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I dedicate this book to all the Soldiers that I have served with. The impact that they have had on my life is beyond measure.
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  Dark Alley


Smoke slowly billows from the suppressor of Rick’s Beretta. Rain drizzles down his face as he stands over the body lying in the street. He slowly tilts his head to one side, keeping his eyes on the motionless body as blood flows onto the cobblestone and washes down the alley, leaving a trail that connects to the corpse. The blood and water merge together as they dilute each other. The stench of burnt gunpowder mixes with the rainy air as the smoke slowly fades away. 
10 minutes earlier
A tall lanky man runs down a small alleyway, one of the oldest streets in Salzburg. The street parallels the river and is famous for its brothels. This street normally comes to life in the evenings and has a view of the river that runs to its side. The alley is often too dark even to make out shadows at night. The man is slender, wearing a nice, expensive overcoat and a fedora that prevents the rain from hitting his face. Under the fedora, one can make out his black thick bushy eyebrows, brown eyes, crooked nose, and thin lips.  He senses someone stalking him and abruptly picks up his pace, running under the streetlights with a briefcase in his right hand. 
He stops to look at which way to go, making sure no one follows him. He decides to turn into a dark, dim-lit area along the cobblestone street and moves swiftly to one of the archways located there. He sees a small light pierce through the darkness up ahead and stops. 
Rick lights a cigarette and takes a long puff.
“Roger, it seems you are not the person I thought you were,” he says. After a pause, he blows out the smoke from his cigarette. 
Roger stops immediately. He sees the embers of the cigarette and can barely make out the shadow of a tall man wearing a brown, leather flat hat. He leans forward and squints his eyes to try to identify the guy. 
“Wh- who are you?” Roger asks cautiously. 
Rick slowly steps into the light, his face just a silhouette as the outline of his figure becomes more visible. 
“Now, what is a good ol’ American like you doing running in the streets of Salzburg this late at night?” Rick asks as he draws closer. “Are you out here painting the town, Roger? Did you come for a hooker? Or is it something more, might we say, unpleasant.” 
Rick stops a few feet away and lifts his head to reveal his identity. Roger, still puzzled, scans his face. He looks confused for a moment, not sure what to make of it.  
“Rick? Is that you?” he asks. A sense of relief comes over Roger as he recognizes Rick and comfortably walks up to him. Rick smiles as he approaches.
“So, Roger, why are you selling our nation’s treasured secrets down here?” Rick asks.
Roger’s eyes suddenly widen with shock. “You know?” 
“Of course, I do,” Rick responds. “Did you think I got all dressed up and came to Salzburg for the tasty, boiled beef? I can’t stand that shit! You know I am too Texan for that crap; our beef gets grilled.” Rick chuckles then gets serious in his tone. “So, this brings me back to you.”
“Rick, I have a daughter I have to get through college, do you understand that?” Roger stammers and pleads with Rick.
A sense of disappointment comes over Rick, as he looks at Roger. 
“That is a sad story, my friend, but I did come down here to keep you from selling any more of Uncle Sam’s secrets,” Rick says with a frown. “It saddens me, that it has come to this.” 
In the shadow of the archway, Rick pulls out his Beretta with a suppressor. Roger raises his hands. “No, no, please Rick.”
Pat-pat.
Rick stoically fires two shots into Roger’s chest. Roger immediately falls to the ground as the empty shell casings bounce around on the cobblestone. Smoke billows from Rick’s Beretta. He flicks his burnt up cigarette to get rid of it. The sound of rain hitting Rick’s flat hat makes a unique tapping sound that breaks up the silence of the scene on the street. As the rain drizzles down, Rick slowly tilts his head to the side, keeping his eyes on Roger whose body lay motionless as the blood starts oozing into the cobblestone.
Rick grabs the briefcase and then patiently searches Roger’s pockets in a methodical fashion. Rick retrieves his wallet, cellphone, and thumb drive. 
Blood starts flowing down the street making its own little river mixing in with the rainwater. The stench of gunpowder overwhelms the night air. The smell is unavoidable as Rick slowly walks down the alleyway, as if nothing happened. He takes out his cellphone and calls Franz. 
“Hallo Rick, how are you, my friend?” Franz answers the phone.
“Franz, we need a mop-up down on the brothel street,” Rick replies. “He is in the archway. The briefcase is in my possession.” 
“We will be there in a few,” Franz replies. “Are you safe?” 
“Yes, on my way to the rendezvous point.”
“Good job, Rick,” Franz replies. 
Rick walks down the cobblestone street, as a lady steps out from one of the doorways of a brothel, dressed quite scantily. She is in her early 30s and has on a simple black laced onesie. Her outfit does not leave much to the imagination, just covering enough of her to grab the curiosity of a potential customer. Her blonde hair lays across the top of her onesie. She pulls out a cigarette and Rick steps over and pulls out a lighter. Rick’s free hand and the lady’s hands huddle around the cigarette as it lights. She can feel the warmth from the lighter as the cigarette begins to burn and she takes a drag off of it. She exhales away from Rick’s face, then turns to him with a smile and gently grabs his arm to invite him in. Rick can smell her perfume as it lingers through the air. He recognizes the scent of Obsession perfume that is lingering. Her sensual green eyes gaze into his blue eyes and gives him a nod to come. Rick shakes his head.
“A pretty lady like yourself might catch a cold out here tonight,” he says. “Maybe it would be best if you went inside. It seems that cigarette is the only thing keeping you warm.” 
The lady puts her hand on the side of Rick’s face, and seductively smiles. 
“Well maybe you could keep me warm?” 
Rick smiles. “I would love to, but unfortunately I am already late to a previous engagement.” 
“Well, if you are already late, then why not make the most of being late. I am sure I could find ways to make you forget about your engagement.” 
The woman undoes one of the straps on her onesie and slowly reveals her breasts to Rick. Rick continues to smile. 
“Those are something to be proud of that is for sure.” He notices her nipples are firm. “Either I have you aroused, or it is a bit colder than I-”
Before he finishes the sentence, she leans over and kisses him on the lips. Her aggressiveness caught Rick off guard as he enjoys the nice warm kiss. Gradually the woman parts from the kiss, looking deeply into his eyes, almost seems to be lost for a moment. A small grin comes over her face.
“We have all night to stay warm,” she says. 
Rick looks at her, tips his hat, and says, “Ma’am, I am afraid it is just a pleasure that I just have to miss, I must go. Maybe another time.” 
Rick steps away quickly and heads down the street. 
I am glad I stepped away or I would have been there all night and probably broke afterward. Rick thinks as he walks away. A smile forms as a chuckle escapes his lips. But it sure would have been a very fun night as well. 
Rick scurries down the street. Moving through the drizzle of the rain and maneuvering around street puddles, Rick walks across the bridge that crosses the river. As he gets closer to the rendezvous point, the rain picks up. He enters the historic square and Rick sees a familiar black four-door Mercedes sedan. The driver’s door opens and he sees a woman in a lovely red evening gown with a long slit up to her tan, athletic upper thigh. The woman has on red lipstick that radiates from her tan skin and her blonde pixie cut. Rick smiles for a moment as he sees Katja in the driver’s seat. He can hear her listening to the song ♪Seven Nation Army♪ by the White Stripes. 
Katja looks at Rick as a flirtatious smile comes across her face. 
“Hey stranger, is this the place where I pick up men? I am kind of lonely,” she calls out to him as he approaches the car. 
Rick smiles. “Normally down at the brothels on brothel street, but this will do,” he says as he gets in the passenger seat. 
“So, what’s the going rate for a guy like you?” Katja cleverly asks. “If I don’t like your performance, do I just drop you off somewhere and head back here, or down to brothel street?” 
“Well, I have been busy tonight,” Rick proudly smiles. “Already had to turn down a lovely offer at one of the brothels. Although she was extremely persuasive.”
Katja shuts her door and laughs as she puts the car in gear and steps on the gas to speed away. “Oh, really now?” 
Then Katja notices the lipstick on Rick’s thin lips and the side of his mouth. 
“You little devil,” she says. “Well, I would expect nothing less, my love. I hope you got your money’s worth.” 
Rick smiles. “No, I had other arrangements. Couldn’t break those.”
The Mercedes’ tires slide a bit on the wet cobblestone, but it doesn’t affect Katja as she moves the car throughout the city. Katja turns the volume knob up and sings along and bobs her head to the music. She shifts the car to the next gear and steps on the accelerator to the guitar riff. She drives it like she is a Formula One racer. Without a fear in the world, she maneuvers through the small alleyways that are made of cobblestone. Katja is not deterred as she accelerates the car with precision. Rick looks over at Katja. 
“My love, you are stunning tonight, you look...” he pauses for a second to look her up and down and then grins before finishing. “Tasty. Lucky, I had work to do tonight, or I might not have been able to control myself.” 
“Oh Rick, you can never control yourself around me,” Katja says with a smile as they speed out of the city. The lights along the streets flash by faster and faster as Katja accelerates out of Salzburg.






  
  Home


Katja pulls the car into the parking spot at the house in Kitzingen. It is still dark, and the sun has yet to rise for the morning. They arrive around 5 a.m. on a cold Sunday morning. Rick and Katja walk into the house, make their way to the living room, and sit down to relax. Rick looks at Katja.  
“We can stay here until Sabine wakes up, or we can go upstairs and crash for a few hours?” Rick says. 
“Maybe we go upstairs, frolic a bit, then crash,” Katja says with a smile. 
Rick slowly smiles then chuckles. “I am all in,” he says as he quickly jumps up out of the chair.
“We will soon see if you are all in,” Katja says raising her eyebrows and smiling flirtatiously.
Rick grabs Katja’s hand, then leans back and pulls her from the couch. He leads her upstairs and quietly does his best Kenny Rogers impersonation while touching his heart. 
When they get into their bedroom, Rick sits on the bed for a moment as Katja takes off her heels. She looks back over at Rick. “Unzip me, my love.” 
Rick yawns and slowly unzips her dress. Katja standing straight up and shakes her hips as the gown falls to the floor to reveal that she is completely naked. Katja slowly turns seductively in an effort to tempt Rick. Then a displeased look comes over Katja’s face as she sees Rick has passed out. 
“Maybe another time, my love,” she says with a smile and leans over to kiss him on his forehead, leaving a lipstick smudge on his head. Katja takes his shoes off, undoes his belt, and gradually pulls his pants off. She then rolls him over in order to get a blanket over him. Katja crawls into bed with him and lays her head on his chest. She eventually passes out. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The sound of birds chirping in the distance breaks the silence. Rick slowly begins to wake up and can feel the moisture on his chest. He looks down at Katja and sees that she had been drooling in her sleep. He smiles for a moment, realizing she must have had a night of deep sleep. From a distance, Rick can hear the kids' talking downstairs. He pulls the covers back and sees Katja lying in the bed naked. He takes a moment to soak in the view of her voluptuous body. Man, I am lucky, he thinks to himself then pulls the covers back on top of her and proceeds to go downstairs.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sabine, dressed in her usual white T-shirt and grey sweats rolled up above her calves, is in the kitchen putting the finishing touches on breakfast. “Emma,” she calls into the living room. “Can you help me set the table for breakfast?”
Emma smiles. “Yes, Sabine,” Emma answers and walks to the kitchen to set the table, still wearing her red pajamas. She can smell the eggs and the bacon cooking. Sabine goes downstairs to the basement to wake Michael up as Rick walks into the kitchen. He is wearing blue pajama bottoms and a light grey pajama top.
“Good morning, Emma,” he says as he gives her hug. Rick pours a cup of hot coffee and turns back to Emma. “I will be right back,” he says and takes a cup of coffee upstairs to Katja. Rick places the coffee on the table next to the bed, then heads back downstairs. 
“Okay boys, time for breakfast it seems,” he calls out on his way down. 
Katja, hearing the noise from downstairs, slowly wakes up. She can smell the aroma of the coffee by her bed. She smiles and grabs the warm cup, then takes a sip and pauses for a second to savor the taste. 
That Rick sure does love me, she thinks to herself, then smiles again as she lifts the blanket and realizes she is naked. Katja gets up and puts on her pink matching pajamas, then she heads down the stairs. 
Michael and Sabine head upstairs into the kitchen and Michael sits down at the table. Sabine gives a cheery “Guten Morgen, everyone,” as she places the eggs and bacon on the table and takes her seat as well.
“Good morning, Sabine,” Rick says. 
Katja then walks into the kitchen, goes over to Rick, and rubs his chest. 
“Have a seat, my love,” he says. “Sabine made us a good breakfast.” 
Katja sits down, and she looks around at everyone. “Noah, how about you say the prayer?” she says.
“Okay, Mom,” Noah replies. Everyone grabs each other’s hands and bows their heads for the prayer as Noah begins. “Lord, please bless every one of us here today for our food. May you bless us also as we beat up that boy on Monday who fought Sebastian, amen.” 
Rick looks at Noah. “What do you mean?” 
“Well, at the bus stop at Sebastian’s school, we saw a kid get into a fight with Sebastian,” Noah replies. “Sebastian got in a few licks, but the bigger kid got in some better ones. So, Monday, Jonas and I are going to kick his butt.”  
Jonas takes a bite of food while nodding in agreement with a smirk. 
At this, Rick turns to Sebastian. “So, son, what happened?” he asks. 
Sebastian’s head drops a little. “Well Dad, Roy, and I got into an argument before the bus arrived and I hit him. Then we got into a fight.” 
“So, why did you hit him?” Rick asks.
“Because he said Sara is dumb,” Sebastian says getting worked up. “And she is not dumb, she is pretty and smart.” 
“So, you were defending her?” Rick asks.
“Yes Dad,” Sebastian replies. 
“I don’t have a problem with that,” Rick concedes.
“Yep,” Jonas interrupts excitedly. “And Monday we are going to kick his butt - Taylor style. Mess with one, and you mess with us all.” 
“Stop, no, you are not,” Rick says. “It was a fair fight, and we keep it that way. If you get your butt beat in a fair fight, then so be it. Now, if it is more than one, like two or three on you, that is different. Then they are fair game, but this is not the case. It was an argument between Sebastian and Roy. Hopefully, they can be friends after this. If it is ever life or death, then it is life by all means possible. Do we understand?” 
“Yes, Sir,” Jonas replies. 
Noah, Sebastian, and Michael all nod in agreement. 
“Can someone pass the juice, please?” Katja asks.
Sabine passes her the orange juice and Katja fills her glass.
“Mom, how is your leg that was shot?” Noah asks.
Katja smiles. “Oh, it is good. It has been a few months, and I can run on it in a full sprint. So, I will say I am about 90 percent with it.” 
Everyone stares at Katja as she gives them a status report on her leg. 
“Mom,” Sebastian chimes in. “Did that bullet hurt?” 
Katja grins. “Yes, my dear, it did,” she replies. “But I am a tough girl.” 
“Would I have cried if I got shot?” he then asks.
“You would have bawled like a girl,” Noah says with a laugh at this younger brother as Jonas jumps in. 
“Yep, for days, Sebastian,” he teases. 
“Stop picking on your brother. All of you would have bawled like babies,” Rick scolds. “You would have all said, ‘Mama, Mama help, me.’” he says in a baby voice.
Everyone laughs and Katja turns back to Sebatian. 
“It hurt, but it was a bullet I was willing to take to make sure you were all safe,” she says with a smile. “I would do it again in a heartbeat.” 
“Well, we just hope no one else in this house gets shot,” Rick replies. “I like it better when there is no one getting shot.” 






  
  The Briefcase


After breakfast, Sabine tells the kids to go get dressed for the day as she clears the table. Rick pours himself another cup of coffee and offers the pot to Katja as both of their cellphones begin to vibrate. Katja looks down and smiles then looks up at Rick.  
“It’s from Franz,” she says. “He wants to meet us at the Old Bridge on the Main River around eleven this morning. He said to bring the briefcase.” 
Rick nods. “Well, I am headed upstairs to get ready, then.” 
Rick walks out of the kitchen and heads upstairs. Katja slowly follows. As they walk into the bedroom, Katja sees her red gown from the night before laying on the floor. 
“Well, my love,” she says to Rick. “You missed an opportunity last night. I was all naked and ready for you, and you were passed out.” 
“I was tired, my love,” Rick says with a smile. “You know I worked hard yesterday.” 
“Oh Rick,” Katja says with a smile of her own. “You followed a guy down whorehouse street for a few blocks. You probably stopped and went window shopping along the way. And after a small pursuit in the rain, you pumped a few rounds in him. I wouldn’t call that too exhilarating.” 
Rick looks at Katja. “Leave it to you to diminish my work only in a way that you can, my love.”
“I do my best,” she says. Rick shakes his head.
“I see you are not excited to talk about that lipstick on your mouth,” Katja says. “So, was she hot?”
“Katja, my love, it was simply a lady of the evening on my way back to you, that stopped me for a moment. Apparently, it was quite cold out, at least that is what her tits were saying,” Rick says smugly. “Frankly, I knew you were waiting on me and I didn’t want to be late.”
Katja walks over to Rick and wraps one arm around his waist and grabs his butt. “I guess I will have to do my best to make sure you never remember her then.” She kisses him slowly and glides away. 
“I do tend to forget things very easily, my love,” Rick says jokingly. Then Katja looks over at Rick in a curious way.
“Roger, don’t we know him?” she asks.
“Well Roger retired out of the army probably about eight to ten years ago,” Rick responds. “He worked up at Würzburg with the Division Headquarters as a contractor. We saw him a few times at a couple of wine fests.”  
“I thought so,” Katja nods. “Why is he working against us, doesn’t make sense?”
Rick shakes his head. 
“Supposedly he was trying to pay for his kids’ college and he owed money to his ex,” he says. “You know, pay someone that despises you, not to live with you anymore, kind of deal. The more money you pay, the more they hate you.”
Katja looks at Rick, pushes him to the bed then starts walking to the door, and begins to playfully run out the door. “Well, enough with all this chit-chat, I am running to the shower. You chit-chat and you lose.” 
“I am right behind you,” Rick replies as he gets up out of bed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Katja and Rick step out of the front door. It is a chilly day in Germany. The temperature is in the 30s with a slight wind.  Rick has a long black coat on over his blue jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, a scarf, and a flip cap. He carries the briefcase in his right hand. Katja has on black slacks, black boots, a dark blouse, a scarf, a loose black beret, and a long black jacket as well. They proceed down the path along the Main River. Up ahead on the Old Bridge, they make out an all too familiar silhouette. The smoke dissipates from the figure and rises in the air. The chilly, cold air is disturbed by the aroma. As they walk closer, they recognize Franz. The smell of the cigar lingers around him. 
“Hallo, my friends,” Franz says to Katja and Rick as they walk up. “It is good to see you again. I trust all is well.” 
“Franz, all is well,” Katja smiles. 
“We have a few things for you, my friend,” Rick replies. 
Franz smiles. “Yes, my friends, I am looking forward to this.” 
“Here is the briefcase,” Rick says as he hands it to Franz. Then Rick pulls three items out of his pocket and proceeds to hand them over to Franz. “There is a phone, thumb drive, and a wallet. In the wallet, it had an unusual business card. It only says ‘33 or 9’ and then has a phone number on the back.” 
“33 or 9, you say?” Franz thinks for a moment. “Interesting. Interesting indeed,” he says slowly. He scans over the items that Rick found before continuing. “Well, we will analyze everything and try to make sense of it. How about we do some basement time around Tuesday evening?” 
“Sounds good Franz,” Katja says. “Why don’t you come over for supper that evening and we will go from there?” 
“I would love to, I will see you then,” Franz smiles. 
Franz parts ways with the couple and walks towards the east side of the bridge. About what could “33 or 9” possibly mean? he thinks to himself as he heads into the eastern side of town and gets in his car to head home. 
Rick and Katja walk to the western side of the bridge. The ole Café at the Bridge Corner is off to their right, and they head to the left to get off the bridge. 
“What do you think 33 or 9, could mean my love?” Katja asks as they walk down the Main River.
“I have no idea?” Rick responds, shaking his head. “Could it be a train line, the time a train runs by, or something like that?” 
“If it was that then why would it be on a business card?” Katja questions. 
“You have a point,” Rick agrees. “Is it a joke, or does it have a deep meaning? It did have a phone number on the back.” 
“Oh, I know what it is,” Katja replies with a smile. “It is some girl that works at the brothel. It is either 33 minutes or 9 minutes, that is the most a man will endure. So, she calls herself ‘33 or 9.’ I bet that is Mrs. Lipstick herself.” 
“Only you would think that way,” Rick laughs.
“It could be true. ’Call me for 33 minutes or 9 minutes, your choice. Rates are dependent on time,’” Katja mocks. “If someone forgets, they just say they are looking for the number girl.” 
Rick chuckles as he shakes his head. 
“So, Rick you were a little late, so I guess you were only paying for 9 minutes? How much did 9 minutes cost?” Katja jokingly asks. Rick just shakes his head. As they arrive home, Katja opens the door of the house to find Sabine sitting in the living room. 
“Welcome back, that wasn’t long,” Sabine greets them as they walk inside. 
“No just a drop-off is all, Franz is going to be by Tuesday. I invited him for supper,” Katja responds. 
“Yes,” Sabine says as she claps her hands excitedly.  
“We will eat, and then we will go downstairs and discuss some things that came from the briefcase,” Katja informs. 
Sabine nods and then looks at Katja and Rick, “do you two have a minute?” 
Katja and Rick look at each other for a second and Rick replies, “sure.” Sabine walks into the kitchen, and Katja and Rick follow. 
“I would like to take off Wednesday evening after you two come home and I will be back around nine in the morning the next day if that is, okay?” Sabine says.
Rick and Katja both look at Sabine. 
“Sure, whatever you need,” Katja says. “Is everything okay?” 
Sabine laughs. “Of course, everything is fine. I figure it was a good time for me to, well, you know, go do the booty call thing.” 
Rick smiles and Katja laughs. 
“Do you have someone lined up and all?” Katja curiously asks. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
“Yes, for Wednesday I do,” Sabine smiles. “I just need to get out and do some adult things for a night. If you understand.” 
“I certainly do,” Katja replies.
“Good, then it’s settled,” Sabine replies excitedly.
“I will try to get out of work early Wednesday so you can get out of here earlier,” Katja replies. 
“Danke Meine Schatz.” Sabine replies.






  
  Monday at Work


The next morning, Katja arrives at PT and sees Lieutenant Travis who doesn’t look very happy. As PT starts, each platoon breaks off and does their own exercises and Lieutenant Travis stops by Katja.  
“Staff Sergeant Taylor, would you like to go on a run with me?” she asks.
“Sure thing Ma’am,” Katja replies. “I would love to.” 
They head out to run the airfield on Harvey Barracks where a few other platoons have decided to run as well. As they head further down the airfield, they pass up the other squads, and it is just Katja and Lieutenant Travis. 
Lieutenant Travis looks at Katja while they jog side-by-side. 
“Katja, Lieutenant Piper has me so mad,” she begins. “I gave him everything, now he doesn’t return my calls. I think I was too quick with him and too accommodating.” 
The Lieutenant slows to a stop as tears start to run down her face. Katja notices them and comes to her side. 
“Ma’am, stop the crying,” Katja quickly says. “I don’t want anyone seeing this. Let’s go back to your office or someplace where there is no chance of someone coming by.” 
Lieutenant Travis wipes her tears and nods in agreement. 
What happened I wonder? Katja thinks to herself as they head back to Lieutenant Travis’ office. Was Casey too clingy for John? Or is John just using her for the sex
When they make it to the office, Lieutenant Travis locks the door and they sit down. 
“So, what happened?” Katja asks.
“All was going good and then one day I told him I loved him. He changed after that,” Lieutenant Travis says. “Now he doesn’t return my phone calls and he is avoiding me.” 
“How long ago did you tell him you love him?” Katja asks.
“About two weeks ago,” Lieutenant Travis replies. “Immediately after I did, he started wanting to hang out with his friends. For five months we did everything together and he never would go out with any friends.” 
“I see,” Katja says thoughtfully.
“Katja, don’t laugh at me, but he is the only guy I have ever slept with,” Lieutenant Travis says. 
Katja looks at Lieutenant Travis. “Could he have a girlfriend besides you right now?” she asks.
“I don’t think he does, but who knows?” Lieutenant Travis sighs.
“Okay,” Katja begins. “Men can be weird at times. So, you have two simple choices. Chase after him or find a new guy. If you chase after him, you could succeed but most likely you will look either foolish or desperate. If it is him, the man you truly love and want, then you have to take a chance. If not, you can move on, find a new guy, and go have fun. Realize probably from here on out that in each relationship you will most likely be intimate; it’s not as taboo anymore. Not to trivialize it but also not to make it such a monumental feat anymore.” 
Lieutenant Travis begins quietly sobbing.
Katja looks at Lieutenant Travis weeping and says, “so the real question is do you love him?” 
Lieutenant Travis looks up at her, tears staining her cheeks. 
“If that answer is yes,” Katja continues. “Then what do you care how you look as long as you are with him right?” 
Lieutenant Travis sobs and replies, “I do love him.” 
“Why don’t you think about it the next few days, then make your decision,” Katja suggests. “Don’t call him or text, and don’t answer him on the first ring. If he calls let it ring about three times and then talk to him nonchalantly.” 
Lieutenant Travis nods while listening. 
“Why don’t we get together on Thursday evening and game plan this a bit?” Katja says. 
Lieutenant Travis smiled and agreed. She slowly wipes away her tears and starts to leave when Katja stops her.
“Oh no, you don’t,” she says. “Ma’am you will not let the soldiers see you any less than at your best. Take a few minutes and let me look you over before you leave.” Katja demands. 
Lieutenant Travis nods her head in agreement. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When Rick arrives that morning, he stops into his office to see what is going on at work. He opens the door to find Lieutenant Moore sitting there waiting for him. 
“Sir, how are you today?” Rick asks.
“Sergeant First Class Taylor,” Lieutenant Moore says with a nod. “I’m good, I guess. I have to go and pick up a new Lieutenant that is arriving today. From what I understand, he is Lieutenant Sawyer’s replacement.” 
“Sir, is he flying into Frankfurt or Munich?” Rick asks. 
“Oh, Frankfurt and actually I got to hit the road. Apparently, he is single so this should be easy. I got to get going.” Lieutenant Moore says as he gets up out of his chair.
“Okay, Sir, you need me to take care of anything?” Rick asks, stepping out of the doorway.
“No, I am good. I will see you tomorrow,” Lieutenant Moore says. He begins to walk out the door then suddenly stops. “Oh, one other thing,” he begins. “I got orders to go to the advance course, so I will be leaving in a few months.” 
“Really, Sir? Congratulations,” Rick says. Then he thinks for a second and asks, “so do you know who will replace you here, Sir?” 
“Not really sure, but I can see the Commander moving Lieutenant Travis over here,” Lieutenant Moore says. “She is senior, and most likely, Lieutenant Young will take Travis’s place with your wife. Then again, the Commander may move this new Lieutenant to be in your wife’s platoon,” Lieutenant Moore explains. 
“Either way, congratulations, Sir,” Rick says again as Lieutenant Moore acknowledges and heads out the door.
Rick takes a seat behind his desk. His mind wanders to the past and Lieutenant Sawyer. 
On this base, only Katja and myself know what happened to Lieutenant Sawyer. He thinks. Everyone else simply thinks he went AWOL and is a deserter. He thinks about Lieutenant Sawyer’s wife and how she has the raw end of the deal. She has no clue about what happened to her husband, and she just thinks he left her. Just this last month she finally went back to her home but with no closure. 
A knock on the door breaks his train of thought. Katja opens the door and struts in, exaggerating her hip movements with every step. 
“Hey, there fancy, schmancy Sergeant First Class. Do you think you have a moment to maybe harass a little ole Staff Sergeant?” Katja asks as she bats her eyelashes.
She then opens her mouth provocatively while licking her top lip and leans on Rick’s desk, ensuring her rump sticks out. Rick sits back in his chair with pride. 
“Well, there Staff Sergeant, I don’t succumb to such temptations. I am a Non-Commissioned Officer in the United States Army, and I have a wife. So, you take those feeble seduction techniques elsewhere. You remind me of a low-priced whore,” he says with a smirk.
Katja lifts her chin and looks down at him. 
“Really? A low-priced whore, you say.”
“Hell no, bring that sweet ass over here,” Rick laughs as he slaps her on the butt. 
Katja leans over to Rick and puts her butt out further. Rick slaps her butt again and Katja lets out a sexual, “Oh, harder.”
“Okay too much here, my love,” Rick shakes his head. 
Katja stands up, and without missing a beat, she asks, “Wanna do breakfast?”
Rick gasps. 
“I thought you were going to say, wanna do me? What the heck Katja?”
“Oh, my hunger will always take priority,” she says with a laugh. “This is unless I’m drunk.” Katja winks at Rick.
“Alright, let’s go get some breakfast,” Rick agrees.
“That’s my man, always knows how to please me,” Katja brags.

      [image: image-placeholder]After breakfast, Katja takes a shower and returns to work, where she finds Lieutenant Young sitting in her office.
“Hello, Ma’am, is there something I can help you with?” Katja asks. Lieutenant Young stands up and looks at Katja. 
“I have lived in Germany before. I am good with the language but not so good with reading it,” Lieutenant Young says. “From my understanding, you are originally German, is that correct?” 
“Yes, I am German, and I am an American,” Katja replies.
“I got this bill in. Could you explain it to me,” Lieutenant Young asks.
Katja smiles. “Oh certainly, Ma’am, I would be glad to.” 
Lieutenant Young passes the bill to Katja, and she reviews it. 
“So, Casey tells me you are like the best Sergeant ever,” Lieutenant Youngs says. 
Katja smiles. “Don’t all lieutenants say that about their Sergeants, Ma’am?”
Lieutenant Young shakes her head. “Actually, most don’t,” she says. “They feel they didn’t get the best Sergeant for them. I know I feel that way.” 
“I am sorry to hear that, Ma’am. Who is your Sergeant?” Katja asks, looking up from the bill.
“I have Sergeant First Class Richards,” Lieutenant Young answers.
“I see, he is about to retire soon, I believe,” Katja replies. 
“Yep, that is the problem. He has no energy left. Unlike you and your husband. Casey and Sam got lucky when they got you guys,” Lieutenant Young says. 
Katja smiles then steps towards Lieutenant Young. “Okay, this is what the bill says. You pay 50 euros a month every month for heating unless you go over a certain level, then you pay over that level. So, they prorate it even in the summer months when you don’t use heat, so your winter bill is not too high. Does that make sense?”
“It certainly does, I really appreciate it,” Lieutenant Young says.
“Ma’am, let me say this,” Katja begins. “None of us get to choose our partners in the military. They are what they are. Sometimes you have great battle buddies and other times, you have, so-so battle buddies. But you have to make the most of the situation. Also, when you have things not so easy, it builds a good foundation in you. Take it as a learning experience. If there is any time you need some help, don’t be afraid to reach out to me. We are all in this together.”
“Thank you, Staff Sergeant, I really appreciate it. There are times I feel like I am all alone here,” Lieutenant Young says.
“There is no reason for that. Hell, you’re a single officer in Germany. You should be having the time of your life over here,” Katja replies. 
“Oh, I do enjoy the life after work. I let my hair down a bit then. I just wish I was more impactful at work,” Lieutenant Young explains. 
“It will come Ma’am, it will come,” Katja replies with a smile. 
“Thanks again,” Lieutenant Young says as she leaves.

      [image: image-placeholder]That evening, Rick gets home later than usual. Katja meets him at the door. 
“Why so late?” she asks.
“Oh, Lieutenant Moore had to go to the airport and pick up Lieutenant Sawyer’s replacement. So, I had to pick up the slack and turn in the maintenance reports to the Support Operations Office. Then I had to wait for the Major to look over them,” Rick explains. 
Katja just pauses a moment.  Wow Lieutenant Sawyer’s replacement. That sorry son of bitch, she thinks to herself then shakes her head.
“It’s hard to believe what all went down. Don’t you think?” she says.
Rick nods. “I do agree. I was thinking about that today when Lieutenant Moore left. Oh, and another thing. Lieutenant Moore has orders to the advance course, so he will be leaving, and someone will have to become the new Shop Officer.”
“Wow, do we know who that will be?” Katja asks.
“He said, if it stayed in the company most likely it would be Lieutenant Travis, and possibly Lieutenant Young moving over to your platoon,” Rick explains.
“How ironic, Lieutenant Young came to me today and expresses she isn’t happy with Sergeant First Class Richards,” Katja replies.
“Yeah, I can see that, Mr. Retired on Active Duty, instead of retiring out gracefully,” Rick chuckles. “He isn’t much better than the First Sergeant.”  
“I see where she is coming from,” Katja says.
“Anyway, the Support Operations Major thinks Lieutenant Moore and I are just a bunch of cowboys down here. He thinks we are off the reservation.” Rick shakes his head. 
Katja walks up to Rick and places her hand on his chest. “Why don’t we go upstairs, and you show me what kind of a cowboy you are? Like maybe some of you, in me.” 
Rick smiles and they start walking up the stairs. 
Katja then says, “so will it be 33 minutes or 9 minutes?” 
Rick simply chuckles. 






  
  New Arrival


The next day, Rick walks into the office and sees Lieutenant Moore talking with the new guy, who is about 5 foot 9, and around 200 pounds. When Lieutenant Moore notices Rick, he stands up and says, “Rodney, I would like to introduce you to part of the power couple in our company. This is Sergeant First Class Taylor.”  
“How are you doing, Sir?” Rick asks. “It’s good to have you on the team.”
Rick and Rodney shake hands. 
“Sergeant First Class Taylor, this is Lieutenant Parsons. He is an Alabama native and loves the Tide,” Lieutenant Moore finishes the introduction.
“I would expect nothing less,” Rick responds.
Lieutenant Parsons gives an approving smile and nods. 
“Rodney, Sergeant First Class Taylor is married to Staff Sergeant Taylor, she is also a rock star in our unit,” Lieutenant Moore explains. “It seems the dual military has a hidden rule. Either good ones married good ones or bad ones marry bad ones, in this case, we are lucky, we got the good ones.” 
“Cool, I like it. Is it hard to manage with both of you in the Army?” Lieutenant Parsons asks.
“Oh yes, it is demanding that is for sure,” Rick replies. “Especially when you have kids.”
“Rodney, check this out,” Lieutenant Moore steps in. “They have five kids all together.” 
“Oh wow, are you serious?” Lieutenant Parsons asks with wide eyes. 
“Oh yes. All the rumors are true,” Rick nods with a smile.
“Mad respect for you Sergeant. Mad respect,” Lieutenant Parsons says. 
“Hey Sergeant First Class Taylor,” Lieutenant Moore says. “I am going to take Lieutenant Parsons around this morning. Do you have anything for me? How did it go with the Major?” 
Rick laughs and replies, “it went good Sir, but the Major thinks we are a bunch of cowboys down here.” 
“Yeah, his old ass tells me that almost every day.” Lieutenant Moore laughs and shakes his head. 
“Sir,” Rick turns to Lieutenant Parsons. “If there is anything you need, just let us know. We are all on the same team.”
Both lieutenants walk out the door and Rick begins to look around the office to find his updated maintenance reports. Someone knocks on the door Katja walks in. Rick looks up with a chuckle. 
Katja looks at him awkwardly. “What is so funny?”
“Nothing really,” Rick replies. “Just my love happens to come in to make my day.” 
Katja smiles. “Well, we have Franz over tonight. Is there anything special you want for supper?” 
Rick looks at her in a bit of disbelief. “Are you cooking?” 
Katja hits him on the arm. 
“Well, I was thinking about it,” she says defensively. “I know you got used to Sabine cooking everything, but I figure I would show my prowess around the kitchen. I mean Sabine will be gone tomorrow night also, so I might as well have some practice for one day.” 
“Why don’t you make him spaghetti and some nice bread?” Rick suggests.
“Too easy my love. That is easy, and I rarely mess that up.” Katja explains. 
“Anyway, it is something that veers away from traditional German cuisine,” Rick offers.
“Did you just say cuisine?” Katja asks.
“I did, I did!” Rick spits back.
“Wow, my Texas husband has started breaking out those fancy words,” Katja teases.
“I may have come from the country of Texas, but we have culture too. I am edumacated, I’ll have you know.” Rick says proudly.
Chuckling, Katja replies, “Okay, just so you know, I am going to split early to ensure I have everything ready.” 
“Got it, too easy,” Rick nods then smiles. “Well, I’ll see your sexy butt tonight.” 
“Later, Katja says as she walks out the door and throws out a peace sign.

      [image: image-placeholder]After work, Rick pulls up to the house and sees Jonas sitting on the step to the front door. Rick looks at him and thinks this looks awkward. 
“Son, what is going on?” Rick asks as he approaches the door.
“Oh dad, nothing just sitting out here. Thinking,” Jonas says.
“So, what are you thinking about? You got yourself a girlfriend?” Rick teases.
“Well dad, it’s hard to explain,” Jonas says.
“Okay, give me a shot. What do you have?” Rick asks.
“So, there is a girl at school that likes me. Her name is Amy. But there is a girl down the street named Sophie that likes me too,” Jonas explains. 
“Wait, you got two girls liking you at the same time?” Rick asks surprised.
“Well, actually it’s three,” Jonas says. “There is a girl across the river named Mia, who I really like, and she likes me a little bit, too.”
Rick’s eyes get big and his chest swells with pride. 
“So, what’s the deal, son?” Rick asks.
“The one that likes me the least is the one I really like,” Jonas says with a sigh.
“So, what you are saying is the one you can’t have is the one you’re the most attracted to. Am I right?” Rick asks.
“Yes, that is right,” Jonas answers.
“Well son, that’s life,” Rick says with a chuckle, then looks at Jonas and asks, “so what are you going to do?”
Jonas sits there for a moment. Rick can see the gears turning in his head and enjoys watching him process this. Finally, Jonas looks at Rick and says, “Dad, I am going to go after Mia.” 
“That’s my boy. That is exactly what you should do. Just be yourself son and it will all fall into place,” Rick explains. “Don’t be the guy that strings girls along. Focus on the one you like.” 
Jonas nods and smiles. “Thanks, Dad.”
Rick gives him a big hug. “Anytime son. You keep me posted on this.” 
The smell of freshly baked garlic bread captivates the air. Rick looks at Jonas. 
“I think we need to get ready for supper. Franz will be over soon.” 
“Okay dad, sounds good,” Jonas says. 
As they both head inside the house, Katja walks up to them. 
“Well men, food will be ready soon,” she tells them. “Go wash your hands.”
In the kitchen, Sabine is setting the table as Emma brings a basket of freshly baked bread over. Sebastian and Noah are helping set the table as well. Sabine looks at Noah and says, “when Franz gets here, go downstairs and get Michael.”
“Yes Ma’am,” Noah replies.
The doorbell rings, and Sabine goes to answer it. She opens to door to find Franz with two sets of flowers. 
“One for you, Sabine, and one for Katja,” he says. 
Sabine takes her flowers and gives Franz a hug before ushering him inside. When he enters, Franz looks over and sees Emma. 
“Well, forgive me young lady, next time I will have some for you as well,” he says. 
Emma smiles. Michael steps into the kitchen. 
“Smells good Sabine,” he says. 
Sabine shakes her head. 
“Don’t look at me,” she says. “This is your mom’s doing.”
Michael looks shocked. “Wow mom you haven’t cooked in some time. Well, it looks good mom.” 
“Oh, I have not forgotten how to cook, my son,” Katja smiles.
“Everyone let’s have a seat,” Rick announces. 
Slowly everyone takes a seat. Rick sits at the head of the table, and to his left is Katja, Sebastian, Franz, and Emma. To Rick’s right is Michael, Jonas, and Noah. Sabine sits at the opposite end of the table as Rick. This is the family’s normal seating. When Franz eats with the Taylors he always sits between Sebastian and Emma.
Rick looks over at Jonas. “Jonas, would you mind saying the prayer?”
“Oh yeah, I got it dad,” Jonas replies.
Everyone reaches out and grabs each other’s hands. Franz is very delicate with Emma and Sebastian whereas Michael, Jonas and Noah are boys, so they are rough housing with hand squeezes. Michael tries to squeeze the soul out of Jonas’ hand, in some sort of test of manhood. Jonas grimaces in pain. Sabine gently grabs Noah and Emma’s hands and everyone bows their head as Jonas begins.
“Dear Lord, please bless each of us today. Thanks for this wonderful meal mom made for us. Thank you for having Franz over, and please bless Uncle Ben, Amen.” 
Across the table, many “amens” are heard. Everyone starts serving themselves, and Katja opens a bottle of a local Riesling. “Sabine, Franz, would you like a glass of wine?” 
Sabine smiles, “of course.” 
“No meal would be complete until the wine is served,” Franz replies with a smile.
“Emma made the basket for the bread,” Sabine proudly states. “I think it looks rather nice.” Emma smiles. 
“So, you made the basket? That is impressive,” Franz says. “Maybe there is a hidden talent that you have.” 
Emma’s eyes get bigger and she starts to glow with pride. 
“Emma, that is cool. I really like it,” Rick says. 
Katja nods in agreement. “Yep, that’s our girl, the woman with many talents.”
Michael then says, “Wow, Emma, you did that? Well, since you did that can you go ahead and pass the basket so I can get some bread?” 
Rick elbows Michael while Noah and Jonas laugh at Michael’s sarcasm. Emma’s face changes from being happy to wanting to punch Michael. Noah glances at Franz’s plate full of food and notices that he is not eating. 
“Why are you not eating Franz?” he asks.
“Oh, that’s because no ladies are eating yet,” Franz says with a smile. “Let me tell you a gentleman lesson, if that is okay.”
Rick looks on and smiles.
“So, young Mr. Noah Taylor, a man never takes a bite of food before one of the ladies takes a bite first. That is the first lesson,” Franz raises his thumb for number one. “So, when you go on a date with a young lady, you wait patiently until she takes the first bite. That is lesson number two.” 
Next, Franz raises his index finger in a traditional German fashion to symbolize two. 
“If you are with a group of people, you wait until a lady takes the first bite. If you are with your bosses, then you wait until the boss takes a bite first. That is just how gentlemen do things,” Franz explains.
Eating utensils quickly clank against plates as Noah, Jonas, and Michael abruptly put their silverware down and look around at Sabine, Katja, and Emma. There is silence around the dinner table. Katja nods at Sabine, and Sabine takes the first bite. All the eating utensils clang against the plates again as the boys resume eating. Franz looks over at Rick, and they share an acknowledging look together. 
“Oh, my this is good, Katja,” Sabine exclaims. 
Katja smiles with pride. Rick takes a bite of the spaghetti and smiles. 
“The way you prepared the meat sauce is very good,” he says with an approving nod. 
Chatter across the table begins to pick up as everyone is enjoying their meal. 
Rick starts up with “so,” and looks around. Everyone is focused on Rick in anticipation of who he will pick first. Then he looks at Noah and says, “tell me about your day, Noah.” 
“Oh dad, just a normal day at school. You know learn this, learn that,” Noah replies. 
Emma passes the breadbasket to Sabine, and Sabine gives Emma a smile. 
“Now Noah that just won’t do, so tell us something,” Rick encourages. 
“Well, we talked about World War One in history class,” Noah says. 
“What part are you on for that?” Rick asks.
“The US is just getting involved,” Noah says.
“Yep, that war was a blood bath. Thousands of people died and didn’t change much land over their death. It was a precursor to World War Two,” Rick explains as Michael passes the spaghetti down to Noah. 
“What about you Jonas,” Katja says. “How was your day today?” 
“Mom, it was good, talked to dad a bit about girls,” Jonas smiles and then nods his head in an approving fashion. “Feeling pretty good about things.” 
“What? Wait, if you listen to your dad you might get into some trouble,” Katja says. “Rick, what is going on here?” 
“Oh, my love, it is okay. Jonas just has selections to make, we will talk about that later. Thanks a lot, son.” Rick explains as he looks over at Jonas, lifting his eyebrows in a way that tells him it was supposed to be a conversation just between the two of them. Jonas eyes look side to side as if he might be in trouble. Rick quickly changes the subject. 
“Emma how was your day?” 
Noah jumps into the conversation quickly. 
“Yeah Emma, beat any more boys up lately?” he teases. 
Emma quickly turns to Noah. “Shut up!” She blurts out, then turns back to Rick. “No, I am doing good. School is fine.”
This time, Jonas butts in. “Yeah, school is fine when you share lunch with Randy!”
“That’s enough Jonas, leave your sister alone,” Katja interjects. “What are you reading in school?” 
“The book is called, ‘How to Beat-up Phillip!’” Noah smarts off and the boys all start laughing. Rick steps in. 
“Stop guys, enough.” The room gets quiet. “Emma, how was your day?”
“It was good dad,” she says. “There are a lot of kids that are taking their SATs is all. I’ve been studying for it.” 
Franz looks at her. “Wow, that is impressive.” 
“Okay Michael,” Katja says, “How was your day?” 
“Boring mom, school is school. But I heard I can get a job bagging groceries at the commissary. Can I do that?” Michael asks. 
“That is something your dad and I have to discuss. We will get back to that,” Katja says.
Rick looks at Sebastian. 
“So, Sabine,” Rick says as Sebastian gives him a grimace. “How was your day today?”
“Oh, it was a good day, all the kids got off to school on time. I had a chance to tidy things up a bit and even read a little bit of a new book that is out,” Sabine explains. 
“What is the book?” Katja asks. 
“It is the Da Vinci Code. This book really pulls you in and you do not want to put it down,” Sabine explains. 
“Sounds like a real page-turner,” Rick says.
“So, Franz how was your day?” Katja asks. 
“Well, the highlight of my day is right here with this great family,” Franz says. 
Jonas interrupts. “Our family Franz,” he says as he points to everyone, including Franz. “Remember we are all family.” 
Franz gives a big smile. “Yes, we are, and it is the highlight of my day being here.”
“I think that is everyone,” Rick says as Sebastian murmurs under his breath.
“Oh, wait we forgot Sebastian, it seems,” Rick says.
“Well dad, my day was great,” Sebastian says excitedly. “School is easy and we played football on the playground. Now we play tackle until the teachers look at us, then we play flag. But our tackle isn’t like how Emma tackles, we are not that rough. Although Jim had his shirt ripped into but other than that it wasn’t bad.”
Everyone chuckles a bit. 
“Sebastian, I need to ask? Have you had any more trouble with that boy at school?” Rick asks.
“Oh no dad, Roy and I are friends now,” Sebastian says.
“Good, and is anyone picking on Sara, anymore?”
“No Dad, they have left her alone,” Sebastian says.
“Then you did good son,” Rick says proudly. 
The table conversation continues while everyone eats their meal. Rick looks over at Franz once he is done and nods for them and Katja to go downstairs. Katja looks back at Sabine. 
“We got this,” Sabine says as they head to the basement.






  
  Details from Salzburg


“The supper was excellent, Katja,” Franz says as Rick opens the door to enter into the basement. 
Katja smiles. “Thank you, Franz.”
Franz smiles and scratches his head a moment. “So, guys we have a lot to talk about but much of it is not concrete.” 
Rick and Katja nod in an acknowledging way. 
“First, let’s go back a bit,” Franz says. “The Sharp Sickle, we never found the other two individuals, nor did we ever find the body of Andreas.”
Both Katja and Rick looked puzzled. 
“But-” Katja starts then takes a breath. “I saw Rick shoot him in the forehead. He was dead.” 
“Yep, I shot him in the knee and later shot him in his forehead,” Rick states. “The dude is definitely dead.”
Franz nods in understanding and says, “I know, but that means someone else removed him. Unless you think that it was Lieutenant Sawyer, Gizela, or Pasha. If not them, then that leaves one of the two we never really identified. So, we have a predicament there.”
“Do we even have a clue who they are?” Katja asks. “I mean this has been several months ago.” 
“We have some leads,” Franz informs. “Once we get who they are, we will want a simple, find-and-kill mission with them. The intent is to eradicate the Sharp Sickle for good.”
Rick lifts his chin and speaks up stoically. “I would be more than honored to do that,” he says.
“That’s my man,” Katja smiles proudly.
“Well, we may be working a couple things at the same time because of this. Do either of you think you would be ready for a solo mission, if it comes to that?” Franz asks.
“Hell yes,” Katja immediately replies. 
“Yep,” Rick answers confidently.
“Good,” Franz acknowledges. “Because we don’t know exactly yet how the missions may pan out. Katja, you could very well be on a mission in one country and Rick, you could be in another country on a mission.” 
“We will be alright Franz,” Rick says reassuringly. 
“Good, so now we have some other things before we get with the Salzburg information,” Franz says. “Both of you have multiple passports. I believe each of you has a different American passport under a different name and a German passport with a different name. Is that correct?” 
“Yes, I have the name Sarah Jones, which is so bland,” Katja replies, making a face as if she is puking. “Then you also have me as Hanna Krüger. Oh my, Hanna is such an old name.”
Rick chuckles. “Well, I am Thomas Jones, and my German name is Konrad Krüger.”
“Nice, so you already got the names down. I like that,” Franz replies. “So, I need you to know everything about those passports. Now, those are as if you are married. I will have another set sent to you as well, those will be if you are not married. We must think of every angle on this. Does that
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