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The Nazis have Corsica and
the Free French want it back.

But before the craggy
Mediterranean island can be liberated the deadly harbor guns of
Bastia have to be knocked out. When the mission is launched, Mac
Wingate is along to provide demolitions expertise. But the briefing
doesn’t prepare Mac for the riddle of Corsica. From the
unpredictable mountain rebels, to a mysterious army of children led
by a beautiful “Witch”, Wingate must unravel it all to smash the
German juggernaut!
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“Salerno was hell. Everywhere the men of
Lieutenant General Mark Clark’s Fifth Army had to make their moves
inland amid shells, bombs, confusion, fear. German artillery raked
the battalion the rest of the day. The men clung to the hills,
awaiting reinforcements. The help did not come; the regiment was
trapped. Their 105 mm guns were turned around and only fifteen
rounds remained for each.

“For reasons unknown, the Germans did not
attack that night.”
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Chapter One

 


Halfway up the cliff face and his hands
already felt like hamburger. He took a moment to feel their mealy
consistency through the skin-tight black gloves, his feet grinding
into the rocky surface. Mac Wingate stood on a precarious angle,
the rope around his waist holding him somewhat upright in the warm,
windswept night. Sixty feet below him lay the shores of the western
Mediterranean basin. Sixty feet above him lay the first relatively
flat area of Corsica Wingate would see.

Corsica: the “island of perfumes,” as it was
called by the romantic French forces. They longed to wrest it from
the occupying Axis. The Free French commando forces had filled
Wingate’s brain with tales of heady fragrances wafting in from the
shrub-covered hills during the spring. Only now it was the
beginning of September and the only smell was that of Wingate’s
sweat, liberally coursing down his body as he struggled up the
precipice.

It didn’t help that he was hauling up half
an armory in packs on both his front and back. What did help was
that he was not the only one. The three darkly dressed men resting
in front of him were carrying just as much weight. Wingate wondered
what their hands felt like. The lead man, known as Abu, already
seemed anxious to continue the climb. A Goum, recruited by the Free
French forces in North Africa, he had the body of a bull, the beard
of a hermit, and the brain of an ox. But he was fast, quiet, and
eager. Brand, the Frenchman behind him, was almost as big, but a
lot less eager. He carried his weight well, however, although
scowling continually.

Thomas, in the meantime, was a completely
different kettle of fish. Fish and chips, as a matter of fact—an
old school Englishman through and through. Only his allegiance was
to Allied Intelligence and not Eton. Positioned right in front of
Wingate and attached by a length of rope running from waist to
waist, he was the boss. He was the man behind the mission, the man
who had collected the unlikely trio and stuck them to the face of a
Corsican cliff in the middle of the night.

Before he met Thomas, Wingate had
participated in a variety of missions. It had started with the
invasion of North Africa in November 1942. That was his first real
taste of battle. He had followed Major General Jonathan W. Anderson
as part of the Western Task Assault Force, landing at Fedala. After
Wingate’s combat mettle had been tested, he was assigned to Major
General George S. Patton’s command, though immediately answerable
to Colonel Olaf Erikson of Allied Intelligence.

From there Erikson had bounced him to
Casablanca, from Casablanca to Albania, from Albania to places all
over the Mediterranean. Wingate went where he was sent, garnering
experience and field savvy. It was the way the war needed to be
fought, but it was also the way Wingate wanted it. He wanted to go
where he was needed and not ask “why?” He soon discovered that in
war it was easier to have principles than stick to them. He
discovered firsthand the lack of information, communication, and
just plain common sense that afflicted the chains of command. He
saw stupidity and ignorance kill dozens of men. Wingate still went
where Erikson sent him, but “why” was no longer a forbidden word.
At least Patton’s forces had proven worthy of his
respect.

By the middle of May 1943, the Allies were
masters of the North African shores. By the middle of June, they
were turning their attention to Sicily. By the middle of August,
they had completed their conquest of the island. And by the
beginning of September, Erikson was ready to bounce him into the
field again.

“You’ll love this one,” the normally serious
Norwegian had said.

There was nothing Wingate loved about the
war, but he truly loved being used to help win it. The wasting of
life was abhorrent to him, all right, but the wasting of his
talents was almost worse. And his talents were explosives. Ever
since Wingate first stepped into Professor Bernhardt’s engineering
class at the University of Wisconsin twelve years before, his
expertise with things that go boom grew at an impressive rate.
Bernhardt, a fuel and explosives expert himself, had forged Mac’s
ability with a strong morality. A morality that held little love
for the Nazis.

The learning hadn’t stopped with Bernhardt.
Erikson assured him that Randolph Thomas had plenty to teach. With
that, the colonel led Wingate to a small enclosure off Patton’s
office. It looked like a pantry that had been hastily outfitted as
a mini-meeting room. There was hardly enough space to fit the one
chair, one table, and map board. Even two men, walking abreast,
would have trouble making it around the table.

The Englishman stood before the board,
impatiently slapping a wooden pointer into the palm of his hand. He
had sandy hair, light gray eyes, and a small build, making quite a
contrast to Wingate’s black, straight hair, dark eyes, and solid
musculature. Offering a curt introduction of the two parties,
Erikson left. Thomas waved Wingate to the chair and began without
so much as a “how d’you do.”

“Corsica,” he intoned, turning to a
ridiculously small map tacked over a larger one of Sicily. “A total
land area of 8,722 square kilometers, roughly comparable to the
size of Wales.” His clipped, resonant British voice stopped for a
moment, as if engrossed in thought. He turned to Wingate suddenly,
looking a tinge puzzled. “Do you know Wales, Captain Wingate?”

He stared over the American’s head as
Wingate answered.

“No, sir.”

“My grandmother came from Wales,” Thomas
said, then turned back to the tiny map. “In comparison to other
Mediterranean islands, Corsica can be termed medium-sized,” he
continued. “It is much smaller than Sardinia and Sicily, its
neighbors to the south, but it is much bigger than Minorca and
Majorca, its neighbors to the west.” He stopped and turned to
Wingate again. “But these dimensions have little meaning in
reality.”

Before Wingate could react, Thomas was
facing the board once more. “In reality, the area we must be
concerned with is Bastia, a harbor town situated at the
southeastern base of Cap Corse, the peninsula at the very top of
the island. It is hemmed in by steep mountains on three sides and
the sea on the fourth. The sea is lined with cliffs. In the town
are the majority of 10,000 German soldiers. Amid the cliffs are the
majority of the most backward, stupid, nasty race of human beings
God has seen fit to place on the face of the earth. In other
words,” Thomas abruptly concluded, facing Wingate a third time,
“Bastia is a son of a bitch.”

Then Thomas paused. Wingate stared. Their
eyes locked for a second.

“But that is none of your concern,” Thomas
said quickly, spinning on his heel. “What is your concern are the
six German 88mm PAR 43 guns overlooking the harbor. Your job is to
render those six guns permanently inoperable. My job is to show you
how.” Thomas turned from the map a final time.

The first thing Wingate thought was that
it must be a joke. Erikson must have trapped him in this closet
with a battle-fatigued officer to lighten his day. But Wingate knew
that while the Norwegian might occasionally smile, he was deadly
serious about the war. Next Wingate took a second to examine
Thomas. The Englishman merely stood before him, his gray eyes
holding no humorous twinkle. Although his manner was eccentric,
Wingate realized the briefing was on the level. Finally Wingate
wondered what this odd runt could tell him about the craft he
considered his specialty.

He gave voice to none of these mental
meanderings. He trusted Erikson, and if Erikson wanted him to work
with Thomas, work with him he would.

“How do we reach them?” he asked
abruptly.

“Under cover of night,” Thomas immediately
responded. “The French have a landing craft at our disposal and I
have secured the services of two other men. We have to scale a
cliff rising one hundred and twenty feet from the shore, silence
whatever human protection there may be, eliminate whatever nonhuman
enclosures there are, then blow the guns.”

“When do we go?”

“The night of September 8th.” Two days
away.

Months before, Wingate might have reacted to
such a schedule with surprise. Two days was hardly enough time to
get supplies, get organized, get dressed, and get going. At the
beginning of his fighting experience, he had enjoyed the luxury of
thought. Before America had entered the war, Wingate had planned
his missions elaborately, taking into consideration almost every
possible variable. Battling on the sands of North Africa taught him
that was not always feasible. Surviving his first few missions
taught him that it could be impossible! So on the night of
September 6th, Mac Wingate was happy with whatever planning he
could do.

“That doesn’t give us much time
then,” he finally said.

Thomas smiled. “No, not much time.”

Wingate’s face was impassive as he stood.
“Let’s get started.”

The Englishman put down his stick and
extended his hand. “Captain Wingate,” he said, “I think you and I
are going to get along fine.”

They did. Taking very little time for sleep,
the two conferred for the next forty-eight hours. Before eight of
them had gone by, the American began to understand why Erikson had
thrown them together. Thomas was a weapons wizard, skilled in the
use of the regular equipment, but in possession of the latest
advances in destruction that Allied Intelligence had available. Up
until then, Wingate had been used to the materials of classic
explosions: the blasting cap as detonator attached by wires to a
Hell Box tested by a galvanometer. He was used to blocks of
trinitrotoluene, otherwise known as Triton or TNT. He was used to
dragging his butt all over the countryside trying to get these
somewhat unreliable ingredients to work under adverse conditions.
Conditions like rain and cold. He was used to sweating out the
seconds until the target was in sight and praying that it would
explode when he twisted the handle of the box.

The “odd runt” taught him very quickly that
it didn’t have to be that way. A wonderful thing about war, Thomas
noted, is that it forced people to think of better ways to kill
people faster. War and necessity, it seemed, were the mothers of
invention. Along with his exhaustive knowledge, Wingate discovered
Thomas’s rather lopsided view of the world. The man was not putting
him on at the briefing—he really talked like that. In just the two
days before the mission got underway, Wingate came to appreciate
the Englishman’s sardonic humor, especially in light of the
mission’s importance.

 


Allied Intelligence was basically doing a
favor for its new French allies. While most of the American and
British troops were concerned with making Italian beachheads, the
French saw an opportunity to free their homeland by starting with
Corsica. The German occupation forces were now relatively small,
the 80,000 Italian soldiers had given up, and the mountainous
terrain made it difficult for Panzer divisions to get to battle
sites. In addition, the undercover commando units and mountain
rebels were many and effective. The Free French forces were
positive they could take the island by way of Bastia ... if the
harbor guns were silenced.

The French decided the operation was to be
named “Perfume.” Thomas decided it would be called “Granite.” To
the French, Corsica was the “Ile de Beauté.” To Thomas it was “that
bloody hunk of rock crawling with bloody barbarians.” On the night
of September 8th, 1943, Operation Granite Island got underway. A
few hours later and the rest period halfway up the cliff was
over.

Abu hunched back over the cliff’s surface
with a wide grin, his double packs seemingly filled with feathers.
As before, he continued up the rock like a mountain goat. Wingate
looked at him with respect. In addition to the cases of detonators,
the rolls of black tape, the all-purpose wire cutters, the knife,
the gun, and the grenades they all had, the Goum carried the
heaviest of the packs—filled with blocks of high and plastic
explosives.

“Maudit sot,” Brand muttered near Wingate’s ear as
he prepared to follow the able Goum. They would have to watch the
Frenchman, Wingate decided. His surliness could turn to
insubordination if the going got rough. Checking his own pack,
Wingate longed for a tight team of experienced demolition men. Or
at least a quartet who all spoke the same language. Unfortunately,
with the all-consuming attack plans on the Italian mainland, Thomas
was forced to take what he could get.

“Ready?” Thomas asked softly in his ear.

Wingate reestablished his footing and smiled
up at the steady commander. “Once more into the breach, dear
friends?” he suggested.

“Oh, no,” the Englishman calmly
retorted. “Once more blowing up the breech, dear friend.” And, knowing a good exit
line, he started to follow the others up.

Wingate nodded in silent appreciation,
checking by feel the pack of primacord and detonators on his front
and the two “Bangalore Torpedoes” on his back. With all this stuff,
he was a walking textbook of new demolition devices. The primacord
was, essentially, an explosive in the form of a cord. It could be
used by itself, or it could be wrapped around a main charge, and it
proved a lot handier in setting off the charge than wire. Like
dynamite, however, it was quite stable, and needed some sort of
blasting cap. The other item, the Bangalore Torpedo, was a
delightful tube of solid power—packed with high explosives and used
to blow holes in walls, barbed wire, and fences as well as destroy
small bunkers, artillery emplacements, and vehicles. Even better,
each Bangalore could be locked into the detonating end of another
Bangalore, setting up a virtually endless destruction zone. Wartime
ingenuity never failed to impress.

Thomas had decided that only two torpedoes
would be necessary to breach any German defense and he decided that
Wingate should carry them. Making sure they were resting snugly
against his back, the American followed his multinational team
further up the rock face. Their slow progress continued and minutes
later his hands turned back into movable hunks of meat. It never
failed, Wingate thought, smiling with a certain savage
satisfaction. No matter how long he fought, no matter how much he
prepared, no matter how muscular he got, his body never failed to
remind him what an inconsiderate host he was.

One would think that his peacetime life
would have prepared him for this. He was born the son of a farmer
in Sawyer County, Wisconsin. On his father’s side, he inherited a
rich appreciation of life, a sense of humor, and a knowledge of
European customs. These customs included the learning of the
Norwegian and German languages.

On his mother’s side, he had been imbued
with a great American heritage; the heritage of his Ojibway
ancestry, which accounted for his aquiline features, his
independence, and his deep-seated regard for the natural order of
things. Growing up in such an atmosphere led him to develop a
strong body and mind very early. It led him to a certain
understanding of the world. It led him to a slimy, hard Corsican
cliff in the middle of nowhere.

Wingate looked up to get his bearings. Abu
and Brand had already disappeared in the thick mist at the top. The
warm, wet spray had enveloped the entire structure to some degree,
so it was a bit like climbing a sheet of rubber. Wingate twisted
his head to the rear. The sea had all but disappeared in the hazy
night. Only the sound was left to remind him where he started from.
Three-quarters of the way up and he was climbing in a null zone. He
could smell just a bare remnant of the perfume the French had
lauded. He could smell pine and citrus and maybe oak. He felt the
weight of the packs and the tension of the rope around his waist.
But he could see almost nothing. What else might be out there
besides cloud and rock and rain?

Although he consciously fought against it,
Wingate could feel the rifle sight bore into his neck. He ignored
it but it was still there, just as it always was in moments like
this. He felt it when struggling to set a charge behind enemy
lines. He felt it while struggling to make a beachhead. He felt it
now. It was no big deal. It was the imaginary rifle sight of an
enemy—anyone out there whose job it was to kill him.

Wingate grinned, his lips curling off his
clenched teeth. Silently he thanked Colonel Erikson for all his
lessons in hate. The Norwegian knew the horror of the Nazis
firsthand. Wingate was lucky—his parents had been killed in an auto
accident around the time of Pearl Harbor, whereas Erikson’s mother
was sent to a concentration camp. His father went out of his mind.
His younger sister was taken to a breeding camp. His son was shot
down in the streets of Oslo. Erikson knew plenty about hate and he
taught Wingate everything he knew. Wingate was a good student. He
was a free agent by choice. He fought for the wife he might have
someday. He fought for his brother and sister whom he had not seen
for years. He fought for Professor Bernhardt. He fought for Patton
and Erikson. He fought for those who had died.

Mostly he fought for himself. He fought
because he was good at it and it served some purpose. Wingate
didn’t believe in dying for a purpose. In the case of World War II,
he believed in killing for it.

Suddenly his hands left the rock surface and
he was floating. His outstretched arms were grabbed and, with a
sudden pull, he was standing on level ground next to Abu. The
dark-skinned commando smiled widely and nodded, as if saying,
“Pretty good, huh?” Wingate smiled and nodded in return, at which
the Goum clapped him softly on the shoulder. Brand looked on with
an expression of impatient distaste.

Suddenly Thomas’s face appeared to him from
out of the thick mist. Slowly, deliberately, he held up two fingers
before each of their faces. With this signal, they went back to
work. It had all been worked out in detail back on the French sea
transport with the help of two translators. The plan had been
driven into the memory of each of the team members.

One finger, scale the cliff to a ledge just
twenty feet from the top. Two fingers, detach the waist ropes so
Abu could climb up and secure a rope at the top. Each man would
then climb up, Wingate bringing up the rear. All packs would be
removed and equipment prepared while Abu and Brand scouted ahead.
Three fingers, the foreigners would cover them as Thomas and
Wingate remove the firing pins from the 88s, run primacord out to
the fuses, spike the gun barrels with boulders, then blow the hell
out of the breech mechanisms.

That was if all went well. Four fingers
meant an emergency commando operation where Abu and Brand do their
best to kill all enemy troops while the two English-speaking
operatives set as many explosives as near to the guns as possible
before blowing them. If the bombs didn’t kill them, Thomas strongly
suggested immediate suicide with whatever was at hand. It certainly
would be better than anything the capturing Germans could think
up.

Thankfully four fingers were highly
unlikely. Thomas had done his homework well and the Free French
commando information about the island was recent and plentiful. The
landing site was some distance from the gun outpost and no guards
were likely to be patrolling the area. Just to be safe, Thomas had
scheduled the climb to fall between reported patrolling times. The
chances of the group arriving in the middle of a Nazi platoon was a
thousand to one. But it was that one that worried Wingate.

He looked up to the slowly ascending Abu.
The Goum was as surefooted as ever, climbing up the almost straight
stone surface like a spider moving up a wall. Wingate could just
make out the top of the cliff as a dim gray line in what seemed
like snow-covered air. He turned to his companions to see Thomas
likewise staring upward and Brand intently massaging his
thighs.

The American frowned. This casual disregard
of his fellows could be the mark of a professional who just wanted
to get on with it, or a selfish, cunning clod who would desert the
others on any occasion of resistance. Wingate could not afford to
watch him carefully throughout the mission, but he decided not to
trust him. Pulling himself close to the cliff, he took the few
extra moments before Abu reached the top to check his own
materials.

They all were wearing dark pullover shirts,
pants, and boots. The big men wore Mark 2 Sten submachine guns
strapped around their shoulders, while Thomas and Wingate carried
Browning 9 mm automatics in shoulder holsters. Over that went a
dark green jacket, secured by buttons. A gleaming zipper, even if
painted black, often made an attractive target. Over that went two
shoulder straps attached to a modified ammunition belt. The straps
held four grenades, two on each side. Wingate had insisted on the
American Mark 11A1 models over the Mills 36M grenade Thomas
favored. The Englishman had argued that the classic British bomb,
patented in 1915 by a man named Mills, had greater power than the
American counterpart. Wingate countered by saying it was too
powerful. If the worst happened and they had to start hurling them
without getting under cover, he wouldn’t want to be chopped up by a
grenade he had just thrown. The 36M had a nasty habit of spreading
its fragments up to a hundred yards around.

Wingate got his way, so after fingering the
Marks, he double-checked the fuses and related paraphernalia in the
belt pouches. He had a full array of detonators, ranging in power
from a number 15 to a number 25. These little things, slightly
bigger than a child’s toy lipstick, were essentially the same as
blasting caps, but it amused Wingate that almost all the military
personnel refused to refer to them as such. “Blasting caps” were
“civilian” material. “Detonators” were what soldiers used. This
particular soldier finished going through his equipment, then
turned his eyes skyward.

Almost as if it were waiting for that
moment, a rope end dropped out of the fog, its tip curling about
Wingate’s feet. Thomas immediately pulled it away from his boots
and patted Brand on the arm. The Frenchman shrugged the Britisher’s
hand away while grabbing the rope and began pulling himself up. As
the second man moved toward the top, Thomas stood by Wingate’s
side. There was no need for conversation—they both knew what they
had to do to the smallest detail.

Wingate nodded his head in Brand’s direction
and raised his eyebrows. Thomas nodded to signal he understood,
then shrugged in way of comment. The time he had allotted for the
Frenchman’s climb was over, so he gave Wingate the thumbs up sign.
Wingate replied with the “OK” signal as Thomas grabbed the rope.
Seconds later Thomas was blending in with the mist above. Wingate
quickly looked around, smiling grimly. He forced his breathing to
be regular and deep while holding onto the rope as an anchor. He
silently counted the seconds until it was his turn to climb.

His muscles were wound tightly together over
every inch of his body. He ignored the knot in his stomach and the
slight vibration in his overworked shoulders. His hands had turned
from hamburger to solid steel. He felt his adrenaline racing and
the sweat flowed anew. In other words, he thought sardonically, I
am ready.

Time was up. Thomas should have reached the
top. Abu should have already checked the area. Brand should have
started preparing the explosives in their packs. Wingate threw his
legs at the cliff surface and pulled up with both hands, really
putting his back into it. He started up the last twenty feet.

By the time he had crossed the halfway mark,
he knew something was wrong. The rope had unusual “give.” According
to their planning, Thomas should have been keeping the hemp taut to
facilitate his climb while Brand undipped the Englishman’s packs.
But every time he shifted his weight, the line would bounce and hum
slightly.

By the time he passed the fifteen-foot mark,
he heard voices. He didn’t recognize the language as German, but he
should not have been hearing any language at all. Wingate threw
himself up the final few feet, pulling his torso over the
mist-enshrouded edge. Looking up, he saw Thomas attacking Brand’s
back while trying to shrug out of his own packs. The Frenchman in
the meantime was hunched over Abu’s equipment. The Goum was nowhere
to be seen.

The voice was Brand’s, muttering in harsh
syllables of French. Thomas was obviously livid and doing all he
could not to chew off the frog’s head then and there. Instead he
kept waving two fingers in front of Brand’s face. Brand ignored the
signal and kept doing whatever he was doing, complaining in a low
voice all the while.

Wingate tried to get a foothold to push
himself all the way over the top. All his boot tips could find were
slick, flat surfaces. He pulled with his brawny arms, but the
Bangalores, amid everything else, counteracted his strength. He did
everything he could nonverbally to get Thomas’s attention, but the
Britisher was too busy trying to do both his and Brand’s work.

Suddenly Abu trotted back to the team from
out of the mist. Thomas got his attention, stabbed a finger at the
packs, then jabbed impatiently upward with the two-fingers sign.
The Goum solemnly nodded, then tore the packs off both Thomas’s and
Brand’s back. Wingate stared in amazement as Brand whirled around
and spat out a French expletive.

“Sot!”

Thomas’s response to the curse was
immediate. He whirled back to Abu and hissed in his ear. Wingate
saw the native man shake his head, then Thomas moved over to the
crouching Brand. Shortly after instructing the Frenchman, he
trotted over to where Wingate still hung half over the cliff.

Kneeling down and putting his hands under
the American’s arms, he whispered, “Abu reports no enemy sighted in
area. That stupid frog didn’t slit our throats.”

Trying to pull himself up, Wingate
replied, “What the hell happened?”

“I’m not sure,” Thomas answered, tugging to
no avail. “Who knows? Brand’s obviously wound tighter than a whore
handcuffed to a bed. He’s reacting out of fear.”

“Here,” Wingate said. “Pull my packs off.
Once the weight is lifted I’ll be able to get up myself.” As Thomas
went to it, Wingate continued, “What did you say to calm him
down?”

“I didn’t calm him down,” Thomas grunted. “I
scared him worse. I told him if he didn’t fly right I’d be happy to
slit his throat myself. Damn the torpedoes!” he concluded, unable
to shake the Bangalores loose. Wingate could have sworn he heard
the eccentric mission leader mutter, “Full speed ahead,” as he
stood and signaled Abu to come assist.

That decision saved their lives.

The Goum came over as Thomas kneeled again.
His big North African body served to shield both English-speaking
men, just as Brand turned and stood up.

Wingate saw it as a slight halo appearing
around Thomas’s torso. A second later, the still night was blown
apart by the crash of a gun report. His head snapped to the left as
he heard the Frenchman scream. Even in the mist, he could see a
tear in Brand’s pant leg, just above the right knee, and blood
pouring out. Brand, as he screamed, swung his Sten gun from his
shoulder and started firing.

In answer, the mist-covered night seemed to
explode with gunfire. A literal wall of lead burst from the
distance to shoot over the cliff edge. Abu instantly fell sideways,
flattening Thomas across Wingate’s outstretched arms. They all
could hear the sizzling hum of the bullets whipping overhead.

The Frenchman wasn’t so lucky. The wave of
hurtling metal caught him across the chest, pushing him back over
the edge. With a hysterical, unfeeling wail, Brand spun over in the
air, then disappeared from sight, bits of cloth and blood marking
his death trail.

Wingate could not see over the bodies
fallen across his arms, so he twisted his head downward. He was
just in time to see Brand smash against the sloping cliff face,
bounce out toward the shore, and spin into the waves. He had hardly
hit when his body exploded with a red and yellow roar. Wingate
realized immediately that one or two of his grenades must have lost
their pins when Brand had hit the cliff. From that moment on,
Wingate reacted instinctively. He turned his head, hunched his
shoulders, and closed his eyes.

He knew the grenade explosion would be
enough to set off the material still in Brand’s stomach pack. Sadly
for the mission and what was left of the Frenchman, it was the
lighter weight plastic explosive. It detonated with the fury of a
volcano, the flames licking up the cliff face almost to the ledge.
A cloud of black smoke jumped beyond that, swirling up over the
huddled operatives.

Abu took the moment to rise, pulling out a
long, sharp bayonet he had secreted in his jacket. Swinging that in
his right hand and shrugging the Sten down into his left, the Goum
charged into the fog, screaming like a banshee. His shrill cries
were answered by a second bullet assault, the bright slices of
their fire lighting up the night. Thomas ripped the Bangalores from
Wingate’s back and threw them toward the remaining equipment.
Planting both feet firmly on the ledge, he crouched over Wingate
and grabbed the lapels of his jacket. Grunting with the effort, he
pulled.

Wingate rose up and over the cliff edge,
then felt himself being thrown inland. Looking about wildly, he saw
a large rock embedded in the ground off to his right. Making use of
the momentum Thomas had given him, he fell in that direction,
rolled, reached inside his jacket, then somersaulted again. When he
stopped, he was in a crouch behind the rock with his Browning
drawn.

Now all he had to do was figure out what in
the green hills of Sawyer County he was going to do with it. For
the moment, it seemed as if he were safe. The enemy bullets could
only chip away at the stone, but his own options were also severely
limited. The automatic had thirteen rounds, good in a one-to-one
confrontation if the enemy were counting your shots. If he showed
himself after eight bullets, he was in for a surprise. But
considering the hail of lead blasting at his cover, Wingate doubted
if this enemy was interested in his bullet count. The explosive
packs were where Thomas had piled them, undetonated by an errant
shot, but Wingate still had his four grenades. He also had his
detonators, cutters, knife, and tape. But the question still stood:
what could he do with them against an unseen enemy?

The bullets continued and Wingate’s mind
raced. He looked over the cliff edge. The thought of hurling
himself as far as he could in hopes of hitting deep water flashed
through his brain. He looked to his right. Thomas’s body lay
crumpled several feet from the equipment, as if he had been cut
down trying to reach the explosives. Wingate looked down. He
realized he couldn’t make a decent decision without knowing what he
was up against. Whoever had opened fire was not acting
professionally. They seemed unconcerned that they no longer had a
target. And there had to be more than one of them, since the rain
of fire was almost uninterrupted by reloading.

Wingate had no realistic option. He would
have to hazard a glimpse of the enemy. He glanced back to his
right, focusing on a patch of shrubs beyond the packs. Pulling one
Mark grenade off his right strap, he judged it to be about fifty
feet away. To hit it squarely would require a swift, well-aimed
throw. Unconsciously, Wingate’s mind filtered out the whine of the
bullets. Suddenly he was back at the University of Wisconsin. He
was on the playing field. He felt the weight of the shot put in his
hand. He had specialized in individual activities like the hammer
throw and the javelin, and the education came in handy at times
like these. A 11A1 grenade had more in common with a twelve-pound
iron ball than it had with any pigskin football.

Wingate’s eyes narrowed. He pulled the pin.
His sinewy arm drew back. Still in a crouch, he pushed the bomb out
with a straight arm. Not once did an inch of his flesh leave the
rock cover. And because of the fog, he doubted the enemy had even
seen him throw the thing.

He had begun his silent count as soon as the
grenade left his hand. He picked up the Browning from where he had
laid it and prepared his aching legs to straighten. On the count of
five, the bush he had been aiming at blew up. The crack of the
explosion had hardly reached his ears before he shoved his head
over the rock cover. In the flash of the grenade detonation,
Wingate saw his enemy.

They were children.

Wingate dropped back under cover in shock.
Of all the visions he had expected to see, this was the least
likely. As far as he could judge, the small, gun-toting shapes he
had seen peering from behind trees and rocks couldn’t be more than
twelve or thirteen years old. And they weren’t German. They
couldn’t be! What would the Hitler Youth be doing on Corsica?

The American shook his head, trying to clear
his thoughts. He had seen enough to start picking off the tiny
targets with his gun and grenades, but the idea of killing
children—even children who were trying to kill him—was nauseating.
Wingate looked to his right again. Thomas lay where he had been.
The mist had cleared somewhat so he could just barely see the
Britisher’s chest slowly rise and fall. The packs still lay beyond
him, untouched. As eager as these kids were to shoot, they didn’t
seem so interested in aiming. Wingate looked back at the ground in
front of him. He was just about to turn and fire his first shot
when he finally looked to his left.

There, the fog had opened like a curtain to
reveal a woman. A tall, wild-haired woman carrying a Schmeisser
MP40 submachine gun. She was moving forward, toward him, in a
crouch, her large eyes almost gleaming like a cat’s. Her face was
wide and handsome. Her hair was dark and curly. Her features were
classically Corsican—high cheekbones, a strong straight nose, and
thin lips. She was wearing what looked like the remnants of a Nazi
uniform.

Wingate felt as if he had fallen down the
rabbit’s hole. In a moment the kids would start flying like Peter
Pan and the woman would tell him she was late for a very important
date. He dropped out of his hunched position to rest on his knees.
He held his pistol loosely at his right side. A moment later, the
woman glanced up and their eyes locked.

She froze like a squirrel caught in a
headlight beam. The barrel of her Schmeisser jerked up on a level
with Wingate’s chest. They stared at each other as the children’s
bullets continued to pour in.

The confrontation seemed to drag on at an
unreal pace. The woman didn’t seem scared, just a tiny bit
uncertain. Her eyes wavered ever so slightly but they never left
Wingate’s face. They seemed to be searching for something in his
eyes. Wingate realized she was waiting for him to make the
decision. If he tried anything, she would be glad to scatter his
torso all over the cliff edge. If he was fast and accurate enough
he might be able to nail her first, but that still left the
trigger-happy children. Wingate had little doubt that the woman
before him was the leader of the terror tots.

With the bullets still whirling around him,
Wingate forced himself to relax. He sighed and lowered his Browning
to his knee.

The woman’s tension didn’t wane. She stared
at Wingate for another second
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