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By
June 1943, the Balkan countries needed a strong leader, one who
could stand up against the Germans. But the country's divided
guerrillas each had their own idea that man should be.

So did
General Patton.

On
orders from the general, special agent and demolitions expert Mac
Wingate drops into the dark Albanian mountains to unite the
disputing rebels and destroy a Nazi ammunition dump!
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“Colonel Bruce Holloway to
Colonel Olaf Erikson 4 June ’43. General Patton is correct. Though
Communist forces are getting stronger in the Balkans, Ahmad Zogu is
not a Communist. But the question remains: Is Zogu more interested
in becoming the next Albanian king or in fighting Germans? The man
you send in will have to find this out if he is to survive or the
mission to succeed. I suggest the code name: King’s
Pawn.”

Signal from Colonel B. Holloway, OSS
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One

 


Mac Wingate moved restlessly,
then threw back the bed sheet and swung his bare feet down onto the rough tile
floor. The window’s shutters had been folded back and the night
sounds from the teeming streets below filled the room.

He left the bed and walked over
to the window and looked down at Cairo’s sprawling tangle of minarets and
rooftops. He had found refuge in the native quarter, a place where
he could get some privacy and do a little quiet drinking on his
own. The sights were garish, the smells pungent, but at least the
stench of cordite no longer hung in his nostrils.

He let the cooling breeze play
over his nakedness. In the light from the single electric lamp
burning on the bed stand, he was a study in contrasts: his broad-chested
figure was a milky white, while his face and neck, and both arms
from the elbows down, had been baked by the desert sun into a
mahogany almost as dark as his straight black hair. The hair was a
legacy from his Ojibway stock.

The rabbit warren of streets
and alleys below—even its stench—fascinated Wingate. Ali Baba and
the Forty Thieves—or maybe Aladdin and his fabulous lamp—should be down
there somewhere, scurrying through those back alleys and narrow
streets. But no, this was not a fabulous fairy tale. This was a
real war. That indisputable fact could not be denied. At once
Wingate knew why he was restless. He craved action. Something out
of the ordinary, something that would help bring this massive
slaughter to a quicker end.

Wingate spotted a whiskey
bottle on the floor by the bed and started for it. He knew it wouldn’t
help much, but he sat down on the bed and lifted the bottle to his
lips.

As the whiskey seared down his throat, he
heard the door to the room slam open. Astonished, he lowered the
bottle hastily and swung around. Three MPs, resplendent in their
snow-white leggings and helmets, stormed into the room brandishing
their billy clubs. Behind the MPs came the unhappy owner of the
place. She was beating furiously on a second lieutenant as she
protested in shrill French. The lieutenant paused long enough to
send her reeling back into the hallway, before following in after
his men.

“What the hell is this?” Wingate
demanded, furious.

If two of the three MPs were of
average height, the third fellow was a burly giant. He was the one
who answered Wingate. “German spies, soldier!” he announced. “These
people here have been denounced as German sympathizers. That makes
this place off limits. And you’re out of uniform, soldier!”

“You’re goddamn right I’m out of
uniform!” cried Wingate furiously. “What the hell do you think I’m
doing here, Private? Practicing drill?”

The lieutenant stepped
forward. “What makes you find this place so congenial, soldier?” he
asked. “Or perhaps you find nothing wrong with fraternizing with
German spies.”

In almost frantic exasperation,
Wingate ran his hand through his raven hair. “I don’t believe this,” he
said, standing up and facing the three men, the bottle of whiskey
still in his hand.

“You don’t have to believe it,”
replied the lieutenant. “We’re cleaning out the native quarter.
There’s a truck waiting for you downstairs. Get dressed, soldier,
on the double. And that’s an order!”

Wingate’s fury got the best of him.
“Lieutenant,” he said softly, “I guess I haven’t been very
cooperative. You’re only following orders.”

“Exactly.”

“It is a shame for this whiskey
to go to waste. Would you and your men like to finish the
bottle?”

The lieutenant considered a
moment, his eyes focusing thirstily on the bottle in
Wingate’s
hand. “All right, soldier,” he said. “Let’s have it. Maybe we could
use a little refreshment at that.”

“Sure.”

Wingate lifted the bottle and
emptied its contents over the lieutenant’s head. The officer jumped back,
furious, and whipped off his hat. The big MP reached out for
Wingate, his billy raised over his head. Wingate stepped aside,
grabbed the billy club and twisted it out of the man’s hand. Then
he yanked the fellow past him onto the bed. As the MP stumbled
headlong across the mattress, Wingate slammed his head with the
billy. The MP rolled over and came to rest face-up, unconscious.
When the second MP came for Wingate, he flung the empty bottle at
him. The MP ducked and the bottle shattered against the wall behind
him.

Stepping out of the way of the
charging MP, Wingate found himself confronting the third one and
got off a quick punch at the man’s face. The MP’s nose collapsed and the
fellow sank meekly to the floor, both hands clasped over his broken
proboscis. This tragic scene momentarily distracted Wingate, giving
the MP on the bed the chance to reach up a powerful arm and grab
Wingate around the waist. Thoroughly conscious once again, the big
fellow flung Wingate down beside him on the bed.

Wingate tried to swing the billy at the MP,
but before he could get a clean shot, the lieutenant twisted the
club out of his grasp.

At once the absurdity—and the
crazy, cockeyed humor—of the situation occurred to Wingate. He
grinned back at the big MP. “All right! Get your hands off me, Private. I
outrank you—and the lieutenant!”

The MP released Wingate
immediately. “Shit,” he said, glancing at the lieutenant. The two other
MPs froze in their tracks. Wingate got to his feet and strode
across the room to the chair where he had left his neatly folded
uniform.

“You men get out of here and let
me dress,” Wingate said. “Then I’ll go with you.”

“What’s your rank ... sir?”
asked the nervous lieutenant. A quick glance at Wingate’s uniform
had not revealed any bars or gold leaf.

“I am Captain Mac Wingate, 3rd
Infantry Division.”

The moment he heard Wingate’s name, the
lieutenant’s attitude—and that of the other MPs—changed abruptly.
“Yes, sir, Captain. We’ll wait outside.”

As the men filed out of the
small room, Wingate followed after and slammed the door behind
them. Then he turned and spotted another bottle under the
bed stand. There
was still a little whiskey left in it. With a shrug Wingate sat
down and reached for it. He wasn’t in all that much of a
hurry.

 


Colonel Olaf Erikson shook his
head impatiently. “You went into that quarter, Wingate? Surely you must know
how dangerous that place is. Cairo still has many German
sympathizers who were more than anxious to welcome Rommel if he
ever got this far. The place is a hotbed of German agents.” He
shook his head. “No wonder we couldn’t find you.”

“I am on leave, Colonel,”
Wingate replied.

Erikson glowered a moment longer at Wingate,
then gave it up as a bad job. He had already explained to Wingate
that after a fruitless, city wide search of the bars and nightclubs
favored by those officers who could afford them, Erikson had given
the word for a sweep inside the native quarter, the search for
German agents given as a cover.

“We caught a few very
interesting fish in that net, I must admit,” said Erikson. “So I
suppose I should not complain. The next time, however, I would
appreciate it if you would leave word where you plan to spend your
leave. There is still a war on, you know.”

“I had no idea you’d be looking
for me again so soon, Colonel.”

“I can appreciate how you might
still feel about that, Wingate. But we have need of you once again,
it appears.” Erikson was standing by the window facing Wingate. In
the bright morning sunlight, the colonel’s powerful figure stood
out cleanly, smartly, his blond hair a bright, neatly combed thatch
atop his chiseled features. Wingate liked the colonel and respected
him, both for his courage and his endurance, this latter attested
by the fact that after making his way through Denmark, Holland and
Belgium on foot, the Norwegian had rowed thirty miles across the
English Channel to reach England.

“Let’s have it, Colonel,”
Wingate said. “What have you got for me this time? I’ve been hoping
for something a little out of the ordinary, anything to get this
war on the road—and over.”

Erikson moved away from the
window and crossed to his desk. Slumping into his chair, he
appraised Wingate shrewdly through sharp, blue eyes.
“What do you know
about Albania, Captain?”

“Nothing,” Wingate said.
“Absolutely nothing.”

“It is one of the Balkan states,
just across the Adriatic from Italy.”

“That’s nice.”

“Reports have been reaching
Allied Headquarters in Cairo about a resistance group in the
mountains of Albania. General Patton is extremely interested in
this band because this one is supposed to be anti-Communist. And
you know how Patton feels about the Communists.”

Wingate smiled slightly. He
knew—and understood. Though the Reds were now fighting the Germans
and were allied with the United States, Wingate was well aware that
this was only because Hitler had decided to ring
Ivan’s bell
for him. If Patton didn’t trust the Reds, neither did Wingate. The
only difference was that Wingate had long since decided to keep his
feelings about the Reds to himself.

“Maybe Patton’s got a reason for
the way he feels,” Wingate said mildly.

“Perhaps he has, at that. At any
rate, he is concerned about the Communist partisans that have been
operating in Yugoslavia and Greece. For that reason, he is anxious
to support guerrillas that are not Communists.”

“And where do I come
in?”

“You’re going to lend your
considerable talents to that band of guerrillas.”

Wingate groaned.
“Let’s have it,” he
said.

“The invasion of Sicily has
already been decided upon by Churchill and Roosevelt at their
conference in Casablanca, and anything that might divert the
Italians and Germans at this time is welcome. Accordingly, you and
three others will be parachuted into Albania to provide the
explosives and the expertise needed to handle them. The guerrillas
need help, it seems, in blowing something up.”

“What the hell do they want me
to blow up?”

“A gasoline and munitions depot
north of Tirana. I understand it is an extensive and highly
vulnerable supply dump. Its destruction will severely weaken the
German and Italian effort in Italy, and will do much to give the
Albanian guerrilla leader the prestige he will need to stir the
rest of his countrymen to arms.”

“Who is this leader?”

“Ahmad Zogu II.”

“A Moslem?”

“Yes. A tribesman from the
mountains. These Moslem tribesmen hate the Italians almost as much
as they hate the Nazis. This Ahmad Zogu is a cousin to King Zog,
the ruler Mussolini sent packing when he took over Albania in 1939.
We are hoping Zogu will be able to generate a strong and united
following among his people after you help him blow that dump.”
Erikson smiled. “You might even trigger a countrywide
uprising.”

“And that would keep Italian and
Nazi divisions busy in Albania during the attack on
Sicily.”

Erikson nodded.
“Precisely.”

“When do I leave?”

“You’ll be flown to Malta this
afternoon. A Colonel Holloway will brief you in some detail. He is
quite familiar with the Balkans. He knows Ahmad Zogu, and it was
through him that the guerrilla leader made his request for
help.”

Wingate nodded.
“Just one thing. Is
Malta still there?”

Erikson leaned back in his
chair. “It has taken quite a pasting, I admit. But it is still there, all
right.”

“These three men going in with
me. Who are they?”

Erikson smiled thinly.
“You know one of
them already.”

“Do I?”

Erikson got up and went to his door. Pulling
it open, he stood back. Wingate saw the burly MP enter the room.
When he caught sight of Wingate, his face blanched. Wingate stood
up. The soldier came to a quick halt before him, stiffened and
saluted smartly.

“Private First Class Tim
McCauley, sir!” he announced.

Wingate’s surprise had long since given
way to a smile. “How’s your head, McCauley?”

“Still a bit sore,
Captain.”

“What’s your specialty, aside
from your obvious skill in attacking officers in their
beds?”

McCauley was redheaded. As
Wingate said this, his light freckled face turned scarlet.
“Demolition,
sir.”

Wingate nodded briskly.
“Fine. Got any
special wrinkles?”

“I just heard of a new bomb,
sir.”

“A new bomb?”

“Yes, sir. It’s both an
explosive and an incendiary. It’s called a Lewis bomb.”

Wingate frowned.
“Sounds
interesting. You can tell me all about it as soon as we get set in
Malta.”

“Yes, sir.”

“By the way, what were you doing
in the MPs if your specialty is demolition?”

“They just put me in there,
Captain, because I stand so tall. When I heard who you was, I spoke
to the Colonel here.”

“And since you were already
acquainted,” said Colonel Erikson dryly, “I thought it would be a
splendid idea to have him join you.”

“Of course,” said Wingate. “And
while you’re about it, I think it’s time for Private First Class
McCauley’s promotion, Colonel. That’s going to be a long, bumpy
ride to Malta. Might even be a mite dangerous.”

Erikson smiled and
nodded. “I’ll see that Corporal McCauley’s orders are cut at once
for his assignment to your detachment, Wingate.”

The new corporal beamed at his sudden
promotion.

“Get your gear ready, Corporal,”
Wingate told him. “We leave this afternoon. If the weather is
good.”

“You leave anyway,” corrected
Erikson. “Good weather or bad. At 3:30 sharp. An orderly will pick
you up at your quarters at 2:30.”

“Who’ll pick me up, sir?” asked Corporal
McCauley.

Colonel Erikson smiled with
ironic benevolence at the tall soldier. “Why, you will, Corporal. You’re the
orderly.”

 


After a brief stopover at Sirte, the C-47
carrying Wingate and McCauley limped out over the Mediterranean and
headed for Malta. Before darkness settled over the sea beneath
them, the two men watched an immense convoy heading gallantly
toward the beleaguered island. Wingate wished the men and their
ships good luck. Earlier, while Rommel still held Tunisia, two
convoys had set out to provision Malta. The first convoy consisted
of seventeen ships. Two reached Malta. The rest were sunk by
torpedo or bomb. The second convoy of twenty ships reached Malta
with only five intact. Malta was no longer so hard-pressed, now
that the Afrika Corps had been swept from North Africa, but Stukas
and Junker 88s based on Crete and Sicily could still strike at the
island.

Wingate was not looking forward
to his short stay on Malta. He had a gut feeling that a furious
Axis, stung by its defeats in Russia and Africa, might take out its
rage and frustration on the tiny island, lost as it was in the
middle of Mussolini’s mare nostrum.

It was as cold as a
witch’s tit
in the C-47. Wingate and McCauley were surrounded by boxes and
crates Wingate assumed were filled with food and supplies for the
island’s inhabitants. A harried and overworked British supply
officer at Sirte had been overjoyed to learn the C-47’s
destination, and had promptly set about loading the C-47 until the
pilot protested that they would not be able to get the plane off
the ground if he loaded any more crates on board. Only reluctantly
did the officer call off his men. And for a short while, seconds
before the lumbering C-47 lunged hopefully into the air, Wingate
was certain the pilot had not spoken up soon enough.

Now, with Stygian darkness
creeping into the plane along with the cold, Wingate and McCauley
smoked in companionable silence, the roar of the
plane’s two
engines discouraging any attempt at conversation. The corporal
finished his cigarette, nodded blearily to Wingate, then crawled
onto a long crate and curled himself into a ball. It wasn’t long
before the big corporal was sound asleep, leaving Wingate to his
thoughts.

The last time he had found
himself working on special assignment for Colonel Erikson, he had
been set loose in Casablanca’s medina, dressed only in civilian clothes and
with only his fuddled wits and a wad of francs to aid him. It was
an inauspicious beginning that soon became a nightmare of intrigue
and duplicity; the betrayals that followed and the final explosive
climax still gave him bad dreams, despite the personal thanks he
had received from Patton himself.

He shook his head wearily and
closed his eyes, the throbbing roar of the C-47’s engines lulling him
...

 


Wingate opened his eyes,
startled. Corporal McCauley was bent over him, shaking him. Wingate
sat up, aware immediately that the plane’s engines seemed to have reached a
high, unnerving pitch. Wincing, Wingate looked questioningly into
McCauley’s face.

“What is it?” he
shouted.

“Stukas!” the corporal replied.
“We’re over the airfield at Malta—but so are the damned Germans!
They’re bombing hell out of it!”

Wingate peered out the window.
The C-47 was banking steeply. For a moment all Wingate could see was the
black mirror of the sea. Then Malta appeared from under the C-47’s
wing. It appeared white, sepulchral under the bright moon, its pale
surface blossoming with bright flowers from hell as the bombs
landed. A Stuka climbed swiftly toward the C-47, its tracers arcing
through the night. It resembled some monstrous hawk as it swept
past them. Wingate saw that the C-47 had been hit, the Stuka’s
tracers ripping into the fuselage above their heads. Through the
holes the demented wind shrieked.

The C-47 leveled off and began to drop
precipitously toward the field. Before Wingate could grab hold of
anything to brace himself, he felt the plane slam with numbing
violence onto the runway. The squeal of protesting tires sounded
sharply, above the sudden roar of the engines. Then came the
explosion as one of the tires blew.

The plane spun violently.
Wingate felt himself being flung toward a heavy packing crate. He
struck it, flipped over, and came to rest with bone-cracking force
on the plane’s deck. For a moment he was too stunned to move; then he
glanced up—just in time to see the corporal, trying desperately to
stay on his feet, lose his footing and go flying over a low crate
in front of him. Vanishing from sight, the big fellow struck with
considerable force. Wingate heard the sound his bulk made as it
struck. The corporal became ominously quiet.

The plane skidded to a halt finally, its
tail swinging up at almost a forty-five degree angle, then slamming
down again onto the airstrip. Abruptly, the roar of the engines
ceased. At almost the same moment Wingate became aware of the
sharp, acrid smell of high-octane aviation fuel.

The pilot and copilot burst
through the cockpit door. “Get out!” the pilot cried. “The starboard
engine’s on fire!”

“Get the door open!” Wingate
told them as he scrambled over the low crate to get to McCauley’s
still body. “And don’t wait for us!”

The copilot pulled open the door. The night
air flooded into the plane—along with the sound of the hammering
ack-ack and the awesome thumping of the bombs. The corporal was on
his back, unconscious. There was a mean welt just above his right
ear. In the dim light, Wingate could not see just how badly the man
was hurt. Wingate slapped him, hard.

McCauley’s eyes flew open, his mouth
hardening with angry resolve.

“Let’s go, soldier!” Wingate
cried, enormously relieved. “This plane’s on fire!”

The big fellow lifted himself
on his elbows and shook his head to clear away the cobwebs.
“Hey, did you slap
me, Captain?” he demanded.

Wingate got up onto his feet
and grinned down at the corporal. “That’s right. And I’ll punch you silly if
you don’t get up off your ass!”

The pilots, Wingate saw, were
waiting for them. “I thought I told you not to wait for us!” Wingate cried.
“Get the hell out of here!”

At that moment a titanic explosion ripped
the plane, hurtling Wingate toward the open door. As the pilots
jumped to the ground, Wingate reached the door and leaned out. The
starboard engine had just blown. The entire wing was in flames.
Wingate looked back at the corporal. The big man was on his feet
now, lumbering clumsily over the boxes and equipment toward him.
Wingate dropped to the airstrip, turned and waited for
McCauley.

The heat from the flames was
searing. As Wingate put up his arm to protect his eyes, McCauley scrambled
clumsily from the plane. He came down hard beside Wingate and
dropped to one knee. Hauling the big corporal to his feet, Wingate
helped him down the crater-pocked runway toward the two pilots, who
were crouching in the glare, still waiting anxiously for
them.

As Wingate pulled up beside the
pilots, the firefighters—dressed in grotesquely awkward asbestos
suits—roared past in their trucks. Wingate did not give them much
chance of saving the plane or its cargo, but he could understand
their desire to save what they could. He looked away and saw a jeep
bouncing across the runway toward them. As the driver pulled up
beside them, Wingate saw a colonel sitting in the front seat beside
the driver. There was a grin on the colonel’s face.

“Welcome to Malta, Captain
Wingate,” the colonel said. “I’m Colonel Holloway.”

Wingate saluted smartly.

“Get in, all of you,” the
colonel said, “before those damn Stukas return.”

All four men piled into the back seat. The
driver cut the wheel sharply, and then drove like a madman toward a
large hangar at the far end of the airstrip. A plane was burning
out of control in front of it, but the hangar was apparently
unscathed.

But not for long.

As the jeep driver skillfully
dodged the fresh craters, a lone Stuka appeared in the night sky
behind the hangar, caught for an instant in one of the many probing
searchlights that ringed the field. As the jeep bounced closer, the
Stuka—flying straight toward them—released its eight wing bombs.
Plumes of fire bloomed behind the hangar, then plowed through the
building, marching relentlessly toward the onrushing jeep. The
driver swerved off the runway and braked. The men flung themselves
from the jeep and hugged the ground as it heaved convulsively under
them. The Stuka, its wind-driven sirens screaming like banshees,
swept over their heads close enough to whip up a hurricane of white
dust. Then it banked sharply into a steep climb and punched a hole
in the black sky, its sirens fading.

Wingate climbed wearily back to his feet and
swore softly. The plane they had just left was now a blazing
shambles, the hangar toward which they had been driving was a
flaming skeleton and the spot where that burning plane had been
sitting was now only a smoking crater.

As they got back into the jeep and drove
toward what was left of the hangar, Wingate wondered if he would
live long enough to meet this Albanian guerrilla leader, Ahmad Zogu
II.

And if it really mattered.


 


 


Two

 


The night
attack,
Colonel Holloway was anxious to point out, was no longer the usual
thing. Since North Africa had been cleared of Axis forces, such
raids had become relatively rare. He sounded almost apologetic
about the reception Wingate had received the night
before.

“Fine,” said Wingate ironically.
“The Nazis just wanted to welcome me to Malta.”

Holloway chuckled quietly.

The two men were on a
sun-drenched terrace fronting a small cafe along Kingsway,
Valetta’s
main thoroughfare. They had just finished breakfast, during which
Colonel Holloway had been acquainting Wingate with his background.
Small cups of very strong coffee were still before them. British
soldiers and a few Maltese were shoveling away at the white rubble
left from the air raid, causing a low cloud of limestone dust to
hang over the street. Wingate squinted through the dust and sipped
at his coffee. They were waiting for McCauley to join
them.

The waiter—an emaciated Maltese—appeared at
their table. Speaking in faultless English, he inquired if either
of them wanted anything more. Wingate was tempted to ask for a
dollop of whiskey to sweeten his coffee, but thought better of it
and shook his head. The waiter vanished back into the cafe.

Wingate looked back at the colonel. The man
was only in his early twenties; he had a sunny, open face, with
light, hazel eyes and sandy hair. His eyebrows were so fair, in
fact, that at first glance it gave the impression he had none at
all.

This tended to give him the appearance of a
wide-eyed, impressionable innocent.

But Holloway was no innocent.
He was an officer in the OSS—which explained how he could be a
colonel at twenty-three—and he had begun to relate to Wingate some of his
exploits behind the lines in Yugoslavia and Greece. When the German
troops rolled into Yugoslavia in 1941, Holloway had been visiting
his mother’s parents in Belgrade—a reward for his graduation from
Harvard, where he had majored in Political History with a specialty
in Balkan politics.

Caught up in a desperate
attempt to flee the country with his grandparents, he soon found
himself in the mountains of Serbia with
Mihailovitch’s Chetniks. By a combination of luck and a large measure
of audacity, Holloway and his aged grandparents were able to flee
across the border into Albania. From there, they made their way
across Greece to Turkey—and safety. His grandparents, both over
seventy when their remarkable flight began, were now residing in
New Jersey with Holloway’s parents.

Anxious now to hear more of the
colonel’s
adventures, Wingate asked the man a question that had been nagging
him all during the colonel’s account of his escape. “Colonel, you
had some pretty grisly things to say about the Croats and the Serbs
just now. Hell, they’re both Yugoslavs, aren’t they? Fighting a
common enemy, the Nazis?”

Holloway smiled coldly.
“The Croats are
Croatian nationalists first, Yugoslavs only under duress. Their
hatred for the Serbians goes way back. The Croats are Catholics,
don’t forget, the Serbs Eastern Orthodox.” The colonel shook his
head. “Hell, even the Nazis were shocked at the Croatian
barbarities. I overheard a German proverb: God save the Germans from
cholera, famine and the Croats. I didn’t understand it the first time I heard
it. But I soon understood what it meant. Wingate, the Ustashi began
massacring Jews, Gypsies and Orthodox Serbs the moment Hitler set
up their puppet regime.”

“The Ustashi?”

“An organization of Croatian
Catholics. Their leader, Pavelich, spent his political exile in
Italy under Mussolini’s protection. Pavelich has been credited with
the remark that a good Ustashi is one who can use his own knife to
cut a child from the womb of his Serbian mother. I have it on good
authority that Pavelich keeps a wicker basket on his desk. It’s
filled with forty pounds of eyes gouged from victims of the
Ustashi.”

Wingate frowned and stared down
at his coffee for a moment. “What about the Chetniks?”

Holloway laughed shortly,
bitterly. “You mean the Serbian irregulars under Mihailovich? They
fight Tito’s partisans with more enthusiasm than they fight the
Germans. And like the Croats, they have their own prejudices. Not
long after I left them, they went on a rampage and annihilated more
than nine thousand Moslems in the Sandjak region bordering Bosnia
and Serbia. From what I heard, they amused themselves raping young
girls and, in some cases, roasting their victims to death over
fires.”

“Jesus. How can you tell the
real Nazis without a scorecard?”

“Precisely,” Holloway
snapped.

“This Tito. What do you know
about him?”

“He’s a Communist. But he’s a
tough fighter, considerably tougher than Mihailovich. We’re
dropping him considerable quantities of materiel, and he’s using
them, tying down at least twelve German and Italian divisions.
Despite all his great publicity, Mihailovich keeps low,
collaborating with the Italians in some cases, I am sure. He is
simply unwilling to see his people lined up and shot by the
Germans. The cost, after all, is one hundred Yugoslavs for every
German soldier killed by a guerrilla.”

“But this Tito does not mind
that cost?”

“No.” Holloway chuckled coldly.
“After all, he’s a Croat. And right now he’s a force to be reckoned
with in Yugoslavia.” Holloway looked shrewdly at Wingate. “That’s
one other good reason why you are being sent into Albania—to do
what you can to strengthen what we hope is an anti-Communist force
in the Balkans.”

“I get the impression, Colonel,
that you are not too hopeful about the results.”

Holloway shrugged.
“The Balkans are a
can of worms, Wingate. And from what I’ve seen, republican or
monarchist forces seldom show the tenacity or courage of a
Communist group.”

Reflecting on that disquieting observation,
Wingate glanced down the street and saw the tall form of Corporal
McCauley striding toward them. Before the corporal could pull
himself to a halt and salute, Wingate called out to him.

“You have breakfast yet,
Corporal? Sit down.”

As the man sat down at the
table, nervously, he nodded quickly to his superior officer.
“Yes, sir. I
did.”

“Your quarters were
comfortable?” Wingate inquired solicitously.

“Yes, sir. They were fine,
sir.”

“Colonel Holloway has been
telling me what a jolly time we can expect to have in the Balkans.
But you got here just in time. I was about to ask him about that
fellow who will be our host in Albania—Ahmad Zogu II.”

Holloway leaned back in his
chair and considered a moment. He seemed reluctant to begin. Then
he shrugged and leaned forward. “All I really know, Wingate, is that he is
related to King Zog, a mountain tribesman who took over the
Albanian government between the wars and who was able to hang on to
his throne only with the help of the Italian treasury. Under Zog,
Albania was a banana republic bankrolled by Mussolini. When
Mussolini got tired of footing the bill, he sacked Zog and took the
country over. There are two basic factions in the country. Those
who live on the plains and those who live in the mountains. As you
can guess, it is the Moslem tribesman living in the mountains who
supply most of the manpower for the guerrillas.”

“And Ahmad Zogu leads those
guerrillas?”

“Yes.”

“Are there any other
factions?”

Holloway smiled.
“Of
course.”

“Communists?”

“Of course.”

“And who leads them?”

“I do not know that. My only
contact has been with Ahmad Zogu, and when I ask about any other
guerrilla forces in the mountains besides him and his band, he
insists there is none. But I know differently. Only I do not know
who their leader is, or how powerful his forces might
be.”

“But they are Communists.”

“Yes. I would stake my recent
promotion on that.” He smiled impishly. “In fact, I already
have.”

“Then my job is not only to help
Ahmad Zogu blow up this supply depot, but also to find out what I
can about this other guerrilla band.”

“Precisely. What we must know,
Wingate, is which one we should back. We would like to back the
non-Communist faction, obviously. But not if that faction is as
abortive a fighting unit as Mihailovich’s Chetniks—or as
unreliable.”

“But my primary mission is to
send that supply depot sky high.”

“And my mission at this moment is to see to it
that you have what you need for that job—and to give you what
instruction you and your team will need in parachuting into
Albania.”

Wingate saw McCauley wince. He
could understand the corporal’s uneasiness. Bailing out at night over
unfamiliar, most likely mountainous, terrain was not exactly a
pleasant prospect. “I’ll need explosives, naturally,” said Wingate.
And then he glanced at the corporal. “Perhaps you’d better explain
to me about that Lewis bomb you mentioned in Cairo,
Corporal.”
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