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In September 1943,
retreating Germans were turning southern Italy into rubble and
graveyards. And the armies of the Allied counter-assault were
trapped on a Salerno beachhead—with no room to maneuver.

Special agent and
demolitions expert Mac Wingate was being flown into Greece to blunt
the Nazis’ desperate last stand by creating a diversion on the
Balkan battlefront.

But with spies and the
Luftwaffe on his tail, Greece was out-of-reach—unless Mac could
find a way to walk through enemy lines!
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Colonel Olaf Erikson to Colonel
Stephanos Saraphis, commander in chief of ELAS, September 26,
1943:

“Earliest opportunity will
respond to your request. Total London agreement with your
assessment. Severe disruption of communications in your area would
pull two Wehrmacht divisions out of Italy. Our best man placed at
your disposal. Alexander suggests code name: Acropolis.”
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Chapter One

 


The ground was damp beneath Wingate’s belly.
It was more than damp, Wingate thought, as he felt the chill of his
wet tunic strike upward through his belly. Damp was the
understatement of the year. It was sodden. The whole week he had
spent in northern England had been sodden. The sooner this thing
was over and Erikson posted him to some warmer theater of
operations, the better.

The man lying next to him was a British
colonel. He had a pair of binoculars to his eyes and he was
focusing on a tank that loomed in the distance through the rolling
mist. He muttered briskly, “This damned waiting! God Almighty, why
don’t they get on with it!”

“How long have they had this stuff?” Wingate
asked.

“It’s brand new,” the man
muttered. “Laboratory testing—that sort of thing, but never been
tried in the field.”

“Let’s hope we’re not wasting our time,”
said Wingate. He felt that the whole week had been wasted. Erikson
had insisted on it, though probably to give himself more leverage
with Ike than to enlighten Wingate. There had been times in the
past few days when he’d sat in a Nissen hut watching the rain fall
and wondered whether Erikson hadn’t forgotten him altogether.

A voice from somewhere behind Wingate
called, “Countdown!”

Wingate checked his watch. The
big sweep-second hand ticked off the countdown: 58, 57, 56
...

The head of some French officer
lying behind a low sandbag emplacement came slowly into view,
craning forward toward the distant tank. A British sergeant-major
wearing Royal Engineers insignia bellowed from way over on
Wingate’s right, “When I say down I mean down—sar!” The head
disappeared at once and a little group of sheep that had been
nibbling the thin grass of the moorland turned and fled in sudden
alarm.

Wingate smiled to himself. He
glanced first to one side of his position, then the other. All
around him men’s faces wore the same expression of eager
anticipation. He wondered what the hell they would have thought of
him back home in Sawyer County, Wisconsin, if they could have seen
him now. Here he was, lying face-down on some barren stretch of
moorland miles from anywhere, surrounded by top brass in the same
prone position, waiting for some fireworks display that would put
all the July 4ths he’d ever seen to shame. And as he smiled, the
mental clock in the back of his mind ticked away the seconds: 42,
41, 40 ...

They were having trouble with
the field telephone. As he kept his head down and his eyes fixed on
the isolated tank a couple of hundred yards away, he could hear a
raised voice cutting through the damp air, “There’s been a short. I
can’t raise them, sir. They acknowledged countdown. Now they’ve
gone dead ...”

It didn’t matter, Wingate was thinking. If
the guys with the blasting box had started the countdown, you
didn’t need to get in touch with them again until it was all
over.

An American voice, full of dry
humor, observed, “Those goddamn sheep! They keep chewing up the
insulation on the wires. We oughta kebab the lot of
’em!”

There was a little amused laughter, but most
of the men watching were too absorbed with the tank to join in.

The mental clock in Wingate’s head had
reached 35 when something caught his attention at the edge of his
field of vision, something moving toward the tank through the mist.
For a second he dismissed it as a sheep or a dog, but the
explanation didn’t satisfy him so he shifted his focus.

It took him a fraction of a
second to see what was happening, then he sprang to his feet,
leaped over the sandbag emplacement, and raced toward the command
post twenty yards away. As he ran, he yelled, “Stop it! Stop it!
Abort!” The sergeant-major barked at him to get down. Wingate
ignored him. The clock in his head had reached 31. Already he’d
checked his run and begun to change direction. He had to figure on
the worst: the guys with the blasting box were hidden deep inside
the concrete blister in the middle of the firing range and the only
contact with them was over the field telephone. There was no way
the explosion could be aborted, and if the explosive was half as
effective as the back-room boys claimed …

Wingate was headed now for the tank. He
cleared the last of the low sandbag walls protecting the observers
and reached the open ground. As he did so, someone behind him
called out, “Good God! There’s a kid out there! For Christ’s sake,
do something!”

Wingate cut out the scene behind him and
concentrated all his attention on what lay ahead. The ground was
flat but broken here and there with shallow pools of water, not
deep enough to stop him but enough to add precious seconds to his
time. Stunted silver birches rose up occasionally, but for the most
part he could ignore them. He had his eyes fixed firmly on the
distant figure. It was a boy, as best as Wingate could make out,
wearing a jacket and short pants and a school cap pushed toward the
back of his head. He looked maybe twelve and he was walking
steadily toward the tank.

Wingate screamed, “Get out of there! Hey
kid, get away!” The boy either didn’t hear, or ignored Wingate. At
the back of Wingate’s mind, the clock had reached 25.

A double-red Very light soared into the air
behind Wingate, rose over the top of him, and fell in two
brilliantly glowing balls ahead of him and to his right. Maybe it
was an abort signal, maybe it was intended to warn the kid. Wingate
had no way of knowing and it was a risk he wasn’t about to take. As
his feet drove down into the soft peaty surface of the moorland and
every muscle in his legs propelled him forward, his mind was trying
to figure out the odds. He took a quick glance at his watch as his
left arm swung forward again. Twenty seconds of the countdown
left—twenty seconds exactly.

A rough guess put the tank
around ninety yards ahead of Wingate. He would arrive there about
the same time as the kid. He had covered one hundred yards once at
college in ten seconds plus, but that was in running spikes on a
top-class track with only six or seven ounces of clothing on his
back. He was in boots now and wearing full battle dress and the
ground was like damp blotting paper. On the other hand, the
incentive was greater now than it had been back in Madison. He was
running against the clock there—now there was a kid’s life at
stake. There was also his own.

The boy noticed Wingate at last. He stopped
and looked toward the charging figure racing toward him out of the
mist. Something about Wingate’s desperate determination, his
pumping arms and pounding feet, scared the boy. He turned and
ran.

“Stop!” screamed Wingate. There
was a tearing sensation in his throat as he forced the sound out as
loud as he could manage. “Kid—listen to me ...!” His voice failed
him. His body needed all the air he could gulp into it. There was
nothing left for speech.

The mental clock now dominated
Wingate’s mind. 9, it yelled, 8, 7 ... Wingate wanted to cry out in
frustration. All that effort and he wasn’t going to make it. If the
device hadn’t been aborted, he had less than six seconds left on
earth. His heart was bursting in his chest, his legs were beginning
to disobey him. He’d hardly gained a yard on the kid since the boy
began to run.

A moment later, the boy slipped. His foot
came down on the half-buried remains of a rotted tree stump, and
his ankle went over. He cried out and limped a few yards and
finally came to a stop.

5, 4 ... The passage of time
totally dominated Wingate’s mind. He caught the boy around the
waist in the crook of his right arm without slowing his momentum.
He had checked the scene ahead during the last few yards of his
approach. The tank was twenty yards away to his left. Fifteen yards
to his right, the ground dipped sharply into a sandy area riddled
with rabbit holes. He had the place firmly in his mind as he
swerved around a birch tree and put the last few dregs of effort
into the final dying seconds. 2, 1 ... In his mind’s eye, he could
see the engineer with the Hell Box, the grip firmly in his hand,
watching the last few seconds tick away on the synchronized clock
in the firing strongpoint. He’d been in that position often enough
to know exactly what it felt like—the tendency to give that twist a
fraction early out of pure nervous tension. A fraction early this
time and the war would be over for Wingate—permanently.

The two of them were still three yards clear
of the sandy depression when Wingate took off for it. It seemed to
him a lifetime before he finally hit the ground. As he did so,
sliding and twisting on the damp surface, he clawed ahead of him
with his free hand and dragged himself over the lip of the
depression. As he hit the bottom he had the boy underneath him,
shielding the kid with his body. He put his hands up to cover his
ears and found that somewhere during that hectic sprint he’d lost
his helmet.

“Zero! Zero! Zero!” the clock in his head
screamed.

He curled into a tight, compact ball and
waited for the roar of the explosion and the savage thump of the
blast wave. Nothing happened. Still he waited. Time was deceptive
under stress. What seemed an hour might be only a split second.
Still he waited. The kid underneath him hadn’t moved or made a
sound since they had hit the rabbit warren and Wingate began to
wonder if he was all right. Finally he had to conclude that somehow
they had managed to abort the thing. He had an uneasy feeling that
he had been a bit precipitate. With all that brass around, they
would have taken precautions against every eventuality. He gave a
little grin to himself, imagining the kind of remarks they were
going to make to him when he got back to the observation
position.

He began to uncurl. He opened his eyes and
looked at the boy. The kid looked OK—pale and a little scared, but
OK.

“What’s your name?” Wingate asked, a touch
of exasperation in his voice.

“Kenny Fields,” the boy said, after a
moment’s hesitation.

“What the hell were you doing out here?”

The boy struggled to get up but Wingate held
him where he was. He wanted confirmation of the abort before either
of them moved. He was being overcautious, he knew, but he’d seen
too many guys chopped down by not being cautious enough.

The boy said, “My Dad’s in the
army. I saw the tank. It’s a Panzer. I wanted to see it. I never
seen ...”

Kenny Fields didn’t get to
finish the sentence. Wingate felt the earth move before he heard
the roaring crash of the explosion and felt the crushing pressure
of the blast. His eardrums were being impacted and the air was
being driven out of his body. He could hear chunks of the
disintegrating Panzer whistling over his head and smell the acrid
smoke of the explosive charge. A thousand images flashed across his
mind. He hung on to one of them as being more important than all
the others. It was the image of the kid who had wanted to see a
Panzer close-up. Kenny Fields who wanted to identify with his dad
in the army. What was important for Wingate was to hang on to the
kid, and shield him from the fragments of hot metal that would
start to fall as soon as they lost momentum. It wasn’t the kid’s
fault he’d gotten himself into this situation. Jesus Christ, what
the hell did they bother to post guards for if the guys were too
blind to spot a twelve-year-old? He was going to hang on whatever
happened ...

He was still concentrating on hanging on to
Kenny Fields when there was a dull thump somewhere in back of him.
It was more a sensation than a sound and he felt more a sense of
surprise than anything else, surprise that it was suddenly so tough
to hang on to the kid anymore, surprise that concentration had
suddenly gotten to be so difficult. He felt himself slipping into
unconsciousness and what made him madder than hell was that there
was nothing he could do about it. As the final veil of darkness
fell across his mind, he felt Kenny Fields struggling to get out
from under him.

 


The ground was moving very slowly under
Wingate’s body. When he opened his eyes he found he was lying on
his back staring up at a leaden sky. The clouds scudded across his
vision. The back of his head ached. He put his hand up to find out
why and found blood on his fingers. A scrubby birch tree came into
sight, moved slowly across his line of vision, and disappeared. He
began to get things together. The ground wasn’t moving under him,
he was being dragged by the ankles very slowly over the ground and
whoever was doing the dragging was making a lousy job of it.

“Hey, you!” yelled Wingate, bracing himself
against the pain in his head. “Put me down! For Christ’s sake,
you’re breaking my neck!”

His body stopped moving and his
heels touched the ground. A moment later, a kid’s face came into
view. The sight of Kenny Fields leaning over him, concern etched
into every line of his expression, brought everything back to
Wingate—the explosion, the blow on the back of the head, the drift
into unconsciousness. He sat up slowly, testing his reactions, then
put a hand up to the back of his head. Blood was oozing into his
hair and beginning to trickle down his neck, but the wound itself
didn’t seem to amount to much. He figured it was only superficial
and that all he’d have was a couple of hours of aching
head.

He got to his feet. He wasn’t all that
steady, but he could walk. He beckoned to the kid to come closer
and when Kenny did so, Wingate put a hand on his shoulder to steady
himself. In the distance he could already hear the wail of an
ambulance and see the first of the observation party running toward
him across the open ground. He figured he’d been unconscious no
more than ten or fifteen seconds. What was ten or fifteen seconds
in a whole lifetime?

“You all right, Captain Wingate?”
called the sergeant-major, leading the half-dozen figures who were
running toward Wingate.

“I’m OK,” said Wingate, his left hand still
gripping the back of his head. “Someone take care of this kid.”

“I’m all right,” said Kenny
Fields. “I can take care of myself.”

Wingate raised a smile and
ruffled the kid’s hair. “You could have gotten us both killed, you
know that?” said Wingate. “I hope your Dad takes more care of
himself.”

“He’s with the 8th Army,” said
Kenny. “He’s a sergeant.” There was pride in his voice.

“Maybe I’ll get to meet him,” said
Wingate.

The sergeant-major reached him
and took a look at his head. “Flesh wound, sir,” he pronounced.
“Glancing blow. Couple of stitches ...”

“Thanks,” said Wingate, moving forward
again. “I figure I’ll live.”

A British staff major came up to Wingate and
said, confidentially, “One of your chaps wants to see you. Over at
Elvington. He’s laid on an aircraft for you. Chap called Erikson.
Signal just come through.”

“You’ll find he’s one of your chaps,” said
Wingate, unable to resist a little jab at the accent. The British
weather the last couple of weeks had bitten pretty deeply into him.
“We don’t have many chaps in our army—mostly guys.”

The major looked at him for a moment, then
his face melted into a little amused grin. He wasn’t offended. He
said with mock surprise, “Is that so? Well, damn me—never tell you
a damn thing these days, do they?”

Wingate managed a grin in response. “Where
is this place?” he asked. “How do I get there?”

“It’s a bomber drome. Ten—twelve miles away.
I’ll lay on transport after we’ve had the doc look at your
head.”

Four or five officers were now accompanying
Wingate, escorting him to the ambulance that was rolling toward
them over the marshy ground. One of them asked, “Who’s the boy?
Anyone find out?”

Wingate glanced to his right. Kenny was
still with them, striding along between a Polish lieutenant colonel
and an Australian flight lieutenant.

Wingate turned to the sergeant-major. “Take
care of the kid, will you, Sergeant-major?” he said.

The sergeant-major took a couple of quick
strides forward and grabbed Kenny by the back of the neck. “Come
along, young feller,” he said, voice friendly but very firm.

As Wingate got into the waiting ambulance,
he saw Kenny being marched briskly toward one of the pickup trucks
that had brought the party out to the range.

 


The trip to the bomber field at Elvington
took half an hour. Wingate gazed out of the window of the big
Humber staff car at the flat countryside without much interest.
Black and white cows grazed in some of the fields. In others,
machinery was lifting the first of the sugar beet crop. The low
clouds and mist hung a veil over everything. He found the scene
infinitely depressing. The call from Erikson couldn’t have come at
a better time. He wanted a change of climate. Above all he wanted
action. The war wasn’t going to be won by guys sitting around on
their asses. Other guys were fighting, why wasn’t he? Sure, the
Allies had gotten Italy to surrender and they’d established
beachheads in the south, but there were three divisions of Mark
Clark’s guys bogged down at Salerno. If they were ever to reach
Naples, they could do with some help. It was near the end of
September already. The weather wouldn’t hold up forever.

The medication the doc had given
him had left him woozy. There was a chunk shaved out of his hair
around the wound and the wound itself had been stitched. It was
giving him no pain. Even the headache that he had expected to
develop into something savage was no more than a dull ache. But he
felt drowsy. He needed to snatch a couple of hours’ sleep until the
drug wore off, once he had seen Erikson.

The security at the airfield was some of the
hottest Wingate had ever seen. The car stopped at the barrier and
an MP talked to the driver, glancing now and then at Wingate seated
in the back. Then he turned to Wingate and asked to see his papers.
He let nothing slip, checking every single entry with methodical
precision. The man had acquired an ability to read official
documents while at the same time examining the bearer. Wingate
wondered how, with security like this, even the station commander
managed to get to his office.

Wingate finally got his documents back. But
it wasn’t over then. The military policeman called his sergeant and
they stood outside the car, necks craned toward Wingate’s open
window.

“Captain Wingate, sir?” croaked the sergeant
at last.

“Wingate,” said Wingate. “Captain—that’s
right. Something wrong?”

“To see Colonel Erikson, sir?” There wasn’t
the flicker of a smile on the sergeant’s face as he leaned forward
into the vehicle, eyes locked on Wingate’s, waiting for some hint
in Wingate’s expression that he wasn’t everything he claimed to
be.

“To see Colonel Erikson, Sergeant,” said
Wingate, resignedly. There might be some point in fighting the top
brass, but there sure as hell was no point in fighting security.
Experience had taught him that when an MP took it into his head to
be difficult, he was willing to devote the whole of his life to
it—twenty-four hours a day.

The sergeant seemed satisfied at last. He
stepped back, threw up a salute, and waved the barrier up. A moment
later they were inside the camp.

Erikson had aged in the short time since
Wingate had last seen him. There were streaks of white in his fair
hair, and the wrinkles around his eyes and across his forehead had
deepened. The war was getting to him.

His preoccupation with the tales of horror
coming out of his native Norway was leaving its mark. Wingate could
understand that. He had returned from Norway himself just a week
ago.

Erikson looked up from the table he was
standing at, the moment Wingate came into the room. “You’re late,”
he snapped.

“I—ran into trouble,” said
Wingate. “I needed to check with a doctor ...”

“I heard about it,” Erikson cut
in, irritably. “You’re supposed to create trouble for the Hun, not
for your allies.”

“There was a kid, sir,” Wingate
protested. “A boy around twelve. He was walking into a death trap.
I couldn’t ...”

Erikson cut him short with a brief wave of
the hand. “OK,” he said. It seemed that the mention of the kid
annoyed him. He tapped the map in front of him. Even upside down,
Wingate could see what it was. It covered the whole of Europe from
Norway’s North Cape to the Mediterranean and from the Atlantic to
the Urals. Erikson’s finger was on northeastern Germany. “They’re
putting on a big show tonight. The marshaling yards at Hamm. This
time they want to take them out completely.”

“Any particular reason?” Wingate asked.

“Pressure from the Russians, mostly,” said
Erikson, as if the reason didn’t particularly interest him.
“Anything that disrupts internal east-west lines of communications
can’t do anything but good. Not that it concerns you. You’re not
going to Germany. But when they put up the bombers, we can sneak
you out along with them. Once you’re lost in the rest of the
gaggle, you can drop under the Hun radar and head south.”

“South?” asked Wingate.

“South,” said Erikson,
emphatically. He looked up from the table at Wingate and finally
stood up. They had worked together now ever since that first
meeting in Casablanca, almost a year ago. Since then they had
planned and executed between them half a dozen missions that had
brought them to the attention of the Western leaders. Not that
either Erikson or Wingate was particularly impressed by that.
Recognition wasn’t why either of them was in the war. They were in
it out of principle. Erikson knew firsthand what German occupation
meant. He had seen the Nazi invasion fleet sail unopposed up Oslo
fjord and his own family taken away by the SS. Revenge had driven
him into hiding and finally got him out of the country to join
British Intelligence—and revenge was what still propelled
him.

Wingate’s experience had been different. His
first contact with fascism had been as a student at the University
of Wisconsin. There were some students on the campus who let their
German background shape their thinking. Everything he heard from
those ranting fanatics made him want to throw up. He was an
American. There was also his Ojibway blood, inherited through his
mother. On both counts, the streak of independence in his
temperament was fundamental. The fascist view of subservience to
the state was something he could never stomach.

“Take a look, Wingate,” said Colonel
Erikson, indicating that Wingate should go around the table and
join him. As he did so, he reached forward and picked up a piece of
paper lying there and stuffed it quickly into his pocket.

The two men stood side by side, looking at
the map. They were oddly alike, despite obvious differences of
detail. Wingate was an inch taller than Erikson, though both were
under six feet. Erikson’s fair hair, now whitening perceptibly,
contrasted dramatically with Wingate’s straight black hair and dark
skin. Erikson’s eyes were blue while Wingate’s were black as sloes.
But they took the same square stance as one another, standing with
feet set firmly apart and shoulders held a little forward, as if
ready for immediate action. They were broad, firmly built, and
strong, with the mark of outdoor living and physical activity
clearly on them.

Erikson put the tip of a ruler
on southern Italy. “Things are going badly,” he said. “What a crazy
way for God to build a country. Look at it—it’s like a herring: a
central spine with coastal plains on either side and no way of
communicating between. We have a beachhead at Taranto and another
in Calabria. From one we drive up the east coast, from the other up
the west. But there’s no room. Look at this ...” He tapped the map
south of the Sorrento peninsula. “What do we have there—five, maybe
ten kilometers in which to maneuver. It doesn’t matter how many men
we pour in from Sicily, they could be stopped by a troop of Boy
Scouts! We have to get the hell out of there as soon as possible.
We need Naples if we’re ever to ship in the kind of supplies we
need. Above all, we’ve got to get those men off the beach at
Salerno. Two weeks of shit those poor bastards have faced
already!”

Wingate waited. Erikson was
preoccupied with some personal consideration. In the end, Wingate
felt he had to bring Erikson back to the point and break the
tension. He asked, innocently, “And you’d like me to take Naples,
Colonel?” he
asked without a trace of humor in his voice or in his
expression.

Erikson wasn’t amused, but it brought him
out of himself. He said, acidly, “Well it would help, Wingate, if
you think it’s that easy.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Wingate. He had to
admit that when you thought of those guys lying in foxholes
twenty-four hours a day with mortar shells dropping on them from
the hillsides, his remark hadn’t been all that amusing. But he
could see something was troubling Erikson. He felt a rapport with
the man. He would have liked to help him if he could. But Erikson’s
manner made it clear that he didn’t want any help. He could handle
whatever was troubling him by himself. Wingate didn’t press
him.

“While you were playing with this boy on the
test range, did you notice the new explosive?” Erikson asked,
suddenly. He had turned and walked to the window of the
second-floor room and was standing with his hands clasped behind
his back, looking out at the misty airfield. “It’s why you were
sent up here in the first place.”

“I couldn’t help noticing, sir,” said
Wingate, letting the palm of his left hand rest gently on the
dressing covering the back of his skull.

“Did it impress you?”

“It impressed me.”

“So it damn well should, the amount of work
that’s gone into producing it. You’re going to be the first to give
it its combat trial.”

“In Naples?”

“You’re not going anywhere near Naples,
Wingate,” said Erikson. “You’re going to Greece.”

“We were discussing Italy, sir
...” Wingate protested.

“We’re still discussing Italy,” said
Erikson, turning to face Wingate. He walked across to the table and
tapped the map again.

Wingate could make out the name of a Greek
town in the east of the country. “Larissa?” he asked.

Erikson nodded. “If we can’t
drive the bastards back in Italy, maybe we can pull them back. It
worked in Sicily, it’ll work again. We want to create so much
trouble in the Balkans that they have to bring in reinforcements or
withdraw. I can’t see them withdrawing—not yet. And they certainly
can’t spare a single man from the Russian front. That only leaves
them Italy. If we’re lucky, they’ll pull just enough men out of
there to make a breakout from Salerno a real possibility. Anyway,
ELAS is expecting you in seventy-two hours ...”

“ELAS?” Wingate interrupted.

“The
Greek resistance army—or the part that matters ...”

“I’ve
worked with them before,” said Wingate. “They’re Communists
...”

“Wingate,” said Erikson, irritably. “I don’t
give a damn if they’re Martians. I need help. I’m prepared to take
it wherever it’s offered.”

Wingate shrugged. He wasn’t about to object.
His sentiments, in any case, were the same as Erikson’s.

“You’ll cross
the French coast west of Dieppe,” Erikson was saying, tracing out
the position with the ruler. “West of Paris, west of the Rhone,
west of Marseilles. Stay on that course as far as
here ...” He indicated a spot in the Mediterranean, a little west of
southwestern Sardinia. “Then a direct course for Malta. The aircrew
has full particulars. So long as you have a general idea. In Malta
you have a commando team waiting for you to join it. They’ll put
you into Greece by submarine. After that, you’re on your
own.”

“Where do we pick up the
explosives, sir?” asked Wingate. Now that he had an assignment that
would get him out of this damp climate, he was anxious to be
moving.

“You don’t. That’s the problem. You’ll be
flying the stuff out with you,” said Erikson. There was worry on
his face as he looked at Wingate. After a moment, he added, “Take
care.”

It was a very personal remark made with a
good deal of genuine concern. Wingate was grateful for it. It gave
him a new insight into Erikson. Of the two of them, Erikson had the
lousier job. If the mission didn’t make it back, it was Erikson who
was going to have to live with the fact.

“I’ll take care, sir,” said Wingate.

“It’s vital for your own security that you
don’t stick out like a sore thumb. You’re just another member of a
bombing crew, until you set that course down the Rhone. See the
sergeant in the outside office. He’ll kit you out—show you the
ropes. And I’ve arranged for the navigator to keep an eye on you.
He’s an American as well—Brad Manganaro.”

The briefing was over. Erikson was folding
the map on the table and putting it into his briefcase. Wingate
came to attention and saluted, then turned for the door.

“And Wingate,” Erikson called.
“What you risked for the boy—that was ... brave.”

Wingate turned. He found the
word “brave” embarrassing. What else was he supposed to have done
under the circumstances? He said, “Anybody who was human, sir
...”

“His parents must be very grateful,” Erikson
cut in. “There are some occasions when parents just aren’t
around.”

“I don’t know about his Mom, but his Dad’s
with the 8th Army,” said Wingate.

“Well—that’s ironic,” Erikson muttered, more
to himself than Wingate. “And here we are trying to work out a way
of helping him.”

There was something more that
Erikson wanted to say, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to.
Wingate waited, halfway between Erikson and the door. At last,
Erikson said quietly, “Did I ever tell you, Wingate, that
I’m
a parent? Perhaps I
ought to say ‘was.’”

It was completely out of
character for Erikson to open up like this. He was professional to
the core. Something very dramatic must have happened to make him
want to unburden himself, thought Wingate. He said, gently, “‘Was,’
sir?”

“They shot my son when he tried
to run up the Norwegian flag. It’s me they were after, but I was
down on the docks at the time and friends hid me till the SS had
gone. I had a daughter. She was six years old—the last time I saw
her.” He paused for a moment to collect himself. Wingate had never
heard Erikson mention a daughter. Finally, Erikson added, “I’ve had
the underground trying to find out what they could ever since. I
got this from their Intelligence an hour ago.” He groped in his
pocket and took out the sheet of paper that had been lying on the
table and thrust it at Wingate.

Wingate took it. It was in Norwegian,
scrawled on the back of an official signals sheet. It read: “Child
cared for by relatives, Stavanger, 1942. July 1943, family accused
of harboring patriots, shipped to Germany. Final destination
believed to be Auschwitz. Regrets.”

“I’m—sorry,” said Wingate, automatically
folding the signal before handing it back to Erikson. He’d never
felt more inadequate in his life.

“Will you do something for me, Wingate?”
Erikson asked. He’d drawn himself up now and he looked very much in
control of himself.

“Of course,” said Wingate. He couldn’t begin
to imagine what Erikson was feeling. He admired the man for not
breaking down altogether.

“When you next come face to face with some
of those bastards—crucify them for me. Will you do that,
Wingate?”

Wingate nodded. “I’ll do that, sir,” he
said, quietly.


Chapter Two

 


Wingate was wondering how these guys who
flew the bombers ever managed to move in all the equipment they had
to carry. The sergeant in the little store beyond Erikson’s room
was passing one item after another to him across the bare wooden
counter, and checking them off on a list as he did so.

“Mask, oxygen—one,” the sergeant sang out,
passing a soft wire frame covered in chamois leather to Wingate.
“Microphone, aircrew—one.”

Wingate took each piece of equipment as it
was handed to him and stuffed it in a kit bag. He had worn it all
before on earlier airborne missions. Each time he had been shown
where each piece fitted, and each time he promptly forgot. There
was something in his nature that revolted against wearing all that
confining harness. He felt like a bride being handed a chastity
belt.

“Helmet,
flying—one,” the sergeant intoned. “Jacket,
inflatable—one ...” Then he put his hand underneath the counter and
drew out a packet covered in light green duck material. “And,” he
said, dramatically, “escape kit, aircrew—one! And now a signature,
sir—so they don’t think I’ve nicked the lot ...” He gave a quick
professional twist of the wrist and turned the form around so that
it faced Wingate. He had a pen ready in the other hand and he was
tapping the bottom line of the form.

Wingate signed, nodded, said, “Thanks,” and
bent to pick up the kit bag.

The sergeant came around the
counter and said, briskly, “And now, sir, if I can just show you
how to use this stuff ...”

Not again, thought Wingate, tying the neck
of the kit bag and turning to drag it after him out of the room.
“Save your energy, Sergeant,” he said. “I don’t have a receptive
mind. Anything you tell me, I’ll have forgotten by the time I reach
the door. But thanks, anyway. I’ll figure it out.”

There was a short, thickset man standing in
the corridor outside the storeroom. He was dark and powerful
looking and he wore the battle dress of an Air Corps lieutenant. As
soon as he saw Wingate he came right over to him and thrust out a
hand. “Hey,” he said. “You must be Mac Wingate. Glad to meet you.
Brad—Brad Manganaro. Brooklyn, New York.” Wingate shook his hand
and Manganaro bent and grabbed the rope around the neck of
Wingate’s kit bag and flipped it across his shoulders.

“I got the picture,” said Manganaro, leading
the way out of the corridor and down a wide flight of wooden steps.
“The colonel guy—he filled me in. Let’s drop this junk in the
operations room with the rest of the kit. I figure I’ve got a tunic
that’ll fit you. You been around here before?”

“No,” said Wingate.

“Jesus, are you in for a sight!” cried
Manganaro, giving a quick laugh. “We go through a ritual, you know.
I tell you it’s crazy, but—that’s flying. If you’re gonna join the
gang, stay with it.”

Wingate figured that if he gave it enough
time, what Manganaro was talking about might become a little
clearer. Right now it didn’t make any sense at all.

The stairs led to an entrance lobby with
rooms opening off. Directly ahead, through double doors, was the
airfield. He could see the camouflaged shapes of B-17s and British
Lancasters through the glass panes. Trollies rolled over the
tarmac, towed in long trains by small tractors, and carrying bombs
and ammunition to the aircraft.

Manganaro was ahead of Wingate,
walking through a door on the left. Beyond the door there was a
long room with a row of blacked-out windows running along the
left-hand wall. Uniformed aircrew stood at lockers or sat around on
chairs playing cards. The air was solid with tobacco smoke. From
time to time Manganaro nodded to someone, beamed, called out a
name. There were reciprocal calls of, “Hi, Brad,” and “’lo,
Brad.”

Manganaro dropped the kit bag on one of the
long wooden benches and turned to a locker. He took out a tunic and
held it up against Wingate’s chest with a quick cry of, “So here
you go, then, Mac!”

“They gave me a tunic,” said Wingate.

“Hey, Mac,”
said Manganaro, already beginning to help Wingate out of his army
battle dress, “you wanna take a look at what they gave








































































































































































































tmp_3da8c0118270e091bab464450225acad_7ReXHB_html_m3b758744.jpg
w

e/

o wies w0
——————
s ¢ " Kiowernes 10
ADRIATIC SEA
ook RONT LINE
NAPLES i}
° PN
\ I
(UL e AR
K 1 #ara Oiv
« 3
we
= e
G i
i " s
A
Guror A
o Taranio A
TYRRHENIAN SEA A
A
o i) sursmer
oos'hn 3 ep Py
Ean 1 st o
et Niomem . i e
oiv
sici
=4 REGEI0 BRIA

ITALY, SEPTEMBER 1943






tmp_3da8c0118270e091bab464450225acad_7ReXHB_html_2a1b54f9.jpg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





tmp_3da8c0118270e091bab464450225acad_7ReXHB_html_m6f4ce1f7.jpg
BRYAN SWIFT

MAC WINGATE 7:

MISSION CODE:

1\(‘,\“)\‘()LIS

P2

=\
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING

2020






cover.jpg
MNCIWINGATE

MISSIONICODEINCROROLIS

S |






