishing so well that there were no places to duck through.  The two men were forced 

to follow the row around to the right until it stopped and a clear avenue ran straight up to 

the house.  They took that, dashing from the edge of one row to the next, until Ashton 

reached the last row of vines and dropped into a crouch behind it. 

Saunders stopped one row back, Thompson aimed at the house.  No sounds or 

movement had come from it, nothing beyond that initial flaring signal candle.  He 

strained his ears again, listening for anything tell-tale – voices, metal bumping 

something, but the night remained still.  Probably, the partisans were simply being extra 

cautious until they knew for sure who was coming to meet them.  He would have done 

the same in their place.  Saunders exhaled softly.  Ashton's unease was contagious, that 

was all, and Saunders shrugged it off. 

Ashton glanced back at him and gave him a nod.  Saunders acknowledged him, 

then prepared to move up and provide cover for the lieutenant.  Ashton took a breath, 

then ran for the side of the house.  Saunders moved forward at the same time, dropping 

down beside the last row of leafy vines. 

It was forty feet of open ground, but nothing moved, and Ashton pulled up against 

the outer wall of the farmhouse.  They waited, poised like that a long moment, until 

Ashton finally signaled, and Saunders followed, joining him against the stone wall.  They 

listened a moment.  Inside the house, a male voice spoke suddenly, softly, in French.  

Ashton nodded to Saunders, and they flanked the side door.  Saunders kicked it, not hard, 

but enough to get it open and leave himself clear to shoot if he had to. 

A square of pale twilight fell through the open doorway, gave vague shape to the 

room and what looked like tall wing-backed chairs nearby.  But beyond that vague 

illumination, the rest of the room they cautiously entered seemed dark and ominous in 

contrast.  Saunders could not see the two Frenchmen as he followed Ashton inside, but 

the French voice was still murmuring softly off to the right.  Ashton headed that 

direction, then froze abruptly as two flashlights switched on, hitting him and Saunders 

directly in the face. 

Blinded, Saunders still stepped immediately forward, swinging the Thompson 

around, until a man's voice called out harshly, warningly, "Do not move!" and he checked 

himself. 

Ashton said, "Jerome?" 

The voice laughed.  It was a cruel laugh, hard-edged, and without humor.  When 

the man spoke again, the voice clearly had a German accent.  "Both of you, drop your 

weapons." 

Another flashlight turned on, aimed the other direction to illuminate what the 

darkness  had hidden – German soldiers ranged around the farmhouse's main room, 
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machine pistols and rifles at the ready, too many to resist, despite the overwhelming 

reckless urge to do something, anything, and to do it now.  Saunders forced himself to 

keep still.  Ashton's gaze darted around the room, desperate and unwilling to comprehend 

the sudden odds arrayed against them. 

The voice ordered, "Drop your weapons now!" 

Ashton gave a strangled, panicked cry and jerked up his Thompson. 

"No!"  Saunders reached for him, but a big broad-shouldered soldier was already 

jumping forward.  The butt of his rifle smashed Ashton on the back of the head, and 

Ashton collapsed heavily, his Thompson clattering loudly against the floor.  Saunders 

started to drop down beside him, but another soldier jabbed him hard in the ribs with his 

Schmeisser's muzzle to keep him from moving.  Grimacing, Saunders straightened and 

let go of his own Thompson.  As soon as it hit the floor, the soldier kicked both American 

weapons away, one after the other.  Slowly, Saunders brought his hands up to shoulder 

height. 

The voice said, "That's better."  Then the speaker stepped forward into the light – 

a German captain by his uniform.  "Your meeting will have to be with us, I'm afraid.  

Your Resistance friends...."  He shrugged and glanced over his shoulder. 

Saunders followed his look to the corner where two men in civilian clothes lay 

face down.  Both men had been shot in the back.  Saunders turned his gaze back on the 

captain, not bothering to hide his hatred. 

The German captain just smiled. 
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Act 3 
 

 

 

 

A German soldier tossed Saunders' helmet into a corner and searched him quickly 

and efficiently, removing his gear, including his lighter and cigarettes.  Saunders' arms 

were yanked behind his back and a length of cord lashed around his wrists, all under the 

watchful eye of the German sergeant who had struck Ashton.  He was a big powerfully-

built man with a handsome face marred by the iciness in the blue eyes, and the smile that 

was anything but friendly.  His Schmeisser was cradled almost lovingly in his arms, its 

muzzle aimed at Saunders' belly.  Saunders stared back at him, face expressionless, and 

the big man's smile broadened, showing even white teeth. 

Saunders' attention shifted to Ashton.  The lieutenant still lay crumpled face-first 

on the floor.  Another soldier was stripping him of his gear and binding his hands behind 

his back.  Saunders wanted to protest the rough treatment of an unconscious man, but he 

knew it wouldn't do any good.  Besides, it was what the German sergeant was waiting 

for. 

The big man had not taken his eyes off Saunders and, after a moment, he growled 

a few words in German to him.  The words meant nothing, but the voice, scornful and 

challenging at the same time, coupled with the man's taunting smile – those were clear 

enough and needed no translation.  And when Saunders still said nothing, did nothing, the 

man sneered down at Ashton and kicked the unconscious man in the side. 

Saunders' hands balled into fists behind his back. 

"Kurt!"  The German captain stepped up beside the big sergeant.  His tone was 

not reprimanding, but patiently tolerant, like a parent chastising an errant child for 

stealing cookies before supper.  Hatred seethed though Saunders. 

The German captain was short, square-jawed and hawk-nosed, probably in his 

mid-forties.  He had a light voice that tended toward shrill when he raised it.  He gave 

Saunders a mock bow and said, "I am Hauptman Erich Von Reisl.  You must forgive 

Kurt.  He asks if the sight of blood bothers you."  He eyed Saunders curiously a moment.  

"He is disappointed there are only two of you.  Where is the rest of your squad, 

Sergeant?" 

Saunders responded with silence, tensing unconsciously, not looking at Kurt 

standing at his captain's side like a slavering Doberman, just waiting for the command to 

attack. 

Von Reisl shrugged.  "No matter."  Turning, he issued some orders in German.  

One man in the corner nodded and cranked up his radio, relaying the commands.  A few 

moments later, they heard the sound of two trucks rumbling to life in the distance. 

Saunders glanced that direction.  The trucks probably would not even have been 

hidden well, just parked far enough down the road that Kirby and Littlejohn would not 

have seen them on their recon.  Von Reisl would have known the Americans' attention 

would have been focused primarily on the farmhouse.  Saunders counted the soldiers 

around him – nine men and the captain.  They had been expecting more than two 

Americans to show up, that was for sure. 

Von Reisl said, "Move outside." 
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Saunders turned, but clearly not fast enough to suit the other sergeant.  The big 

man shoved him, and Saunders slammed against the nearest chair with such force, he 

barely kept from falling over it.  Kurt laughed softly and murmured something derisively 

in German. 

Saunders righted himself, and guards stepped up to flank him.  Two other 

Germans shouldered their rifles, grabbed Ashton under his arms, and dragged him after. 

 

***** 

 

Doc huddled in the ditch, watching two trucks and a staff car pull up to the house.  

Their slitted headlights illuminated the farmhouse briefly, then one truck swung around 

and reversed up to the house.  The second truck crawled forward to the edge of the 

vineyard, its engine idling loudly in the still night.  Two search lights mounted over the 

cab switched on and their beams arced across the field.  Doc pressed himself into the 

earth as one light swung straight at him.  It passed over his head, and he swallowed and 

stole a peek over the edge of the ditch. 

German soldiers dropped the back gate of the reversed truck, and Doc watched as 

a contingent came out of the farmhouse.  He strained to see through the unnatural 

shadows, then stiffened and slowly clenched his fists as he recognized the bound man 

they escorted out:  Saunders.  Doc could hear the harsh voices, yelling at the sarge, and 

he watched the men force Saunders into the back of the truck.  Two more soldiers carried 

an unconscious man out of the house.  It could only be Lt. Ashton, Doc thought, gritting 

his teeth.  Alive, he hoped.  They wouldn't have tied up a dead man, would they?  The 

two soldiers lifted Ashton up and pushed him onto the truck's floorboards, then climbed 

in themselves, rifles ready.  Other soldiers raised and latched the back gate, and Doc 

heard the engine of the truck rumble back to life. 

What do I do now? Doc wondered.  He ducked as one of the mounted searchlights 

swept the vineyard again.  When that truck left– 

A rustle in the woods to his right made him jump.  Caje ran up in a low crouch. 

"Doc – get out of here," he said urgently.  "Head back for our lines." 

"But what about–" 

Caje cut him off.  "The Krauts are moving to surround this place.  Go!"  The 

Cajun headed out immediately left, probably to intercept Kirby and Littlejohn, Doc 

guessed. 

Doc risked a last look across the vineyard, then got up and ran. 

 

***** 

 

Caje slowed as he circled the farmhouse toward Kirby and Littlejohn's last 

assigned position.  He hoped Doc would get out in time.  The Krauts had laid their trap 

very well, putting their cordon so far out he hadn't even sensed them lurking – until the 

trap had sprung and the woods had come alive with soldiers, all moving inward toward 

the farmhouse.  It seemed a carefully planned operation to Caje – there was far more 

manpower than the situation warranted.  The Germans clearly did not want to risk any of 

the Americans escaping tonight.  He would have to move quickly. 
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***** 

 

Meanwhile, Kirby and Littlejohn watched the soldiers come out of the house.  

Even from their distance, they could see Saunders bound and under careful guard.  Kirby 

gripped his B.A.R. tighter.  The desire to open up and gun down the soldiers in his line of 

sight was almost overwhelming, but he knew he couldn't.  Not and keep Saunders alive. 

A glance at Littlejohn showed his frustration mirrored on the big man's face. 

They watched the truck carrying Saunders and Ashton drive away, followed by 

the staff car with a German Captain.  The second truck with the mounted lights stayed 

behind, and Kirby had a good idea what they were looking for.  The remainder of the 

soldiers fanned out across the field and the vineyard. 

Kirby tapped Littlejohn on the arm, and they pulled back slowly, quietly, into the 

deeper woods, then took off at a jog toward where they had left Doc waiting. 

"Halt!" 

The voice startled them both, and four armed Germans came out of hiding, 

flashlights flicking on to blind Kirby and Littlejohn. 

Where had they come from so fast? Kirby thought, not sure if he was angry at 

them or himself.  He and Littlejohn had reconned these woods earlier.  How had they not 

seen or heard the hiding Krauts?  How had they not known they were walking into a trap?  

Kirby looked around for a way out.  Too late, too late....  He could hear the soldiers 

nearer the house coming on the run at the sight of the flashlights. 

The lead Kraut jabbered at them, gesturing with his rifle for Kirby and Littlejohn 

to drop their weapons.  Subconsciously, Kirby's grip on the B.A.R. tightened instead. 

Caje rose up behind one of the Germans so fast Kirby thought it was just a trick of 

the shadows.  But then Caje's hand clamped over the soldier's mouth, his bayonet went 

into the man's back, and the dying Kraut dropped his rifle.  As the other three Germans 

turned to see what had happened behind them, Kirby jumped sideways to make sure Caje 

was well out of the way and opened up on them.  The sudden gunfire deafened the night.  

The flashlights fell from dead hands, casting criss-crossing shadows all around them. 

"Let's go!" Caje said. 

The three men took off, but Kirby's gunfire drew the other running Germans 

toward them.  Rifles fired into the woods around them, and Littlejohn cried out as a bullet 

pierced his left upper arm.  He stumbled, falling to one knee.  Caje and Kirby turned back 

to help him and by the time they got him to his feet, it was too late – they were 

surrounded and outgunned. 

Jaw clenched, Kirby exchanged a glance with Caje, then dropped his B.A.R. 

 

***** 

 

Saunders sat on the left-hand bench in the back of the truck, a rifle jammed into 

each kidney.  The two soldiers holding the guns gave him no slack, and each rut and 

bump in the road drove their guns painfully into his sides.  At his feet, Ashton lay on his 

stomach, still unmoving.  The light was too dim to discern his condition, and Saunders 

worried.  He looked from Ashton to the two soldiers sitting on the opposite bench.  The 

intermittent glint of moonlight off their rifles was enough to tell him their weapons were 

also aimed at him.  His gaze shifted to the seventh passenger:  the big German sergeant – 
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Kurt, Von Reisl had called him – the man who had struck Ashton. 

Saunders glared at him, knowing the German couldn't make out his face in the 

hooded gloom of the truck any more than Saunders could make out his, but at least it 

gave him small satisfaction.  He wouldn't forget the big man's sadistic smile, nor the 

unnecessary force he had used to bring down Ashton.  No, he wouldn't forget that 

particular German.  And maybe, just maybe, he would get lucky. 

The truck slowed suddenly, tires grinding on gravel as it stopped. 

Already? Saunders thought.  Their journey had been much shorter than he had 

expected – no more than a few miles, all of that on a narrow road – and Saunders looked 

out the back of the truck in surprise.  There was outside light here enhanced by the heavy 

cloud cover above, enough to show a broad driveway and trees beyond.  They had not 

been taken to town then.  He wondered about that. 

Then soldiers came around, and he had more rifles pointing at him.  They dropped 

the gate. 

"Gehen Sie aus!" Kurt barked at him.  "Aus!" 

The guard on his left pushed none to gently with the muzzle of his rifle at the 

same time the guard on the right grabbed his arm and dragged him along the bench 

toward the back of the truck. 

Saunders stood and, just as he was jumping down, Kurt's hand caught him in the 

small of his back and shoved hard.  Saunders fell out of the truck bed, twisting to land on 

his side, but the soldiers were ready.  Two caught him, jerked him upright.  Kurt's soft 

laughter followed. 

It took all his willpower not to turn his hatred on the sergeant, who was swinging 

down beside him.  Patience.  Don't do something you'll regret.  At least it was two other 

soldiers who hauled Ashton from the back of the truck.  Kurt seemed uninterested in the 

unconscious man anymore.  Saunders 

wondered how long that would last. 

Saunders stole a glance around.  

They were definitely not in town.  They 

had been brought to a small, rather 

isolated-looking château.  It was a 

dignified structure, two-storied, with a 

large Nazi flag hung from the upstairs 

balcony over the white columned 

entranceway.  Marble steps led up the 

front, where two guards flanked the open 

doors.  The trunk and staff car were parked 

in the forecourt fronted by what was once a well-manicured lawn and gardens.  The right 

side of the château was heavily wooded, its darkness so close, so inviting.  Saunders 

automatically tallied the guards, scanning the roof and the one side building he could see 

for any signs of sentries.  He was surprised again, counting only the two guards on the 

steps and one patrolling near the side building.  The rest of the Germans ranged in a circle 

around him. 

The question came again:  why had he and Ashton been brought here and not to 

town? 

Von Reisl issued orders in German, then led the way toward the château's 
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entrance.  Two soldiers half-carried, half-dragged Ashton up the front steps, and 

Saunders followed at the prodding of his own guards' rifles. 

The second truck pulled into the driveway, braking with a squeal beside the first 

truck, and Saunders paused at the top of the château steps to look back.  The remaining 

soldiers in the drive rushed forward at Kurt's command. 

Saunders felt his heart sink as Kirby, Littlejohn, and Caje were pulled out of the 

second truck and gathered under tight guard in the driveway.  They were not bound, nor 

did they look harmed.  No, Saunders corrected himself.  Littlejohn was clutching his left 

arm just above the elbow.  There was no sign of Doc, and Saunders desperately hoped 

that was because he had got away. 

Kirby glanced toward the château first, called out, "Sarge!" 

"Ruhe!" Kurt shouted and cuffed him hard in the head with his fist. 

Saunders took a step back down the stairs and got a rifle butt in the stomach from 

one of his own guards.  He doubled over and barely kept himself from dropping to one 

knee. 

Von Reisl laughed humorlessly beside him and said, "You wish to end up like 

your lieutenant, Sergeant?" 

Saunders forced himself to straighten, teeth gritted.  He met the captain's gaze 

steadily. 

Von Reisl went on, "You and your men are unimportant.  It's the lieutenant we 

want.  Not you."  His smiled broadened, one eyebrow arching.  "But if you keep resisting, 

I might take an interest in you." 

When he got nothing more than a glare from the sergeant, Von Reisl gave another 

order to the guards, and Saunders was hustled inside. 

The front room was broad, the wood floors dulled and scuffed.  There was no 

furniture, no paintings on the wall, and the room echoed with the harsh coldness of a 

mausoleum.  Directly ahead, a grand carpeted staircase swept up to the second story.  The 

guards shoved him to the right, through an open doorway.  The short corridor led to a 

descending staircase.  Saunders moved quickly, careful not to give the guards any excuse 

to push him on the dangerous stairs.  Their boot heels struck a loud staccato rhythm as 

they came into a basement hallway.  Two electric lights lit the hall.  It took only a quick 

glance to show that the only way out was the way they had entered.  Thirty feet ahead, 

the unusually tall windowless corridor dead-ended at a white wall.  There were three 

doors, all set in the right-hand side.  With a jangle of keys, one guard moved ahead of 

him to unlock the first door on the right. 

A knife severed the cords around his wrists and, as his hands came free, he was 

pushed into the room.  It was good-sized with a high ceiling, but devoid of everything 

except one bare light bulb dangling on a cord.  A single window set in the outside wall 

was too high up to look out of.  Even jumping, he wouldn't be able to reach the sill. 

Ashton's two guards dropped him on the floor near the back wall, then retreated to 

the doorway where Von Reisl watched. 

Saunders knelt beside Ashton.  He could see the ugly gash on the side of Ashton's 

head now, the blood clotted and matted in his hair.  "He needs a doctor," he said. 

He was expecting an outright no for an answer.  But Von Reisl's words were far 

more chilling.  "He will, yes," Von Reisl said.  "Advise him to cooperate, Sergeant.  For 

his sake." 
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He turned and left, the guards backing out after him.  The door slammed shut, and 

Saunders listened to the key twisting in the lock, the footsteps receding, until he was 

alone in the empty room with Ashton.  He gave in to pain then and sank down against the 

wall, pressing a hand against his bruised stomach as he grimaced.  After a moment, he 

sighed, turned to Ashton, and began untying the cords that bound his wrists. 

Meanwhile, out in the drive, Littlejohn fought down the pain in his arm, more 

worried for Saunders than himself.  It was doubtful the Germans would want anything 

from him, Kirby, or Caje, not with Lt. Ashton and Saunders around to question instead.  

During the short drive, none them had mentioned Doc, hoping his continued absence 

meant he had evaded the German net. 

Littlejohn wished he understood their language as the big Kraut sergeant joined 

the captain and conferred in German.  He had picked up a few phrases, and once, he'd 

asked Brockmeyer to teach him some basics.  But though Brockmeyer had been patient, 

German wasn't something Littlejohn's brain had wanted to hang onto.  So now he listened 

instead to their tone of voice, watching their body language.  Clear disappointment 

darkened Kurt's face as the captain issued a last order and went into the château.  

Littlejohn hoped that was a good sign.  A man like Kurt seemed the type to take out his 

slightest frustration on any handy prisoner.  If he was disappointed, it probably meant he 

had been denied that pleasure. 

Kurt gave an order and the Americans were herded up the stairs.  Relieved, 

Littlejohn let out a slow breath – he had been afraid of being put back in the truck and 

taken elsewhere.  Away from the château.  Away from Saunders.  As long as they were 

near, there was hope.  The sarge would figure something. 

He stumbled on the steps, last in line, and, as he regained his footing, the two 

trunk engines throttled back to life.  A glance over his shoulder showed the majority of 

the soldiers climbing back into the trucks, clearly preparing to depart.  He had barely 

started to ponder what that meant when Kurt stepped forward and deliberately struck 

Littlejohn's wounded arm. 

The pain dropped to Littlejohn to his knees, and he gasped.  Kurt, hands on hips, 

smiled down at him.  Slowly, carefully, Littlejohn got back to his feet.  He stood one step 

lower than the big German sergeant, and it put them eye to eye.  Littlejohn met the 

Kraut's gaze steadily, teeth gritted, refusing to give in to the pain crippling his arm.  It 

was Kurt who looked away first.  The sergeant gestured them inside the château with a 

barked command, and the remaining guards were quick to press the Americans forward. 

Littlejohn listened as the truck tires churned on the graveled driveway and pulled 

out.  He had no time to glance around the drive again, but he knew only a few sentries 

remained.  He grimaced to hide the hope that thought gave him and tightened his grip on 

his throbbing arm. 

They were escorted down the same hallway and flight of stairs into the basement.  

The captain and three guards were just exiting the first door on the right.  The three G.I.s 

exchanged a quick glance, guessing the same thing:  the first room had to be Saunders' 

prison. 

The guard with the keys moved to the third door down and unlocked it, letting it 

swing inward on its hinges. 

As they passed the first locked door, Kirby risked calling, "Sarge?" 

Kurt shoved the B.A.R. man forward, but not before they heard Saunders call 
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back. 

The door was pulled shut behind them, and they found themselves alone in the 

empty third room.  A bare bulb hung from the high ceiling.  Kirby gave the door a solid 

kick, but it just rattled on its hinges. 

Caje helped Littlejohn sit down, then checked his wounded arm.  "You'll be okay, 

Littlejohn.  Bullet passed through clean."  They had been left with nothing, not even their 

personal first aid kits.  He untucked his shirt and bit at the seam with his teeth until it 

ripped enough that he could tear a large strip off.  He bound that around Littlejohn's arm 

and tied off the ends.  It was the best he could do. 

"Hey, give me a boost, will ya?" 

Caje crossed to where Kirby was staring up at the windows.  Caje laced his 

fingers together and boosted Kirby upward.  Kirby caught the window's bars and chinned 

himself up the rest of the way.  He saw night, forest, darkness... a gravel path surrounding 

the château, but nothing more.  No help, no nothing.  "Okay," Kirby muttered and 

lowered himself down the length of his arms again.  Caje checked his balance, and Kirby 

bent his knees as he landed. 

"Anything?" Caje asked. 

Kirby shook his head.  "Some nice dark woods out there.  And it's gonna rain 

finally.  But those bars are solid.  We ain't getting out that way."  He paced a few steps, 

then said, "At least they aren't SS." 

"You guys notice most of the soldiers leaving as we were taken inside?" 

Littlejohn asked, softly.  He had his arm cradled against his chest.  "They got back in 

their trucks and took off, like they weren't needed anymore or something." 

Caje pursed his lips. 

Kirby said nothing, just continued to pace the room. 

 

***** 

 

He knew it was pointless, but Saunders methodically checked the basement room 

for any possible avenues of escape anyway.  He could do nothing for Lt. Ashton, and the 

movement satisfied his need to do something, anything, even as it frustrated him with its 

futility.  Four bare solid walls, bare floor, bare light bulb suspended a good four feet 

above his head.  With the barred window above his reach, the locked door remained the 

only way in or out, and that left him with exactly nothing.  He smacked the nearest wall 

with the side of his fist hard enough to make himself wince. 

Recriminations were just as pointless.  The Germans had known where and when 

to wait.  They had even known the simple signal the Resistance planned on using.  The 

Resistance were ruthless at rooting out traitors, and he hoped they found this one fast. 

A cough and a moan, and Ashton started coming around.  Kneeling, Saunders 

helped the lieutenant ease into a sitting position against the wall.  Behind the day's worth 

of dark stubble, Ashton looked deathly pale as he held his head and groaned. 

"Easy," Saunders said. 

"I'm going to be sick." 

"You got clobbered.  Just take it easy." 

"Where are we?" Ashton asked.  He didn't even try to open his eyes yet. 

Saunders said, "In a château, less than ten miles from the farmhouse.  Prisoners." 
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The last word galvanized Ashton.  His eyes flew open, and he was instantly 

hyperventilating as he tried to surge to his feet.  His sudden and complete panic caught 

Saunders off guard.  Saunders twisted fast and grabbed hold of Ashton's arms, forced him 

down and back against the wall.  The strength of the injured man surprised him, and it 

took all of his might and better leverage to keep Ashton in place. 

"Lieutenant!  Take it easy!  Lieutenant!" 

Slowly, Ashton seemed to curb his terror and stopped fighting Saunders.  His 

chest heaved with his short, quick breaths and, when Ashton's shoulders finally slumped, 

Saunders let him go.  Ashton dropped his head to his hands.  Tightly, his voice muffled, 

Ashton said, "We've got to get out of here." 

Saunders gave a half-laugh, his gaze unconsciously sweeping over the bare room 

again. 

Ashton went on, "They'll be coming to question me.  I can't–"  He broke off, 

trying to get a hold of himself.  He looked up at Saunders.  "The Resistance sold us out?" 

"Someone did," Saunders said. 

Ashton murmured, "Eddie was right then.  The Resistance....  The Krauts knew 

everything.  And we walked right into it."  He paused, then asked, "Sebastien and 

Jerome?" 

Saunders said gently, "There were two dead men in the house." 

Ashton nodded acknowledgment, looking vaguely relieved that the two men did 

not appear to have been the betrayers themselves.  Small comfort, Saunders thought. 

Ashton glanced around the room.  "How long have we been here?" 

"An hour or so," Saunders said.  "'Eddie...'  You and Captain Hansen go back 

aways?" 

"Yeah.  We grew up together, joined the Army together."  He laughed 

humorlessly, tipping his head back against the wall to gaze toward the ceiling.  "Eddie's 

what they call a hero.  Not like me." 

Saunders said nothing, just crouched nearby, waiting, listening. 

Ashton went on, "He saved my life.  We got captured on a mission, outside of Ste. 

Vannes.  Two weeks we were there.  We were tortured... day after day...."  He trailed off, 

his jaw clenching, unclenching, his gaze unfocused.  When he spoke again, his voice was 

anguished.  "I broke, Saunders.  I finally couldn't take any more.  I told them everything.  

Every goddamned thing I had.  Then they beat me unconscious again.  I thought I was 

dead."  He swallowed.  "But I woke up back in the cell with Eddie.  There was an 

artillery attack.  I remember the place coming down around us, watching Eddie fight a 

German guard.  Then another shell exploded nearby....  When I finally came to again, it 

was across Eddie's back.  We were in the woods, in open air, free.  I don't know how he 

broke us out of there, and he never would tell me.  He got us back to the Resistance.  

They got us back home eventually.  Then it was hospitals and....  Took a long time before 

I could walk without a limp.  And some things... some things never heal quite right."  He 

paused, then said, "Anyway, Eddie got promoted and, when I was well enough, I asked 

for and got a transfer back to London." 

Ashton looked away from Saunders, ashamed, angry, afraid....  He wanted a 

smoke, but if he'd had a cigarette in his hands, he would have crushed it beyond 

recognition.  "I shouldn't be here, Sergeant.  After what happened before... well, I'm the 

last person anybody wants to be carrying important info behind enemy lines.  But Eddie...  
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Eddie gives me a big grin and tells me everything will be fine and I believe him."  Ashton 

stared at the ceiling a long moment before going on.  "And now... I don't know how much 

the Germans learned from the partisans, but their trap is proof enough they know I'm 

carrying something vital." 

Unconsciously, Ashton let out a long breath.  He had been holding his pain inside 

for so long, it was almost a relief to finally let it out.  But his hands still trembled, and he 

tightened them into fists, trying to fight the fear that wouldn't let him go.  He tried to 

focus on Saunders instead.  The sergeant had listened in silence, not moving, the same 

slightly concerned expression on his face.  Ashton expected to see judgment or derision 

for his cowardice, something, but Saunders just kept staring off into the middle distance, 

lost in his own thoughts. 

Carefully, Ashton unballed his hands and reached to touch the head wound again.  

It ached viciously, nauseatingly.  His side hurt too, and he winced when he accidentally 

stretched the bruised muscles.  He tried to remember being struck, but his memories 

stopped at the farmhouse door.  Saunders had entered ahead of him, he recalled that 

much, but he couldn't make his mind get any further. 

Saunders' voice brought him back to the present, asking, "How long can you hold 

out?" 

The lieutenant froze a moment, before dropping his hands from his head and 

looking at Saunders incredulously.  "What?" 

Implacably, Saunders repeated, "How long?" 

Ashton gave a half-hysterical laugh.  "Didn't you hear anything I said?  I broke, 

Saunders–" 

Saunders cut him off, his voice rough.  "That was last time.  Now, there's more 

lives at stake–" 

Ashton reached out and grabbed Saunders by his jacket, hauled him close, and 

shouted in his face, "You think I don't know that?  You think I didn't know that the last 

time?  There's only so much a man can take, Saunders.  I can't go through that again." 

Quietly, Saunders said, "Well, you've got to.  You don't have a choice." 

Ashton stared at Saunders' stubborn face, then shoved him away, and buried his 

head in his hands. 

Saunders caught his balance, still crouching, and said, "Do you hear me, 

Lieutenant?" 

From behind his hands, Ashton asked, "What good will it do?" 

"It'll buy us time." 

Ashton laughed harshly, lowered his hands, and shook his head. 

A key rattled in the door's lock. 

Panicked again, Ashton started, "Saunders–" 

The door opened and Von Reisl entered, followed by Kurt and two guards with 

rifles ready.  Ashton stared up at them.  Saunders slowly climbed to his feet. 

"Ah, Lieutenant," Von Reisl said.  He didn't smile, but the cheerful tone, the 

anticipatory delight, seemed far more ominous.  "You're awake."  He gave an order in 

German and the soldiers moved forward. 

Saunders knew what was coming the minute he saw the big German sergeant 

enter with the Captain.  But he could do nothing for Ashton as the two Mauser-toting 

guards backed Saunders into the far corner.  When Saunders didn't move fast enough to 
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suit him, one guard shoved his rifle into the sergeant's stomach to push him backward 

faster.  Saunders wanted to rip the weapon from the man's hands, but resisting would 

have been suicide.  They weren't interested in him; Von Reisl had already told him that.  

They wanted Ashton.  Ashton and his vital information for the Resistance.  Saunders 

could do nothing but watch as Kurt sauntered forward, unhurriedly, to stand over the 

American lieutenant. 

Ashton stared up from where he sat, still frozen.  There was no comprehension yet 

in his eyes, no dawning that this big man towering over him was his doom, that the 

demons he held at bay would have to face this German sergeant. 

Kurt growled, "Aufstehen!" 

When Ashton didn't move, Kurt reached down and seized hold of the front of 

Ashton's uniform, hauling him bodily to his feet. 

Anticipating some kind of resistance from Saunders, the two guards with their 

rifles pushed forward, physically pinning him against the wall. 

Ashton clutched at Kurt's wrist with both hands, struggling to free himself, but he 

was still weak from his head wound, and it did no good. 

Von Reisl said, "I believe we have some things to discuss, Lieutenant." 

Ashton looked over at Saunders, saw a determined and set face.  Then Kurt 

twisted his grip and shoved Ashton out of the room. 

Saunders heard Ashton's cry of pain as the lieutenant slammed into the outer 

hallway wall.  Kurt glanced back at Saunders, a lingering, considering glance, before he 

smiled and exited. 

"I hope you advised him to cooperate, Sergeant," Von Reisl said. 

The two guards retreated, the door slammed shut and was locked from the 

outside, and Saunders was left alone. 
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Act 4 

 

 

 

 

The château lay peaceful and quiet as midnight came and went.  The smell of 

impending rain laced the air as the clouds gathered tighter overhead.  No moon or 

starlight penetrated that cover.  The two German sentries walking the château's perimeter 

carried flashlights, but they didn't use them, relying on the limited light from the château.  

One paused on his route to fish a smoke from his pocket.  He lit it and took a puff before 

walking on, the cigarette dangling from his lips. 

The first raindrops started and he paused again, tipping his head back to glare 

skyward.  Drops struck his face, cold and hard, and he swore.  In a minute it was raining 

steadily, the noise of it on the gravel walk an incessant patter.  Of course.  All day it had 

been threatening, and now on his shift, it finally rained.  He tamped the cigarette out and 

tucked it away before the rain could soak it.  He drew his coat tighter around him and 

walked on. 

Inside the second basement prison, Caje had one ear to the door, listening.  He 

glanced over his shoulder and frowned at Kirby, who paced restlessly, hands in his 

pockets and boots clomping on the wooden floor.  Littlejohn sat against the far wall, legs 

drawn up and eyes shut, wounded arm held close against him.  Caje wished he could do 

more for the big man, but the Germans were passing out neither doctors nor aspirin. 

He pressed closer to the edge of the door again.  Since Ashton's cry of pain and 

the heavy tromping of guards hauling the struggling man out of the basement about an 

hour ago, he had heard nothing from outside their room.  No clink or rustle of rifle straps, 

not one boot shuffle as someone shifted weight, no scent of cigarette smoke....  No, Caje 

was positive – there were no guards on duty in the basement corridor.  If there was a 

guard, Caje guessed he would be up at the top of the stairs, in a position to watch the 

outside of the château as well as the inside. 

Most of the soldiers had left, Littlejohn had reported.  Caje was still trying to 

figure out the ramifications of that.  Was the château that secure?  Or were the soldiers 

needed elsewhere?  And how many, exactly, remained? 

He knew what Kirby thought – that if the guards came back to their room for any 

reason, they should jump them.  The door swung inward, giving the prisoners the 

advantage.  But the only thing that made Kirby's plan remotely workable was if most of 

the soldiers had indeed departed.  If that were true, then they stood a chance of escaping.  

The problem was, Caje could neither confirm or deny it by just listening at the keyhole. 

"Caje," Kirby said.  He had paused and was staring up at the barred window.  

"Lemme take another look outside." 

"Nothing's changed," Caje said.  Kirby was just impatient, edgy, looking for an 

outlet.  Besides, they could hear the rain now, rattling like thrown pebbles against the 

glass.  He wouldn't see anything in the darkness with that kind of weather anyway. 

"C'mon." 

Then Caje shh'd him, listening intently.  "Guards are coming," he whispered. 

Kirby joined him quickly beside the door, and Littlejohn got to his feet.  The three 

men exchanged a look. 



The Reckoning  35 

"You sure?" Caje asked. 

Kirby's face was grim.  "We're not gonna get another chance." 

A key turned in the lock, and the two men took up positions on either side.  

Littlejohn waited where he'd be in plain view of the entering guards, but still close 

enough to lend assistance if needed. 

A voice growled something in German and a familiar American voice snapped, 

"Quit your shoving." 

"Doc," Caje mouthed to Kirby.  Kirby nodded once and pressed back against the 

wall, waiting.  Caje was disappointed Doc had been caught, but it also reassured him that 

their escape plan just might work.  The guards weren't coming to take one of them away, 

they were coming to add Doc to the cell.  And that meant they'd be distracted by their 

new charge and easier to surprise. 

The key turned in the lock, the door opened, and Doc was shoved in.  Caje and 

Kirby sprang before Littlejohn even yanked Doc out of the way.  There were only two 

guards, and neither got off a warning yell.  Kirby flattened one with a left cross while 

Caje locked his arms around the other's neck, strangling him.  As Caje and Kirby dragged 

them into the room, Littlejohn snatched up the straps of the two dropped rifles with his 

good hand. 

Doc was still staring in surprise, unable to hide a smile.  "Boy, am I glad to see 

you guys." 

"You okay?" Caje asked. 

"So far."  Doc had been stripped of his gear, including the medical supplies, but 

appeared otherwise none the worse for wear.  He was also soaking wet, his hair plastered 

to his head, and his jacket clinging to his shoulders and arms.  He spotted Littlejohn's 

bloody arm and frowned.  "Hey, let me have a look at that." 

"Later," Kirby said.  "Come on, Doc, he's okay.  Let's get the sarge.  We're getting 

outta here." 

 

*** 

 

Saunders waited alone.  Close to an hour had passed since they'd taken Ashton 

out.  An hour with a man like Kurt, and the German captain smiling and watching and 

asking his inevitable questions.  Were they the types to get right to business, or were they 

toying with the lieutenant? 

And Ashton?  Saunders didn't know.  If he had given in, Saunders had expected 

him to be returned before now, but if he was resisting, how long could he last?  Could he 

separate the past from the present long enough to realize he had a second chance? 

A second chance at what? Saunders thought bitterly.  To die bit by bit all over 

again?  Did a second chance matter?  He had no idea what the man had endured the first 

time he'd been interrogated... two weeks, Ashton had said.  He had no right to ask Ashton 

to go through that again.  And yet he had asked.  Not asked.  Demanded.  Ashton had 

been called in from London specifically because the information he carried was important 

enough that the partisans wouldn't trust hearing it from anyone they didn't know.  Any 

information that important was worth fighting for.  He held onto that thought as he ran a 

hand through his hair and blew out a breath. 

The locked door shook violently, and Saunders bolted to his feet. 
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"Sarge?" Kirby's voice whispered. 

Saunders couldn't help grinning.  "Yeah." 

"Stand clear, will ya?" 

The door shuddered as Kirby kicked once, twice.  Saunders winced at the noise.  

On the third kick, the wood splintered and the door flew open, the lock torn free.  Kirby 

rushed in, tossing Saunders a stolen German rifle.  Saunders checked it over swiftly.  He 

could see Littlejohn and Doc waiting in the hall beyond.  Kirby held the second stolen 

rifle, Littlejohn clutched a German bayonet in his good hand. 

Kirby looked around the empty room, then asked grimly, "So that was the 

lieutenant they took away?" 

Saunders nodded once. 

"Caje went up the stairway to take a look," Kirby added.  "But Doc says when he 

was brought in, there were almost no sentries outside." 

Saunders looked over at the medic.  "You see a German captain when you were 

brought in?" 

Doc shook his head. 

Still with Ashton, then, Saunders thought.  And not about to concern himself with 

another unimportant prisoner like Doc until Ashton gave him what he wanted.  "Let's go," 

he said and followed Kirby out into the corridor. 

Caje padded back down the basement steps, cat-footed even in his boots, and 

reported, "Two guards outside the front doors.  No one inside that I can see at all."  Like 

Littlejohn, he held only a confiscated bayonet.  He had been hoping that there was a 

guard on station at the top of the stairs; it would have given the Americans more 

weapons. 

Softly, Saunders said, "They'll have a radio.  We've got to knock that out.  Then 

we find the lieutenant." 

Kirby said, "There's two floors.  He could be anywhere."  His tone was flat, 

matter-of-fact, leaving Saunders unsure if the B.A.R. man was objecting to the proposed 

search or merely stating facts. 

"We'll just have to search them both," Saunders said.  The château hadn't looked 

that big from the front drive.  It wouldn't take them long, particularly if the building was 

as deserted as it seemed.  And, more importantly, if their luck held. 

They crept single-file up the basement stairway to the entrance hall, Caje leading.  

The rain had indeed arrived and arrived in force.  Saunders could hear it hammering on 

the château's front steps.  The two outside guards were visible through the glass in the 

doors, watching out, not in.  They were sheltered under the front balcony's overhang.  

With the rain pounding in their ears, they probably would never hear the Americans 

sneaking up from inside to take them out, but Saunders didn't want to disturb the 

château's appearance just yet in case there were more sentries outside to be alerted.  Most 

likely, any other guards were taking shelter themselves, but he wasn't taking any chances 

on underestimating the efficiency of the German army. 

The grand carpeted staircase lead up to the second floor, its heavy wooden 

banister curving left and right and extending along the balcony to each side.  Saunders 

studied the layout a moment, then whispered, "Downstairs first.  Kirby, Doc – left.  Caje 

and I'll take the right.  Littlejohn – you can cover the front door from right here."  

Saunders held out the rifle.  He didn't particularly want to search the downstairs with just 
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a bayonet, but Littlejohn might need the rifle far more than he did.  "Can you handle it 

with your wounded arm?" 

Littlejohn gave him a lopsided grin and traded his bayonet for the rifle.  "No 

problem, Sarge." 

Saunders grinned back.  He glanced at each of the men.  "Okay, find Ashton, 

destroy the radio, and let's get out of here.  Shoot if you have to." 

But ten minutes later, the two sets of searchers reconvened at Littlejohn's post 

empty-handed and even edgier.  Valuable time was slipping away from them, and each 

moment they stayed in the château brought discovery of their escape that much closer to 

a reality.  No one knew that more than Saunders, but he wasn't going to leave Ashton.  

Not unless he had no choice. 

He jerked his thumb toward the upstairs. 

One at a time, they eased out of the basement stairwell.  Caje went first.  Kirby, 

Doc, then Littlejohn went next, creeping up the big stairway to the upstairs balcony.  

Saunders waited until last, his gaze locked on the two outdoor guards.  But they never 

turned, never did anything beyond stamp their feet and stare out at the gloomy wet night.  

He heard their voices, muffled by the closed door, probably complaining about the 

weather.  At least the squad's luck was still holding.  He quickly followed the others, 

taking the steps two at a time. 

At the top of the staircase, Kirby looked left, then right.  It was exactly the same 

setup as the ground floor, the two hallways on either side mirror images, both with closed 

doors spaced at regular intervals, both turning corners to angle out of his sight toward the 

back of the chateau.  The hallways ran an inner rectangular perimeter through the 

château.  There were clean squares on the walls where pictures had once hung, and he 

could see the occasional rubbing left waist high against the wall where decorative tables 

had probably stood.  The mounted light sconces were almost absurdly ornate in that 

desolate stripped building. 

With Doc close behind him, he twisted the handle of the first doorway on the left, 

careful to make a minimum of noise.  It was locked.  He pressed his ear to the door a 

moment.  The room was quiet, and he hurried on.  Whatever room they had Ashton in 

was not going to be silent. 

Saunders positioned Littlejohn behind the banister.  It was a better post than the 

basement stairwell.  From here he could cover the front doors and the upstairs. 

"It's too quiet," Littlejohn said.  "I don't like it." 

"Better than having this place crawling with Krauts," Caje murmured. 

Saunders touched Littlejohn reassuringly on the shoulder, then led Caje down the 

right-hand corridor. 

Two doors down they found the radio room.  They heard the scuffle of boots 

inside, and the sound of a man humming a tune to himself as if to help pass the time. 

Saunders toed the door open a crack, wary of letting in a tell-tale breeze that 

might alert the man on duty.  He saw what once must have been a corner bedroom, with a 

table set up against the far wall, near the curtained window.  An electric light burned 

overhead and Saunders saw the radio man sitting with his back to the door, scratching out 

doodles in a notebook as he hummed.  Whatever this château was, it was clearly not a 

main center of activity.  The equipment on the table was sparse, just a radio transmitter 

and receiver sitting amid a collection of pencils, radio handbooks, and a pad of message 
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forms.  An open doorway to the left led to somewhere similarly lighted, but from his 

limited vantage, Saunders could not make out what was in there. 

Saunders pulled back and gestured to Caje. 

Caje took a look for himself, then nodded.  He pushed open the door and had 

crossed to the German's side before the German had registered the sound of the door 

opening.  His right hand closed over the man's mouth as he knifed the radio operator in 

the throat.  The man struggled briefly, then went limp.  Caje left him slumped forward in 

the chair and was just looking over the equipment when a second German came through 

the open doorway to the left. 

The man was young.  His eyes widened, taking in his dead comrade and the 

American standing over him.  But the German was smarter than Saunders gave him credit 

for, and instead of trying to jump Caje, he retreated into the other room, shouting at the 

top of his lungs.  Caje snatched up the radioman's rifle that was propped against the table 

nearby.  He ran after the yelling German, and the single gunshot echoed through the 

château. 

An ominous silence fell. 

Caje quickly checked the side room.  There were no other soldiers lurking.  He 

looked around the room and spotted another rifle resting against a wall.  He grabbed it 

and when he returned to the front radio room, it was just in time to see Saunders 

smashing the transmitter against the wall. 

 

*** 

 

At the sound of the gunshot Kirby and Doc whipped around to look back the way 

they had come.  Kirby knew neither Sarge nor Caje had been carrying a rifle, and he was 

debating turning to help them, when, from around the corner of their own corridor, he 

heard German voices raised in alarm, then approaching footsteps. 

"Get back, Doc," Kirby hissed, taking aim. 

Doc pressed back against the wall behind him just as the two soldiers rounded the 

corner and Kirby shot them. 

Seconds later, Littlejohn opened fire from the grand staircase.  That would be the 

outdoor sentries coming inside to see what the shooting was all about, Kirby thought. 

Saunders and Caje came pounding back to help Littlejohn, each now armed with 

their own rifle.  The sergeant said urgently, "Caje – we need a back door!" 

"Right," Caje said and took off back down the right-hand hall. 

Saunders dropped down beside Littlejohn and joined in holding off the outside 

guards now trying to come in the front door.  He glanced up, saw Kirby and Doc looking 

back at him, not moving, and shouted, "Hurry up!" 

Kirby hurried, but as he reached the corner, he bent and unsheathed one of the 

dead German's bayonets.  He stuck it through his own belt.  Wouldn't hurt to have 

something extra.  Then he and Doc stepped over the two dead men and peered around the 

corner.  The château's side corridor had doors only against the inner wall.  The outer wall 

had regularly spaced curtained windows.  At least that narrowed the searching options.  

And with the gunfire continuing from behind them, their need for stealth had vanished as 

well.  No more trying door handles and listening at keyholes, Kirby just kicked in the first 

door. 
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Dark and empty. 

But, then, from ahead came a man's voice.  The second door down hung ajar as if 

the two German soldiers Kirby had just killed had come from there.  Or as if he was 

expected.  Kirby tensed, approaching it with rifle held ready, then kicked the door wide 

open. 

It was a large room, well-appointed.  Where the rest of the château appeared 

stripped clean, the furnishings had been left intact here.  It was like stepping back in time 

– the antique settee and sideboard off to the left, the over-sized ornate bureau against the 

left-hand wall, several paintings that had been hanging for more years than Kirby had 

been alive.  The opulently plush carpet.  There was even a glass decanter of brandy 

resting on a silver tray on top of the sidebar.  He almost expected Marie Antoinette to 

waltz forward with her powdered wig and two-ton dress. 

Except, tied to a chair in the center of the room, his back to Kirby, was Ashton, 

and just beyond him stood the German captain.  There was no one else in the room.  

Ashton looked unconscious, head lolled forward, only remaining upright because he was 

bound to the chair.  Kirby took one look at Ashton and hoped he was unconscious.  He 

had been stripped down to his undershirt and trousers, his boots and socks removed.  He 

was a bloody mess. 

Kirby's mind flashed to another room not that long ago in another French village, 

to another American bound and beaten to death – Eddie Kopachek.  The resentment he'd 

held toward Ashton suddenly felt petty and irrelevant.  First Eddie, now the lieutenant... 

they were both Americans, damn it. 

The rage that had been simmering boiled up into fury, and he raised his gaze to 

the German captain.  Von Reisl's own jacket was gone, the sleeves of his once-white shirt 

rolled up.  The captain clearly liked to do his own dirty work; that was Ashton's blood 

spattering him, Kirby thought.  Another American beaten....  Unbidden, Colonel 

Bruener's words came back to him:  In war, there's no such thing as murder.  As if such 

lies condoned their behavior. 

Harshly, Kirby ordered, "Get your hands up."  Over his shoulder, he called, 

"Doc!" 

The captain moved slowly to comply as Kirby 

came forward.  While Kirby kept his rifle trained on Von 

Reisl, his gaze darted around the rest of the room, resting 

particularly on the two closed side doors on opposite 

walls, the giant bureau, and the two large wardrobes set 

against the back wall – all potential hiding places for 

other Krauts. 

Kirby slipped the stolen bayonet from his belt 

and tossed it handle-first to Doc.  "Cut him loose, Doc."  

His voice was still hoarse, the anger raw and fresh.  To 

Von Reisl, he said, "Get back."  He punctuated the order 

with a jab from his rifle, pushing the officer farther away 

from his victim. 

Doc hurried to Ashton while the captain, hands 

raised only minimally in the air and an inscrutable smirk 

curling up his lips, backed away. 
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"Lieutenant, lieutenant," Doc said, softly.  He lifted Ashton's head, and his lips 

compressed into a thin line as he took in the livid bruising and swelling, the blood that 

ran freely into his eyes. 

Kirby circled the room cautiously, heading to check out the closed side door on 

the right. 

Von Reisl said, "My men won't–" 

"Shut up," Kirby snarled.  He should have just shot him, it was safer that way, but 

he couldn't do it.  There was no murder in war.  But if Von Reisl wanted to give him a 

reason.... 

Kirby was almost to the door, when he heard Doc shout, "Look out!" 

The left side door flew open, and a single soldier burst in, rifle raised.  Kirby shot 

him, but as he did, the captain pulled a Luger from his waistband at the small of his back 

and dove for cover behind the bureau. 

Kirby quickly shifted his aim, tracking the captain.  But the right-hand door 

directly behind him flung open, catching him squarely on the shoulder.  It knocked him 

sideways, and his shot went wild. 

Kirby caught his balance and was whirling toward the new danger, when he felt 

the rifle plucked from his grip as easily if he hadn't been holding onto it at all.  A fist 

caught him on the jaw and sent him sprawling on the carpet.  He shook his head to clear 

his vision and looked up to see Kurt towering over him.  The German sergeant was 

stripped down to his undershirt, and he was more blood-stained than the captain.  Kirby 

understood then:  this was Ashton's torturer, the captain a mere observer next to the brutal 

force this big man could employ. 

Kurt dropped Kirby's rifle onto the floor and kicked it away with the side of his 

boot.  A smile twisted his lips with sadistic pleasure, and Kirby felt his anger turn cold 

with fear.  He was aware of Doc nearby, trying to cut Ashton free, of the German captain 

hiding behind the bureau with his Luger.  More distantly, he heard sporadic gunfire and 

knew Littlejohn and Saunders were holding the fort at the balcony rail – buying them all 

precious time.  Time he was wasting contemplating the big grinning man before him. 

The grin was for him, in anticipation of fighting him, of taking him apart with his 

bare hands.  It was the kind of look a starving dog would have eyeing an unguarded roast, 

only a hundred times colder.  Kirby saw the massive bare arms, the muscles rippling as 

the Kraut stared down at him.  And he knew, grimly, in a flash, that he was fighting for 

his life.  And just as certainly, he knew he would lose this fight. 

But not without giving a good accounting for himself first. 

Almost before the thought had finished, he lashed out with a boot at the man's 

knee.  Kurt sidestepped, turning the kick into only a glancing blow.  But the motion 

distracted the big man, and that was all Kirby cared about.  He rolled, scrambling for the 

discarded rifle.  Kurt jumped forward and his kick at Kirby's side did not miss.  The 

B.A.R. man gasped, the pain overwhelming.  Kurt's hands closed on his left arm and the 

back of his jacket, and Kirby felt himself hauled to his feet.  He threw a punch at the 

man's jaw with his free right arm, swinging with all his might.  It was like hitting a phone 

pole.  Kurt merely grunted.  Kirby swung again, even though his hand felt broken, but 

Kurt was ready and blocked it with a raised arm.  The German soldier's own punch sent 

Kirby careening face-first into the wall. 

He clung there a moment, dazed, knowing he had to move and move fast, but too 
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stunned to get his muscles working.  Kurt closed on him again, swung him around.  Kirby 

tried to block the blow he knew was coming, but he was slow.  Kurt's fist sank hard into 

his stomach and, as he doubled over, the following uppercut caught him in the jaw.  

Kirby slammed backwards into the wall again, this time sliding almost in slow-motion to 

the floor. 

Behind them, Doc frantically sawed through the last of the ropes tying Ashton to 

the chair.  When he looked past Ashton's shoulder, he saw Von Reisl crouched beside the 

bureau, the pistol still in his hand, but held loosely.  The German captain's eyes were 

locked on Kurt and Kirby, a smile broad on his face.  He looked to be enjoying the fight 

as much as Kurt, and he was clearly not interested in ending the confrontation 

prematurely. 

But as the ropes securing Ashton parted and the lieutenant collapsed forward, Von 

Reisl's gaze snapped toward them, drawn by the new movement.  The captain's eyes 

narrowed, and he quickly aimed his Luger directly at Ashton. 

Doc dropped the bayonet and hauled Ashton off the chair just as a bullet shattered 

one of the chair's back slats.  Ashton groaned as he hit the floor.  Doc kicked the chair 

hard toward the captain, hoping to hit him or at least distract and throw off his aim long 

enough to drag Ashton to the relative cover of the settee nearby. 

Kirby knew he had blanked out for a few moments.  He was half-sitting on the 

floor, back against the wall, hardly aware of how he'd got there.  His jaw felt busted, his 

stomach a raw mass of pain.  He had a nasty feeling the German sergeant wasn't even 

hitting him full strength, wanting to prolong the fight as long as possible.  Enjoying 

himself.  Kirby blinked eyes that didn't want to focus and desperately looked around. 

The rifle was on the floor not two feet from him.  Kurt had probably left it there 

deliberately, to taunt him with it, but Kirby didn't care.  He couldn't beat the man 

barehanded, and any further punches he caught were going to leave him permanently 

incapacitated.  Without something to even the odds, he was dead. 

He twisted and dove for the rifle. 

He was so sure he wouldn't reach it that when his hand slapped against the barrel 

he almost didn't close his bruised fingers around it.  His surprise vanished in elation, and 

he snatched the rifle up.  A second later, he ducked instinctively, sensing more than 

seeing the movement to his left.  He narrowly avoided the boot scything toward his head.  

Kirby rolled away and staggered to his feet, trying to raise the rifle. 

But Kurt lashed out with a leg, tangling Kirby and spilling him back on the carpet.  

The air whooshed out of lungs as he hit hard, and he fought to hang onto the weapon.  He 

was trying to turn it when Kurt landed on top of him.  Kirby threshed wildly trying to 

throw off his attacker before he could land a punch, but that wasn't Kurt's objective.  

Instead, Kurt's hands closed around the rifle, and he pressed the length of it down toward 

Kirby's throat. 

Kirby desperately pushed back, his arm muscles quivering.  The German 

sergeant's teeth were bared in a grimace but Kirby barely noticed the feral delight on his 

opponent's face as he steadily lost ground.  His world contracted to the struggle to keep 

the rifle away from himself. 

Meanwhile, Doc kicked his heels into the plush carpet and dragged Ashton's dead 

weight to cover behind the couch.  Another bullet from the German captain passed 

through the settee inches above Doc's head.  The medic looked around frantically.  The 
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front doorway was wide open behind him – but he knew he'd never reach the hallway's 

safety, even without the injured Ashton.  And worse – his eyes fell on the German 

sergeant, arm and neck muscles bulging as he slowly overpowered Kirby and brought the 

rifle that much closer to strangling the B.A.R. man.  Doc watched helplessly  – he could 

do nothing to help Kirby either.  Not without being shot down by Von Reisl. 

"Doc!" Caje said. 

Doc whipped around, saw Caje just stepping into the front doorway, and shouted, 

"Look out!" 

Caje spotted the half-hidden German captain taking aim at him at the same time 

he heard Doc's warning.  He dove back into the hallway as Von Reisl fired twice at him.  

Caje swore to himself.  He should have gotten here sooner; they should have known there 

would be more soldiers guarding the lieutenant. 

He heard Doc's voice shouting urgently at him, "Caje, help Kirby!" 

Caje risked another peek into the room, taking in the layout, and yanking back 

just as another bullet splintered the doorjamb.  Doc was pinned down, and Caje knew he 

himself wouldn't have time to line up a shot at Kirby's attacker without giving Von Reisl 

a clear shot back at him.  He had to get rid of the captain first.  The captain was only 

partially behind the bureau, clearly counting on his superior field of view of the 

Americans' positions to give him the advantage. 

The room was perfectly visualized in Caje's head.  He knew exactly where to aim.  

As long as the German captain didn't change position.... 

Caje dropped to one knee to appear where hopefully Von Reisl wouldn't be 

expecting him.  All he needed was a couple of seconds.  He took a steadying breath, then 

swung just far enough around the corner, low down, and loosed two shots at the German 

captain's last position from memory. 

But Von Reisl had indeed moved, shifting himself farther back behind the bureau, 

and Caje's shots that should have taken him cleanly, hit nothing.  Caje bit back another 

curse and swiftly shifted aim to the right, toward the German sergeant.  His angle was 

lousy, but at least he might be able to wing the man. 

Kurt's grin was widening as he forced the rifle inch by inch closer to Kirby's 

throat, until Kirby felt the cold metal touch his skin, then press harder, cutting into his 

windpipe.  He couldn't breathe.  He drew on the last of his reserves to keep pushing even 

as the strength ebbed from his arms and stars sparkled in front of his eyes. 

Then Caje fired, and Kurt cried out as the bullet caught him in the right shoulder.  

His right hand's grip on the rifle slipped, and Kirby abruptly found himself able to push 

the weapon away from his throat.  He gulped for air and wrenched the rifle out of Kurt's 

good hand before the German sergeant could recover.  Kirby swung the stock at the face 

above him.  He was both at the wrong angle and too close to put deadly force into the 

blow, but it was enough to knock the German backwards.  Kirby hit him again, then the 

man's weight was falling off him.  He shoved with his remaining strength and scrambled 

free. 

The wounded Kurt bellowed in anger and launched himself back at Kirby. 

Desperately, Kirby jerked the rifle up and pulled the trigger until the weapon was 

empty.  The shots caught Kurt pointblank in the chest, but his momentum carried him 

forward two more steps before he collapsed to his knees, then fell face-first onto the 

carpet. 
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Rubbing at his throat, still gasping for air, Kirby tried to regroup.  Someone 

frantically called his name.  "Kirby!" 

There was more gunfire, and he fell flat to the floor, not sure in his haze where it 

was coming from.  He lifted his head and saw Caje just outside the room, shooting 

through the doorway at the German captain, who was hidden behind the bureau.  Doc 

was caught between them behind the settee, trying to protect Ashton. 

Kirby took it all in, saw Von Reisl leveling his aim at Doc, saw that Caje was 

unable to get a clean shot.  He quickly raised the rifle again and pulled the trigger.  

Nothing happened, and he remembered he had emptied the clip into Kurt.  Without 

another thought, he dropped the rifle and flung himself on Von Reisl before the man 

could shoot at his squad mates again.  The captain wasn't expecting attack from that 

direction, and Kirby caught him off guard.  He grabbed the captain's gun arm by the wrist 

and slammed it repeatedly against the edge of the wardrobe until Von Reisl dropped the 

weapon with a yell of pain. 

"Kirby!  Get out of the way!" 

It was Caje shouting at him, Kirby knew that, knew he was blocking Caje's aim, 

but he didn't care.  Fury took over and he drew his arm back and hit the captain.  The 

captain smacked into the wall and fell to the floor.  Kirby was on him in an instant, 

punching him in the face over and over. 

Doc took the opportunity to drag Ashton toward the hallway, even as Caje was 

trying to get a clean shot at the German captain around Kirby. 

Kirby held the captain up by his shirt front a moment before he realized the man 

was limp and unconscious.  He unceremoniously let go, then lurched to his feet, fighting 

back pain and nausea.  Gingerly, he touched his jaw, then swiped the blood from his split 

lip with the back of his aching hand.  His left eye was already swelling up.  He looked 

around and grimly picked up Von Reisl's Luger. 

He could hear gunfire, distant but steady, and he remembered Littlejohn and 

Saunders out on the balcony, fending off the outdoor sentries.  Then Caje's voice jerked 

him out of his reverie, as the Cajun called urgently, "Kirby, let's go!" 

Caje and Doc had Ashton on his feet, but without Doc's support, he would have 

fallen again.  His upper body and face looked even more bloody and bruised than when 

he had been sitting down.  Kirby rubbed at his jaw and throat again, knowing his own 

bruises were coming.  "He okay?" he asked Doc. 

Ashton spat out some blood and said, "I can walk." 

Kirby grimaced.  "Yeah, like hell you can."  He shrugged off his jacket, and he 

and Doc helped Ashton into it.  When Ashton started to fall, Doc threw an arm around 

him and pulled his arm over his shoulders.  Kirby slipped Ashton's other arm over his 

own shoulders.  Caje checked the hallway before he let Doc and Kirby follow with 

Ashton between them.  They could still hear gunfire from the front of the château. 

 

*** 

 

Above the grand staircase, Saunders surveyed the scene again.  Only two 

Germans left of the five that had ultimately appeared at the front doors remained.  But 

those two had shifted from the doors to one of the tall narrow windows that stood on 

either side of the doors.  The windows were hung with lightweight filmy curtains that 
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blew and caught the inside light.  They made the view beyond the window even darker, 

and Saunders relied on trying to catch movement to see when the Germans popped up to 

shoot at them.  The Germans had it much easier, staring from the darkness into a lighted 

room, but it had still come down to a stalemate. 

He knew he and Littlejohn could retreat at any moment, but he wanted to keep the 

soldiers busy at the front of the château as long as possible.  Give the others enough time 

to find Ashton.  The gunfire from around the upstairs corner worried him, but he was 

trusting Caje would keep their options open. 

Movement through the fluttering curtains caught his eye.  It was one of the 

Germans, drawing his arm back, preparing to throw something.  Stalemate over, Saunders 

thought.  He shoved at Littlejohn.  "Go!" 

They ran. 

The grenade explosion shook the château, blowing out windows and knocking 

them into the wall.  Dust and smoke poured around them.  Coughing, wincing, Saunders 

gave Littlejohn a hand up, and they hurried down the hall.  To his relief, directly ahead of 

them was the rest of the squad, and they had found Ashton. 

Both Kirby and Doc were keeping the lieutenant on his feet.  Saunders grimly 

took in Ashton's appearance and asked, "Doc?" 

Ashton answered before Doc could say anything.  "I'll live." 

The pain in the lieutenant's voice was undisguised, but when he raised his head 

and met Saunders' eyes, his gaze was steady.  Saunders gave him a single nod – he knew 

what Ashton was really trying to say, that he hadn't told the German captain anything. 

Caje said, "There's a stairway down into a back courtyard.  It was clear a moment 

ago." 

Kirby said, "A vehicle sure wouldn't hurt." 

Saunders shook his head.  "We'd never make it back to our lines on the roads.  

We're going to have to do it the long way."  He gestured them ahead, and they headed 

quickly down the hall.  Caje and Littlejohn in the lead, Doc and Kirby supporting Ashton, 

and Saunders covering the rear.  Two German soldiers came through the smoke down the 

hall and Saunders fired at them. They threw themselves back around the corner.  He had 

to delay pursuit long enough for them to get Ashton out. 

But he was running out of ammo for the stolen rifle.  He ducked into the room the 

squad had been in.  A sideboard along the wall to his left held a silver tray with a nearly 

full decanter of brandy and several upside down glasses.  Saunders snatched up the heavy 

container and returned to the hall.  He flung it hard at the wall. 

The glass broke and the cognac splashed over the wall and the rug at his feet.  He 

knelt quickly and pulled his lighter from his pocket, flicked it on, and lowered it toward 

the alcohol.  The fumes caught with a whoomph and the wave of fire swept through the 

spilled alcohol.  The rug burst into flame. 

Saunders backed quickly away, loosed off a couple of shots toward the corner to 

keep the Germans in hiding, then ran after the others. 

He came out on a small back landing.  The cold rain pounded against him as he 

ran down the narrow outside stairway.  He could just make out Caje and Littlejohn 

standing across the back gardens, making sure the way was clear.  Kirby and Doc were 

hauling Ashton straight toward the dark woods. 

Shots rang out from an upstairs window of the château.  Caje and Littlejohn 
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returned fire, and under their cover, Saunders ran for the safety of the woods. 

 

*** 

 

Saunders crouched, watching and listening for any sign of pursuit.  It was the 

third time he'd dropped back from the squad to check and this time, the tension began to 

ease from his shoulders.  Two hours had passed since their escape, and the dark woods 

lay still behind them.  He was convinced there was no pursuit from the soldiers left at the 

château. 

Rain beat down incessantly, and he longed for his helmet.  It would have been 

noisy, but at least it would have kept the water out of his eyes.  He was thoroughly 

soaked, and he stretched as he rose to his feet, feeling his wet shirt pull tightly across his 

shoulders.  He slung the stolen rifle over his shoulder, wishing again it was his 

Thompson, and hurried to catch the others. 

Caje and Doc had rigged a stretcher out of their jackets and two sturdy branches 

for Ashton, to help make better time.  They carried the lieutenant carefully through the 

woods, going far slower than Saunders would have liked, but the darkness and rain 

precluded speed.  They had all fallen and stumbled with the lack of visibility.  Kirby 

ranged somewhere ahead on point, Littlejohn walked nearby, silent and clutching his 

wounded arm.  Saunders knew he was hurting more than he let on. 

"Take five," Saunders said. 

Caje and Doc set Ashton down gratefully and collapsed beside him to rest.  

Saunders dropped down near Doc, looked at Ashton.  The lieutenant was unmoving and it 

was too dark to see anything anyway.  Doc had used Saunders and Kirby's jackets to 

cover him and keep the rain off his face. 

Doc said softly, "He needs a hospital, Sarge.  That German sergeant roughed him 

up pretty bad.  He's lost a lot of blood." 

Saunders said nothing a long moment.  The map was long gone, confiscated off 

Caje when they'd been captured.  They were walking on memory and a sense of direction 

only.  "We should be nearing our lines," he said.  "And it should be dawn soon.  We'll 

make better time then."  If this rain will ever quit, he thought, squinting skyward.  But it 

was the best he could offer the medic.  He rubbed his sleeve over his eyes to wipe away 

the rain again and stood.  "All right, let's get moving." 

 

*** 

 

The rain finally stopped before dawn, and daybreak found them out of the forest 

and back in the hilly pastureland.  The sky stayed overcast, but even without the sun's 

direct rays, it was warm enough that they slowly began to dry out. 

If only the terrain would dry off too, Saunders thought.  It was his and Kirby's turn 

carrying Ashton.  Between their exhaustion, Ashton's weight, and the slickness of the wet 

grass, it was just as much a struggle to keep their footing steady as it had been during the 

downpour.  They labored up a grassy slope toward where Caje waited, keeping watch.  

Caje signaled them to stop before they reached the top and gestured over the hill.  

"Road," he murmured. 

"Well, hallelujah," Kirby said.  "About time." 
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Saunders and Kirby lowered the stretcher down beside Doc and Littlejohn and 

came up beside Caje to take a look.  A tree-lined broad dirt track wound along the bottom 

of the hill below them.  Beyond the road stretched a broad field.  To the left rose more 

grassy hills, which the road passed up and over.  Nothing moved anywhere in their line of 

sight. 

Kirby nodded toward the road and said, "It's going the direction we want, ain't it?"  

He paused.  "Well, ain't it?  I mean this isn't the way we came, but we're behind our own 

lines now, aren't we?  And following that road sure beats what we've been walking 

through." 

Saunders knew it.  But he studied the area again, looking for danger.  "Caje, check 

it out."  He pointed toward where the road passed out of sight over the tops of the hills to 

their left. 

With a nod, Caje took off. 

Saunders studied the hilltop they sat on.  It was exposed and not at all to his 

liking.  He glanced down the hill toward the tree-lined road below.  The trees would at 

least offer some concealment.  They could wait for Caje's report there. 

Returning to Doc and Littlejohn, he found Ashton awake.  In daylight, the 

lacerations and heavy bruising looked even worse. 

Saunders asked, "How you feeling?" 

Ashton managed a slight smile.  "Been better.  Where are we?" 

"We should be due east of Alsorne."  He looked over at Kirby.  "Come on.  Let's 

get off this hill." 

They picked up Ashton's stretcher again, crested the hill, and angled sideways to 

keep better footing on the slippery downhill slope.  Littlejohn and Doc followed.  

Saunders led them across the muddy road.  On the other side, a ditch ran between the row 

of trees and the pasture.  It was no wetter than the rest of the grassy terrain, and the ditch 

provided better cover.  They had just set Ashton down, when they heard vehicles coming 

down the road. 

"Down!" Saunders hissed. 

They crouched lower in the ditch, unslinging their stolen rifles.  Kirby pulled the 

Luger from his waistband. 

Littlejohn suddenly said, "Trucks!  They're ours!"  A broad smile broke out on his 

face. 

Saunders stepped out onto the road.  "It's a convoy." 

The lead jeep pulled up beside them, steering as far off the road as it could to 

leave room for the trucks rumble by.  A beefy staff sergeant, two privates, and Caje were 

riding in it.  Caje jumped out of the jeep with a grin.  "Hey, Sarge, look what I found." 

The staff sergeant looked at the squad, his gaze lingering worriedly on Kirby's 

beat up face, and Ashton lying on his stretcher.  "I'm Sergeant Holcombe.  You guys 

okay?" 

"Yeah," Saunders said.  "Where you headed?" 

"Lérion.  Reinforcements for the–" 

Ashton interrupted, "What did you say?" 

Holcombe looked down at the lieutenant in surprise.  Ashton was trying to pull 

himself upright.  Doc quickly grabbed him, helped him reach the jeep.  Ashton clutched 

at the hood of the vehicle to stay upright, teeth gritted, as Doc hovered anxiously next to 
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him.  But his gaze was clear and intent on the sergeant. 

The staff sergeant repeated, "I said we're heading for Lérion...." 

Ashton said fiercely, "You sure?" 

Holcombe looked at Saunders in confusion, then back to Ashton.  "Lieutenant?" 

Ashton asked again, insistent, "Are you sure?" 

Holcombe cocked his head slightly, eyebrows furrowed in confusion.  "Yes, sir." 

"Do you have a map?" 

Holcombe nodded, fished it out.  Saunders took it and unfolded it for Ashton to 

see.  Saunders kept silent, watching the glittering intensity in the lieutenant's eyes with a 

slight frown of his own, wondering like the staff sergeant, just what was disturbing the 

lieutenant about the convoy's destination. 

"Show me our positions," Ashton ordered. 

Holcombe hesitated, then he leaned forward, and his fat finger poked at the map. 

"You're sure?" Ashton asked again. 

Holcombe nodded, still confused.  "Already said that, sir." 

Ashton stared at the map a long moment, jaw clenched.  Convoy trucks continued 

to pass, tires splashing through mud puddles. 

"And from Lérion to Toulin?" 

Now the staff sergeant's face turned worried.  "You know about the advance, sir?" 

Ashton closed his eyes, then ignoring the anxious faces, he looked directly at 

Saunders.  "We were sold out back there, all right.  But it wasn't by the partisans.  The 

German positions I was supposed to relay for them to target?  They're not German 

positions.  They're ours.  American positions." 

Saunders went deadly still, holding Ashton's gaze.  Ashton nodded, confirming 

they were both thinking they same thing:  their mission and the vital information had 

come from one and only one person.  Saunders returned the nod, as the night's events 

suddenly slotted into new perspective. 

Ashton grimaced in pain, but this time his reaction wasn't from his physical 

injuries.  Saunders waited for the breakdown, for the lieutenant's moment of denial and 

refusal to let his world be overturned again so quickly, but Saunders didn't get it.  Sure, 

Ashton's eyes were haunted with misery and hurt, but overriding them was something 

more important:  angry determination. 

Ashton broke their stare and slammed a fist against the hood of the jeep. 

"What's going on, Sarge?" Caje asked. 

No one answered him. 

"You got a radio?" Saunders asked Holcombe. 

"No!" Ashton cut him off.  "No, we do this my way."  He took a deep breath and 

looked back at Holcombe.  "I'm sorry, Sergeant," he said, "but we're commandeering 

your jeep." 

The staff sergeant's eyes widened in surprise. 
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Act 5 

 

 

 

 

Lt. Hanley prowled the town square, carbine over his shoulder, boots splashing in 

puddles from last night's downpour.  The walking felt good, eased his tension, though not 

enough to make him put out the cigarette he was smoking. 

It was nearly noon, and the buildings lay like tombs around him.  The troops that 

hadn't been moved up yesterday afternoon, had left with the convoy for Lérion that 

morning.  The town wasn't entirely empty.  All the surviving French residents remained.  

And there was still another platoon of G.I.s bivouacked on the southern end of town, plus 

the sentries patrolling or on guard duty, but compared to the crowded chaos of twenty-

four hours ago, it felt deserted.  Hanley wasn't a superstitious man, but the emptiness 

pressed ominously around him. 

A woman's voice echoed inside one of the buildings, and the sudden sound 

brought him up short.  It wasn't even a shout, just an ordinary tone, but the quietness of 

the village seemed to amplify it.  At least, that's what he blamed his edginess on.  It was 

easier that than the truth, that Saunders and the squad were long overdue, that he had 

been called in repeatedly to Capt. Hansen's office during the night to report exactly 

nothing, that he'd had no sleep. 

The dampness and overcast sky didn't help his 

mood any either.  He leaned back against the square's 

stone fountain and shook a new cigarette out of the pack.  

He lit it off the butt of the old, then dropped the old one 

into one of the puddles.  It died with barely a sizzle. 

Distantly, for a moment, he heard what sounded 

like a jeep approaching, before the engine noise dropped 

to an idle.  That would be the MPs, Hanley thought, 

stopping the jeep at the northern town entrance.  When 

the engine started up again, this time loud and distinct 

and heading toward the town square, Hanley pushed off 

the fountain, carbine in hand. 

The jeep appeared, and he dropped the fresh 

cigarette to the street. 

It was the squad.  Caje was driving, and he 

braked immediately as Hanley strode forward to meet 

them.  Hanley scanned the jeep, counting faces.  Only 

his five men were there, all without helmets or gear and 

carrying German weapons.  Littlejohn was wounded in the arm and Kirby looked like 

he'd fallen under a truck. 

Hanley bit back the questions on the tip of his tongue and asked instead, "Where's 

Lt. Ashton?" 

No one said anything, and only Saunders met Hanley's eyes.  The sergeant shook 

his head once.  The gesture could have been read a couple of different ways, but Hanley 

accepted the obvious interpretation and assumed Saunders meant Ashton was dead. 
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He let out a sigh, and his shoulders slumped, a memory of the tightly wound 

lieutenant crossing his mind.  He wanted to ask Saunders what had happened, but knew it 

could wait.  Saunders would have to give the report to the captain, and he could hear the 

story then.  From the way the squad looked, he had a feeling it was an unpleasant one.  

He looked back at Saunders and said, "Okay, Captain Hansen's waiting.  We'd better give 

him the bad news."  He started down the street. 

Saunders climbed out of the jeep and gave a meaningful look to the squad, before 

following after Hanley.  Kirby and Caje exchanged glances, then Caje eased the jeep in 

gear and drove off to park it properly. 

 

***** 

 

"Come in," Hansen's voice called, and Saunders followed Hanley inside. 

Saunders' gaze swept quickly over the second story room Hansen was still using 

as an office.  Nothing had changed – the broken window in the left-hand wall, the few 

pieces of scrounged furniture, the door to the alley....  It was the same setup it had been a 

day ago.  That was all the time that had passed, a mere twenty-four hours.  No time and a 

lifetime.  If anyone ever found a way to measure time the way a soldier felt it, Saunders 

thought he'd shoot the man. 

Capt. Edward Hansen sat behind his desk.  Sometime that morning, he'd found the 

time to shave, and his hair was neatly combed back, his uniform somehow looking 

pressed and ready for inspection next to the creaseless rumples of Saunders and Hanley's 

outfits.  His carbine hung on the back of his chair, in easy reach.  An oil lamp sat on the 

corner of his table.  Papers and maps were spread in front of him, but he wasn't seeing 

them.  From the way they were haphazardly arrayed, Saunders had the feeling he hadn't 

looked at them all night either, and now Hansen had eyes only for the two men of King 

Company.  He gestured Saunders and Hanley to the two chairs in front of his desk.  "Sit 

down." 

Hanley took a seat, leaving the chair closer to the front door for Saunders.  The 

lieutenant masked his surprise when Saunders chose to remain standing.  The German 

rifle Saunders carried didn't look right.  The ever-present Thompson should have been 

cradled across his arm.  Hanley knew if there was a replacement to be found in the town, 

Saunders would scare it up before evening. 

Hansen leaned across the table, his gaze locked on Saunders.  "Where's 

Lieutenant Ashton?"  His expression was grave, the wrinkles between his eyebrows 

heavily vee'd. 

Saunders' answer was clipped and matter-of-fact.  "The mission was unsuccessful, 

sir.  The partisans sold us out.  The Krauts were waiting at the rendezvous.  We didn't 

have a chance.  Lt. Ashton and I were taken prisoner." 

Tightly, Hansen asked, "What happened?" 

"Lt. Ashton was tortured." 

For a moment, Hansen sat frozen, then he nodded, ever so slightly, as if Saunders' 

words had somehow been inevitable.  The anger Hanley had expected didn't materialize. 

There was no denial, no disbelief, just a look of bone-weary acceptance.  "Jack...." he 

murmured.  He exhaled audibly, then rubbed at his eyes with a hand.  "That's it then.  I've 

got to get to division headquarters immediately."  The words seemed to release him from 
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his thrall, and he started gathering his papers, communiqués, and maps into a tidier stack. 

The silence between the men lengthened, but it wasn't a shared grieving silence 

for a lost comrade, it was something strained and oddly charged.  The rustle of papers 

seemed too hurried, too anxious.  Hanley realized he wanted out of that room and away 

from that impending sense of unrelieved pressure.  He was just getting ready to ask to be 

dismissed, when, almost off-handedly, Saunders broke the quiet. 

"You and Lieutenant Ashton were buddies."  It wasn't a question. 

Without looking up, Hansen answered, "Yes." 

Saunders went on, "He told me about getting captured back at Ste. Vannes.  

About what happened there.  How you got him out after he'd been tortured.  You were a 

real hero." 

Hanley couldn't conceal his own frown.  He knew that patented amiable tone all 

too well from his sergeant, how easily it hid biting sarcasm.  It definitely wasn't the tone 

you took with a superior officer of Hansen's rank.  Not without very good reason.  

Hanley's gaze flicked to Saunders' inscrutable expression, then back to Hansen. 

Hansen was just looking up, a new, almost wary look in his eyes that he quickly 

hid.  His papers appeared forgotten as he leaned back in his chair and considered 

Saunders with a measured stare.  Saunders' return gaze didn't waver.  It was Hansen who 

looked away first, his eyes unfocused, as if he were lost in memories.  Softly, he said, 

"Lot of good it did.  Lousy war."  He made to get ready to leave again.  "Gentlemen, 

you're dismissed–" 

"Lieutenant Ashton didn't talk this time," Saunders interrupted, in the same 

conversational tone he'd been using. 

Hansen's gaze snapped back to Saunders.  "What?" 

"I said the Germans tortured him," the sergeant said.  "But they didn't get 

anything out of him.  Not a word.  Not this time.  Your info's safe, Captain.  The Krauts 

learned nothing." 

Lt. Hanley watched Saunders, wondering what the hell was going on.  He'd 

missed something, that's all he knew.  But he couldn't figure why Saunders seemed to be 

baiting the captain, leading and dropping bits of information that clearly meant more to 

the captain than they did to Hanley.  A hundred unsaid things were passing between 

them, and Hanley could only listen in growing frustration.  He wanted to interrupt, 

demand a straight answer from Saunders, but the tension between the two men stretched 

tauter and tauter, and there was no room for him. 

Hansen was leaning back in his chair again, only this time when he spoke, his 

voice was distinctly colder.  "I see." 

Saunders cocked his head slightly, his tone still deceptively pleasant.  "That's 

good news, isn't it?" 

Hansen twitched, gave him a half-smile.  "Yes." 

"Because we wouldn't want the Krauts to find out where our advance is going to 

take place, now would we?" 

Hansen went very still.  Abruptly, his hand shot forward and he flung the oil lamp 

at Saunders' face.  In the second that Saunders threw up an arm to block it, Hansen was 

out of his chair with his carbine and behind the startled Hanley.  Hansen's fingers grabbed 

the back collar of the lieutenant's jacket, and he yanked him back into the chair when he 

tried to move.  The carbine jabbed painfully into his back, and Hanley froze. 
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Hansen indicated Saunders' rifle.  "Drop it.  Hands up.  Against the wall." 

Slowly, Saunders did as he was told.  Hansen took Hanley's carbine away from 

him and tossed it away, then relieved the lieutenant of his handgun. 

Careful to remain still, Hanley raised his own hands.  But his eyes rested on 

Saunders.  What he saw left him even more confused, because as angry as Saunders 

clearly was, he was also not alarmed.   Hanley held onto that thought as he tried to ignore 

the pressure of the carbine's muzzle against his back.  Maybe he could get Hansen 

talking, distract him.  "Just what is going on?" he demanded. 

Hansen nodded toward Saunders and said, "Why not ask him?  He appears to 

have all the answers." 

Saunders said, "You needed a courier.  You didn't want to endanger yourself, 

couldn't trust a written or radio message not to be traced back to you, so you picked your 

old friend.  Thought he'd make it easy for you.  You knew he broke once.  You knew how 

badly it had shattered him.  You figured the second time he'd break even faster.  So you 

gave him all the info you needed to relay, fed him some story about the importance of 

what he was carrying, and sent him directly into German hands to pass it all along.  That 

about right?  Traitor?"  Saunders spat the last word out almost as an afterthought. 

Hansen seemed unoffended.  Calmly, he said, "About." 

"And it didn't bother you what might happen to Lieutenant Ashton at the 

Germans' hands, did it?" 

For a second, Hansen's mask of composure slipped, as much at the wrath in 

Saunders' voice as the words themselves. 

Saunders said, "Why don't you just set that carbine down?" 

Hansen's lips curled into a disbelieving smile, and he was ready to laugh at what 

had to be an empty threat, when he heard a voice behind him.  Ashton's voice. 

"You heard him, Eddie," Ashton said.  "Drop your weapon." 

Ever so slowly, Hansen looked over his shoulder. 

Ashton was leaning in the back doorway, the doorway Hansen had forgotten 

about in his confrontation with Saunders.  Kirby had given him Von Reisl's Luger, and he 

was aiming it at straight at Hansen.  He was still barefoot, wearing Kirby's too-small 

jacket unbuttoned, the sleeves partially rolled up to fit his larger frame.  Ashton's bruised 

face was cold and filled with loathing, but the pistol remained steady in his hands. 

Hansen considered him almost dismissively.  "Saunders never did actually say 

you were dead, did he?  I should have known." 

"Drop your carbine!  Now!" Ashton snarled. 

Hansen kept still, trying to buy time as he calculated his dwindling options.  He 

started to step right, to pull Hanley out of the chair and keep the lieutenant as hostage 

between both Saunders and Ashton.  But as soon as he moved, Ashton pulled the trigger.  

The bullet caught Hansen in the right shoulder. 

Hansen cried out, and Hanley and Saunders were both moving instantly – Hanley 

spinning and yanking the carbine out of Hansen's hand, Saunders scooping his rifle from 

the floor.  But by then Ashton had flung the pistol away and grabbed two fistfuls of 

Hansen's jacket.  He backed the captain across the room to slam him hard against the 

wall.  Hansen cried out again, tried to reach for his wounded shoulder, but all of Ashton's 

anger and fear and pain had an outlet now, and he didn't give Hansen a chance to move. 

Hanley stepped forward to intervene, but Saunders grabbed his arm, shaking his 
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head. 

Anguished, Ashton said, "My 'friend'...."  For a second he was nearly choked up 

and couldn't say anything else.  Their whole past, all the good times and the bad ran 

through his head.  But it only lasted a couple of seconds, then he was back in the present, 

cold, clear-eyed, and furious.  He gave Hansen another slam against the wall.  "My 

friend... traitor!  I trusted you.  You got me out.  You saved my life, for what?  So you 

could use me? 

"I always wondered how you got me out of there.  You never would tell me.  

Remember we were talking in that damned cell, before we were tortured?  How escape 

was impossible?  Remember?  And it would have been if you hadn't made your own deal 

with the Germans.  Sure, I broke, but so did you.  That's how we got out of there.  They 

let you go so you could spy for them.  That was the deal, wasn't it?" 

Hansen started, "Jack–" 

"Shut up!" Ashton snapped.  "At least I broke honestly.  I gave them information.  

You... you gave them your soul." 

Ashton gave him another slam against the wall, and then the front door swung 

open and the rest of the squad burst through the door with the MPs.  Saunders pulled 

Ashton away from Hansen to let them put the captain under arrest.  He lead him to the 

corner, near the window. 

Ashton leaned across the sill, shaking, staring at his hands. 

In the background, they heard Hanley order, "Get him out of here!  I'll make the 

charges myself." 

Ashton murmured, "Ever want to kill someone, Saunders?  Wring their neck with 

your own bare hands?" 

Saunders said nothing. 

"My 'friend,'" Ashton went on, bitterly.  "I guess friendship doesn't count for 

much in war." 

"It counts for a lot," Saunders said. 

"If you pick the right friends."  Ashton sagged abruptly, the adrenalin gone, his 

endurance gone, the pain back. 

Saunders caught him, lowering him to the floor.  "Doc!  Get a stretcher in here." 

"I'll be all right," Ashton said, wincing. 

"Shut up, Lieutenant.  Doc!" 

"Stretcher's already on the way, Sarge," Doc answered. 

 

***** 

 

Kirby lay half-propped against the wall, legs stretched out in front of him and 

crossed at the ankles, helmet slouched forward to shade his eyes.  Caje, Doc, and 

Littlejohn sat nearby talking among themselves, their voices and laughter quietly 

reassuring.  But Kirby had the afternoon patch of sunlight all to himself.  After the last 

week of gloomy skies and rain, the direct heat felt good.  Having a full stomach felt good.  

Not walking felt good.  Not carrying his newly requisitioned B.A.R. felt good.  Even his 

bruises were starting to hurt only when he smiled. 

Tomorrow the rest and relaxation ended.  They would be following the rest of the 

troops to Lérion, and it would start in all over again.  But that was tomorrow and right 
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then, warm and comfortable, he didn't care about tomorrow. 

When his squad mates fell suddenly silent, Kirby shifted his helmet back, just in 

time to see them saluting Lt. Ashton.  He quickly climbed to his feet, hiding a wince as 

the rest of his healing body objected to his haste.  He brushed off his pants, as Ashton 

turned toward him.  The lieutenant moved stiffly and carefully, clearly trying not to 

aggravate his own healing wounds.  The visible bruises had faded some, but Kirby still 

had the uncomfortable sensation of looking in a mirror as they stood eye to eye.  He 

saluted and said, "Hiya, Lieutenant.  They let you out already?" 

"Just now.  They're shipping me back to London.  I think they're just tired of me 

taking up a bed."  Ashton shrugged and looked away, hesitating a moment before he 

looked back and said, "Kirby, can I buy you a beer?  I know I owe you my life, and I 

think I probably owe you a date as well." 

Kirby pretended to consider, then grinned.  "Okay, Lieutenant.  But we sure make 

some pair...."  He indicated their battered faces and his grin turned rueful.  "I'm not sure 

any dame's gonna look twice at either of us." 

"Ah, but Kirby, it's what you say, not what you look like."  Ashton returned his 

smile, and, for a moment, Kirby was reminded of the cocky self-assured look Ashton had 

worn when he'd first met him, when he'd so glibly offered to translate the first time 

around.  Kirby frowned, a few second thoughts crossing his mind. 

He said, "Hey, uh, you mind if Caje and the other guys come along too?" 

Ashton stared in mock hurt at Kirby.  "What's the matter, Kirby?  Don't trust me?" 

"Uh, no.  That's not it," Kirby said, but he knew he wasn't fooling the lieutenant 

with his denial.  But as much as he might be willing to trust the man behind enemy lines 

now, he wasn't about to bank on his honesty around women.  No, he'd learned that lesson 

and learned it well.  Caje, at least, translated without duplicity.  He realized he would 

have to thank the Cajun for that one of these days. 

Ashton was still watching him, and Kirby finally shrugged and went on, "It's just, 

well, we all rescued you from that Kraut captain.  Figure you owe us all a drink." 

"Oh, I see," Ashton said, then grinned.  "Well, the more the merrier." 

Kirby turned and called, "Hey Caje, Littlejohn, Doc – the lieutenant's buying.  

Come on!" 

None of them need to be asked twice.  Good, Kirby thought, that should keep 

things on the level.  But as his squad mates approached, Kirby reviewed Ashton's earlier 

words and felt another stab of suspicion.  He rounded on the lieutenant, demanding, 

"Hey, what did you mean a minute ago, when you said you probably owe me a date?" 

Ashton spread his hands.  "Well, Annette...." 

"That her name?" 

Ashton nodded, then shrugged sympathetically.  "What can I say?  You just 

weren't her type." 

Kirby crossed his arms.  "Is that so." 

Ashton nodded, hiding a smile.  "Yep, she told me." 

"Yeah?" Kirby said.  "Well, she's just gonna have to tell me that herself." 

Innocently, Ashton asked, "In what language?" 

 

 

end 
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