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      Captain Vannt paced in front of the six assembled TRs, his head becoming flatter and darker as he listened to TR Cinter tell him about unleashing the female human’s mind. When Cinter finished, Vannt centered his gaze on him and clicked and hummed. “You’re telling me you unleashed this human and now she’s a danger to us? We need to exterminate her immediately.”

      Commander Vox, the second in command, moved to make it happen but the TRs hummed with agitation and Cinter, their spokesman spoke, “She’s only a danger if we release her. She’s bound by every TR on this ship. She will not be able to use her power. She’s our prisoner both physically and mentally.”

      Vannt held Vox from carrying out his command and the commander stopped at the door and waited. “Can you extract what you need from her while she’s in this captured state?” Vannt asked.

      Cinter’s head shrank slightly and her longer mandibles clicked and hummed, “No. She needs to be the one to isolate and extract the substance for us. We cannot do it ourselves. We know she controls it, however, because we no longer detect the pheromone emitting from her. She’s controlling it with her mind now.”

      “How do you plan on getting her to cooperate? She must know you’re holding her prisoner.”

      Cinter nodded. “She does. Over the past several weeks we’ve been able to communicate with her. She’s asked to be released. She wants release, which means we hold the keys. She’ll cooperate if she wants to survive.”

      “You’ve threatened her?”

      “No, not directly but it’s certainly implied.”

      “What would happen if she were freed? Would she attack us?”

      Cinter looked at the other TRs. It was a question they’d pondered extensively. Cinter finally responded. “We don’t think so. Her thoughts are peaceful. She’s able to exude great power, but so far, she’s only acted in self-defense. You’ve seen the recordings, you’ve seen her power. But we’re confident she won’t act aggressively toward us unless we act against her first.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      “Then we simply put her back into captivity. She’s not powerful enough to overcome our melded minds. If she could, she already would have done so.”

      Vannt looked at his second in command. He wasn’t convinced and was leaning away from letting the TRs proceed. ‘It’s too risky. What’s the benefit?’

      Vannt leveled the question at Cinter. “Why is she so important? Why should we risk the TR’s safety? Is this substance—this pheromone—so important?”

      The six TR’s heads expanded and colored pink. Cinter replied, “Yes. It could turn the tide in the war to our favor. We’re losing, or were the last we heard. The Conglomerated Federation has been steadily building their armies. For every new Korth warrior we,” he motioned to the other TRs, “produce, they produce two of their own warriors. It’s only a matter of time before they’ll outnumber us and take back everything we’ve taken. This human pheromone has the power to stop them, in the same way it’s stopped us from reproducing. We’ll continue creating warriors and we’ll slowly cut their numbers and eventually erase them from existence.”

      There was a long silence and TR Cinter finally continued. “It’s worth the risk, Captain.”
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      MaryAnn’s physical body was comfortably reposed in a form-fitting chair. Though she didn’t need it, her body was clothed in a light, airy white fabric. To observers she looked as though she were in a deep sleep, or perhaps a coma. The truth, however was much different. MaryAnn, despite her outward calm appearance was working hard inside her head.

      Though a prisoner in her own mind, there were many things to occupy herself. She’d accessed her past memories as though leafing through an especially realistic and multi-dimensional scrapbook. The experiences weren’t her focus, but the feelings associated. She studied them as though each was a new subject in a graduate course of study. Love, hate, jealousy, happiness and sadness were all different and interestingly intricate.

      She understood what had happened to her, what the TRs had done to her mind. She knew she was not the same person. MaryAnn Larkin, a lieutenant in the Army Air Corps wasn’t gone, but was now a part of something much bigger. The seemingly petty emotions associated with her past life weren’t unimportant, but were certainly not her focus any longer. Her focus—her pinpoint and intense focus—the thing that even her mind couldn’t override—was the overwhelming desire to help humanity.

      She was bound, as if she were physically tied down, by the TR’s weaved and integrated minds. They were the tethers keeping her from her physical form. The vessel which would allow her to move among humanity and teach them to become more, as the Korth called it, ‘unleashed.’ It was a misnomer, implying they would suddenly lash out and go wild, like a dangerous dog breaking free and attacking a baby. A more accurate term she felt was, ‘freedom’. Freedom from pain, hate and pettiness. Freedom to control your own mind and body the way humanity was meant to.

      Her Korth captors had freed her mind, but MaryAnn knew their minds still held hatred, pain and pettiness like a child refusing to give up a pacifier at age ten.

      She was more powerful, but it didn’t matter to her. She simply knew it as a fact, as a bird knows a tiger can’t fly. She wasn’t better or worse, simply different. However, like the simple leash securing the dog to the tree, the Korth held MaryAnn’s mind.

      She could untie it herself if she wanted to, but she was in no hurry and wanted to interact with the Korth more, to understand them better. After all, they were a part of the vast universe which they all shared and deserved to be given a chance for goodness.
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      TR Cinter and ten of the most powerful and influential TRs, watched MaryAnn’s body. Parts of their minds were woven together to keep MaryAnn’s consciousness from leaving the confines of her own mind. Cinter was about to unweave them and unlock the gate holding her inside. The TRs were ready to re-lock the gate if things got out of hand.

      Cinter dropped the weave strand-by-strand until the gate was wide open. He pushed his own consciousness forward and entered MaryAnn’s mind with very little effort. It was an exhilarating feeling, there was no resistance, a totally open and powerful mind holding a depth rarely experienced.

      Cinter was suddenly standing in a field filled with Korthian plants. The purple and violet colors were unmistakable and he marveled at the scene and instantly felt at home. The smells were of his home planet, the very gravity felt like his home planet. “How is this possible?” Cinter stammered.

      MaryAnn strode forward pushing the sticky thick stems of Kortyls, releasing the micro-spawns from them, just like home. She emanated light, her humanness the only thing out of place in the scene. “It’s your home planet. It exists in the universe, making it always possible.”

      “But how did you create it? How are you doing this?”

      MaryAnn smiled and her thick human teeth reminded Cinter who he was dealing with and resolved to remain strong. “I accessed your memories. I thought it would make you feel more comfortable.”

      MaryAnn looked around, seeing the red and purple sky and the three moons beyond the atmosphere. She plucked a Kortyl’s petal and said, “Your homeworld is beautiful.” The petal stuck to her finger and Cinter tried to warn her of the danger, but MaryAnn simply watched the petal’s sinewy tendrils snake out and attempt to peel her fingernail back and implant her with its seed. She held the petal and looked at Cinter. “A beautiful but harsh environment.” She lifted her finger and sent the petal off along a light breeze.

      “Extraordinary. But a figment of my imagination,” uttered Cinter.

      “Your air is thick, which is why you have wings. You fly on your homeworld. How glorious.”

      Cinter’s head expanded and turned pinkish. “Yes, it is glorious. Every Korth misses it.”

      “Yet, here you are. Thousands of light-years from your home, on a world whose atmosphere doesn’t allow for easy flight for your kind. Here to conquer. To make war. Why leave your home planet? It’s where you belong, where you’re meant to be.”

      Cinter knew she must already know the answer if she’d created this scene by plucking them from his consciousness. Was she testing him, or was her mind not powerful enough to glean more than surface memories? “We are in a war with a number of other species. We must fight them across the galaxies to keep them from our home planets.”

      MaryAnn nodded in understanding and smiled. “Yes, but a war your kind started.”

      Cinter rubbed her long mandibles together for a few seconds before inquiring, “Are you asking?”

      “I know the Korth started the war, but I feel there’s more to it than that. I sense it’s more complicated.”

      “Yes, well, I’m not here to talk politics with you.” His head deflated slightly and turned darker. Cinter re-centered and continued. “This is all very nice,” indicating the setting, “and impressive. Proof, in fact, that your kind could be very powerful if unleashed. However, you’re the only one. The other attempts failed and I believe you are the only human able to make the transition. We unleashed you. We made this possible, but we won’t waste time on more attempts. You have a choice, MaryAnn. You know we can keep you inside your own head like we did before. My TR brothers are waiting to shut the door and once that happens, there’ll be no coming back.” MaryAnn didn’t react, simply continued to stare and glow. “If you help us, we’ll help you.”

      MaryAnn could feel the duplicity, the dishonesty and pettiness, but she smiled. “I have but one wish and that is to show my fellow humans the way to freedom. If helping you allows me do to that, then I will.”

      “How can I—how can we trust you?”

      MaryAnn smiled and looked at the purple and red clouds skittering past, then centered her gaze back on Cinter. “I’m quite incapable of anything else, I’m afraid.”
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      TR Cinter left MaryAnn’s consciousness the same way he entered, easily. The other TRs quickly began building and weaving their mesh again, locking the door behind Cinter, but Cinter stopped them. “There’s no need, she’ll help us.”

      TR Gruncy asked, “How do you know it’s not a trick. How can we trust this,” his head deflated, “abomination?”

      Cinter answered, “As long as we allow her to interact with humanity, she’ll help us. It seems her entire reason for being revolves around her fellow humans. I can feel her need to help. Her one desire is to help unleash their minds the way we unleashed hers.” There was alarmed grumbling and mandible scraping before Cinter continued. “Humanity isn’t ready. We’ve seen that in the hundreds of other failed attempts.

      “We’ll keep her on the ship, or somewhere secure on earth, somewhere she’ll think she’s helping. Meanwhile, in exchange for her freedom, she’ll give us the pheromone we seek. Once we have it in enough quantity, we’ll destroy her. Captain Vannt’s drilling project is proceeding on schedule. Once we have what we need from the earth’s core, we’ll rejoin the war effort with a brand-new weapon and leave this planet to burn.”

      “If she’s as powerful as she seems, won’t she see this obvious ruse and attack? Surely you don’t believe she won’t use force if faced with annihilation.”

      Cinter considered her response. “Her goodness will work against her. She will do nothing against us as long as we do nothing against her. When the time comes we’ll mesh all our minds and put her back in her cage. We won’t even need to kill her, just keep her from interfering with our plans, not acting aggressively toward her, not provoking her. Then we’ll simply leave her and her doomed planet behind.”

      The TRs clicked and hummed their long mandibles in agreement. Cinter interrupted them, “I’ll take her to the surface. I’ve just the place for her to start doing her good work. She’ll be helping her pathetic species while at the same time helping us. I’ll start collecting the pheromone soon after.”
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      Lieutenant Ricker Rommel and his platoon of paratroopers were bundled against the wind, gnawing on half-frozen sausages. Ricker was close to Corporal Hinkler, his radioman. He awaited the order to advance into the city and relieve Third Platoon from their forward position in the city.

      Since the invasion, February 5th, 1949, he and the Fallschirmjäger of Wolf Company along with Fang and Claw Company had endured near constant harassment from artillery, snipers, and air attacks. Despite the constant stress and misery and their dwindling numbers, they continued to hold Idlewild Airport on Long Island. They, along with a company of Panzer IIIs were dug in deep.

      The radio crackled to life and Hinkler listened, nodded, and informed his platoon leader. “Third Platoon is ready for us to move forward, sir.”

      Ricker nodded and stuffed the rest of the sausage into an inside pocket, hoping his body heat would warm it and make it easier to chew. He looked up at the ever-present low clouds. “It’ll snow again tonight. Let’s move out.”

      There were moans as men, stiffened by the cold and the hours of sitting, pushed themselves up and prepared to move. It was dusk, the short winter days were cold, the temperature never getting much above freezing. Ricker watched his men move from their positions.

      They’d been dropped new uniforms two weeks before. The outer layer was wool. It covered a thick layer of goose down. The coats were long, nearly reaching to their knees and their pants were similarly insulated. They were much warmer but bulkier. They were also mostly white, to better conceal them in the snows, which seemed to fall with regularity. Despite their relative newness, the uniforms were already dirty and worn.

      They used the intricate system of trenches the engineers had built. They’d built them strong and deep. To the uninitiated, they seemed to be completely random. For the Fallschirmjäger, they were home and they knew their twists and turns better than they knew their own homes.

      When they got to the forward-most line, they halted and waited for their platoon leader to give them the word. Ricker slid in beside the sentry on duty. He had his eyes to the scope allowing him to look over the trench-line without having to expose his head to sniper fire. “How’s it look, Marko?”

      Private Marko put the mini-periscope down and shrugged. “Haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary, sir. The four dead Americans are still in the road out there, so no one’s gotten past Third Platoon.”

      Ricker grasped the periscope and looked through the lens. It was a good lens, with the ability to zoom in and out like a sniper scope. He scanned the road. It was dotted with snow-covered heaps, some buried deep, some less so, depending on when the vehicles had been destroyed. The vehicles from the last attack a week ago had a foot of snow on them, the ones from a month before, over two feet. Satisfied, he waved the men forward. They crawled through the mini-snow trench, careful to keep their heads and butts below the snow level.

      Ricker waited until most of the men had gone, then followed. He wondered how many kilometers he’d crawled since landing on the God-forsaken airfield. He thought he must have callouses on his stomach, chest and certainly his knees.

      The paratroopers crawled forward as the light faded. When they’d gone 150 meters and reached what was left of the airport fence, it was dark, which was exactly how Ricker had planned it. From here there would be no more crawling. They’d use the burned-out hulks of tanks, armored cars and trucks both German and American, as their cover the rest of the way into the city.

      Ricker got to his feet and pulled his MP-40 submachine gun into a better firing position. He touched the safety with his gloved thumb and trotted forward to an old tank. In the dim light, it looked as though it was an ice-sculpture, instead of an actual tank. He wondered, not for the first time, if the occupants were still inside, frozen in their death poses. He guessed he’d find out in the spring thaw, if he lived that long. It was going to get ripe around here. The only good thing about the incessant cold, it kept the bodies from rotting.

      His platoon leap-frogged up the road, covering one another until they were at the back of the building Third Platoon occupied. Platoon Sergeant Hoch appeared at Ricker’s side and whispered. “We’ve made contact with Third Platoon.” Ricker nodded and followed Hoch forward, weaving past alert paratroopers watching the surrounding buildings. Ricker glanced at the dark, empty windows any number of which could hold snipers. They’d been under constant threat from snipers for months now, but out here there wasn’t the safety of the trenches and bunkers. Here, he felt exposed and so did his men. The sooner he contacted Third Platoon’s commander, Lieutenant Grunwald, the sooner they could get into cover.

      Hoch stopped and pointed at a doorway. Ricker saw the dark outline of a German paratrooper. He moved the few meters until he could see Grunwald’s eyes. The rest of his face was covered with a scarf. He had it wrapped over his head under his helmet the same way Ricker did. Ricker pulled his scarf down to expose his mouth. His lips were numb and his smile felt awkward, “Fancy meeting you here, Bruno.”

      Lieutenant Grunwald nodded and smiled. “Quite a coincidence. You come here often?”

      “Best meat in town, I hear.”

      Grunwald nodded, “Meat locker, maybe. How you doing, Ricker?”

      “Fine, fine. Like to get my men out of the open though. Must be snipers in these buildings.”

      Grunwald nodded stiffly. “Not many. We swept them yesterday after one of them shot at us. Found some American canned food, but no snipers. Been pretty damned quiet, considering.” He pointed toward the front of the building, “They’re mostly in the next block over. We’ve kept our presence quiet, not wanting them to surround us. We’ve been successful in calling in the naval artillery whenever we see movement, but as far as I can tell, they don’t know exactly where we are.” He looked behind Ricker at the paratroopers shivering in the open. “Bring your men in, there’s plenty of room, but keep them quiet. I can brief you better from inside.”
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      It wasn’t much warmer inside the dark building but it blocked the wind, which made it feel almost cozy. Ricker’s men spread out, murmuring greetings and back slaps to their paratrooper brethren.

      Lieutenant Grunwald shuffled forward and Ricker followed. Grunwald hunkered at the front wall, beside a gaping hole. Outside, the roads were piled with dirty snow. Normally this huge American city would be bustling, but now it was a ghost town and Ricker couldn’t keep the eerie feeling from crawling up his spine. Grunwald whispered to the paratrooper on the other side of the hole. “Any movement?” The paratrooper shook his head. Ricker could barely see his outline, but he looked grim and tired.

      Grunwald pointed across the road. “There’s been movement over there but we called in naval bombardment and as you can see, some of the buildings collapsed. That was two days ago. We haven’t seen movement since. We haven’t fired a shot in days.” He paused and blew warm air into his hands, then continued, “I don’t think they know we’re here, but with the accurate fire, they must know we have spotters somewhere. I’ve been expecting a probe, but so far nothing.”

      Ricker looked at the dark buildings to either side, “You have men in these adjacent buildings?”

      “Yes, two-man outposts with quick paths back to us. They have the small portable radios, we’ll leave them for you, but they’ll need new batteries.”

      “We brought plenty.” He pulled something from his pocket, “Almost forgot, here’s a late Christmas present.”

      Grunwald grinned and reached for the chocolate bar. “Thanks.” He stuffed the bar into his pocket. He pointed across the room to another smaller room. “The main radio’s in there. We’ll leave that too. It’s on a direct line to the airfield. We give coordinates for naval strikes and they relay it for us. The line’s buried deep. We haven’t had any issues with artillery cutting it so far, but if something happens, the handhelds have enough range, especially from the top floors.”

      “Machine guns?”

      Grunwald pointed, “Through there, past the radio room. It’s got a good view straight down the street. If you need them though, you’re probably in deep shit.” He pointed at the ceiling. “I’ve got my snipers upstairs. They’re my spotters, use them to call in enemy movements. They have strict orders not to engage unless there’s an attack. The artillery’s your best bet, but you have to spot them coming early or they’ll be too close.”

      Ricker shook his head looking at the darkened city. “I can barely see ten meters. If they come at night, it’ll be too late.”

      Grunwald nodded and pursed his lips, “Yeah, we’ve been lucky so far.” He put his gloved hand on Ricker’s shoulder. “You have to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. If they pinpoint this position, they’ll rain hell on you and this building will come down around you like the one’s across the street. The call-sign for retreat is, Hazelnut. If you have to go, that word will unleash a full barrage on those buildings and roads and you should be able to get back to our lines.” Ricker nodded and murmured the word to himself. Grunwald looked him in the eyes. “You’re exposed out here. If things turn sour, don’t hesitate, call it in and get your men out of here.”

      Ricker nodded and returned his stare. “Thanks, Bruno. We’ll be fine. Get your men outta here. You’ve all earned a rest.”

      Grunwald looked down, “It was a long week.” He looked up at Ricker. “See you in a week.” He patted the pocket where he’d stored the chocolate bar, “I’ll eat this as a celebration.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two hours later, Lieutenant Ricker Rommel and First Platoon occupied the spaces left by Third Platoon. Ricker was two floors up beside Corporal Crocker, his lead sniper.

      Crocker had moved things around, making the space his own. He was in a sitting position, well back from the glassless window. Ricker used his binoculars, also well back from the window. He scanned the dark shapes of the city buildings, but couldn’t make much out in the gloom. He shook his head and whispered, “So many hiding spots. There could be a whole division out there and we wouldn’t know it.”

      Crocker, a country boy from the Bavarian region shrugged, “Corporal Randolf said you get used to it after a day or two and notice things. He’s the one that saw movement and brought that whole building down.” He grinned, “Now that’s power.” He patted his scoped Mauser rifle lovingly. He’d draped the barrel with camouflage cloth wrapping, the same stuff he’d draped meticulously over his body, breaking up his humanness. Ricker thought he looked like some bizarre swamp beast. “I can reach out and touch enemy soldiers from hundreds of meters, kill them before they even know I’m here, but that…” he pointed at the collapsed building, “That’s true power.”

      Ricker nodded. Randolf was a crack shot. He’d seen him drop men from impossible distances. His shooting skills were unsurpassed. His mind was sharp and he had the ability to stay calm even during the most harrowing circumstances, which was why he was the lead sniper, despite his young age.

      The five other snipers were all older, but there were no hard feelings toward Crocker. He’d earned their respect many times over and they’d follow him to hell, because they knew he’d lead them back.

      Ricker dropped the binoculars and they dangled from the lanyard around his neck. “I’m going downstairs. You need anything?”

      Crocker patted the small radio and his weapon and shook his head, “Got everything I need right here, sir.”

      “Be sure to get some sleep tonight. I’ll need you sharp tomorrow.” He didn’t wait for a reply but moved to the stairwell and descended the steps carefully. The five-story building was mostly intact, but the area had been bombed by both sides and chunks of plaster and bits of debris lined the stairs. The last thing Ricker needed was to twist an ankle.

      When he was nearly to the bottom floor there was a whooshing sound followed with eerie light filtering through the bare windows, casting bizarre shadows. He stopped at the bottom floor and crouched, watching the flare drift lazily beneath the mini-parachute. Lieutenant Grunwald hadn’t mentioned flares. Were they already discovered? Had the platoon swap caught someone’s attention? Were the Yankees closing on their position?

      The flare fizzled into the snow 20 meters in front of the building. There was no sound. The night felt darker than before and Ricker strained to see through it, wishing he had the eyes of his company’s namesake. He considered moving back upstairs to get a better view, but thought better of it. Let the men do their jobs.

      He felt his way along to the bottom floor, weaving between paratroopers in various stages of readiness. Some were reclined on dust covered couches—sleeping—others were alert, watching the long night pass.

      He stepped into the radio room and saw Corporal Hinkler hunched forward. At first, he thought he was sleeping, but Hinkler heard him enter and looked over his shoulder. He had the headphones on. He pulled them off one ear when he saw his platoon leader. In the soft glow of the red radio dials, Hinkler raised a questioning eyebrow. Ricker ordered, “Check the outposts.”

      Hinkler nodded, replaced the headphone and whispered into the radio, “OP one, report.”

      There was a second of silence then the whispered response. “OP one, all clear.” Ricker recognized the voice of Private Heinz.

      “OP two, report.”

      “Op two, all clear,” it was the high-pitched voice of Private Gore.

      Ricker nodded and sat next to Hinkler. He took a deep breath and let it out, “That flare, I don’t like it,” he grumbled. “Stay alert, I’m gonna find Sergeant Hoch.”
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      He found Sergeant Hoch huddled next to the MG-42 machine-gun crew. The loader was asleep, the gunner resting his chin on the stock watching the night pass. Hoch had his back against the brick wall and was peering down the street, his MP-40 propped between his knees.

      Ricker went to his side. “See anything? Any movement?” Hoch shook his head. Ricker said, “Grunwald didn’t say anything about flares.”

      Hoch nodded, “I thought it strange too. Could be coincidence, but…” he didn’t need to finish, there were no coincidences on the battlefield.

      The silence was torn with the distant scream of incoming artillery. Everyone lowered their heads but knew from bitter experience the shells wouldn’t land close. There was an explosion two buildings to the left of theirs. The flash lit up the night momentarily. The shell was followed with three more in quick succession. Bricks, concrete and wood splintered and fell into the street, covering the snow with dark, ugly splotches. Another flare, this time floating in front of the targeted building. The mini-parachute got hung up on the edge of a building and the flare sputtered and hissed, illuminating the dust and debris.

      The sudden sound of machine gun fire made everyone duck. Ricker watched blazing yellow tracers slashing into the building. Ricochets spun into the sky crazily.

      The machine gun fire stopped and the night quieted. Ricker whispered, “trying to draw fire, figure out where we are.”

      Sergeant Hoch nodded. “Couldn’t tell where they fired from.”

      Ricker blew out a frustrated sigh. “Bad angle, doubt anyone higher up could tell either.”

      Hoch whispered, “Better not to react. Make ‘em think they’re chasing shadows.”

      A paratrooper tapped Ricker’s shoulder and he jumped. “Dammit, Zoller, you scared the shit outta me.”

      Zoller grinned showing off white teeth against his dark camouflaged face. “Sorry sir. Hinkler says you’re needed in the radio room. HQ calling.”

      Ricker nodded and followed Private Zoller to the radio room. Hinkler held out the mic and Ricker took it. “This is six of green-two, go ahead. Over.”

      “Six of green-two. Are you in contact? Over.”

      “Probing fire. No contact. Over.” He wanted to keep it short in case the Americans were trying to triangulate his position. There was a click in response and the radio went silent. He handed the mic back to Hinkler. “Nice to know they’re concerned.”

      The smaller radio clicked and Hinkler noticed it immediately. He stared at Ricker for an instant before answering Corporal Crocker upstairs. “Go ahead,” he whispered.

      “Inform, Lieutenant Rommel. Contact front.”
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      Captain Tom DeAngelo left the meeting with Colonel Hatchett with some trepidation. He and his company, along with the rest of the 82nd Airborne Division paratroopers had received orders to retake Idlewild Airport. The heavily defended airfield had gotten a reputation as a meat grinder. It was defended by at least four companies of German paratroopers mixed with two companies of Panzers. Their navy owned the waters and could rain accurate and heavy barrages from their ships, not to mention the resupply aspect.

      Three regular Army Divisions had tried and failed to displace them and time was running short. As Colonel Hatchett described it, “If we don’t kick those cocksuckers outta there, we may lose the entire Eastern Seaboard.”

      Captain DeAngelo lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. He blew it out slowly, and waited for the five lieutenants, his platoon leaders, to gather round. “This is gonna be a tough nut to crack. Those boys defending the airfield are crack paratroopers, Fallschirmjägers. But up until now they’ve only faced legs, regular GIs, they’ve never come up against paratroopers. I aim to teach them a thing or two.” There was a murmuring of agreement. “The key is to take the naval artillery out of the equation and the only way to do that is to get in close so they can’t use it.” He waved the officers into a tent. “Come on, I’ll show you what I’ve got in mind.”

      The paratrooper guarding the tent entrance closed the flap behind them and resumed his place. Captain DeAngelo stepped to the head of table with a map of Long Island spread out. Around Idlewild Airport there were black arrows and lines, indicating known enemy positions. They extended up the road leading into the city and reached all the way to the sea. There were Xs scattered around which indicated known tank positions. DeAngelo snuffed out the cigarette and proceeded to field-strip it down to its various parts, a habit from patrolling in enemy territory and leaving no trace.

      He addressed his officers, “They’ve tried full frontal assaults with heavy armor and artillery support. They’ve tried quick end-around runs with fast halftracks and light tanks. They’ve shelled and bombed them incessantly, but nothing has worked. The naval guns decimate them every time, then they’re picked apart piecemeal and destroyed by the paratroopers. They’re resupplied and we assume, reinforced from the sea. They’re not lacking men or material.” He looked to the men and shook his head, “But by God they must be wearing down, which gives us an opportunity.”

      He moved his thick finger to a part of the map showing the outskirts of the city. “Last night a unit from the 125th Regiment, a leg unit, saw movement in these buildings in this area. They’ve suspected a forward OP for a while.The German’s artillery has gotten brutally accurate over the past few weeks. They’ve swept a lot of the buildings but last night they think they figured out where they are.” He put two fingers on the map, “These two buildings here. Either one or both. Rather than demolish the whole block with artillery, I’ve convinced the colonel to let us have a go at taking them out quietly. Sneak in, slit their throats before they can warn anyone and move down the road and get in amongst their tanks.” He traced his finger along the road leading toward the airport. “We’ll take out as many as we possibly can before we’re detected. Once we are, I’ll call in the cavalry and the rest of the Division will come at them from the flanks. The Third Armored Division will run straight up the middle and get close enough to take the naval guns out of the equation.” The officers stared at the map. It was a bold plan, which required stealth and brutal efficiency. “Any questions or suggestions?”

      Lieutenant Jones raised his hand and DeAngelo nodded at him, “Yes, Jonesy?”

      “Do we know how many paratroopers are in those buildings? Did the legs get a good look?”

      DeAngelo shook his head. “They hit this building here with artillery and machine guns, then swept it but found nothing.” It was the building next to the suspected hideouts. “That’s why they’re pretty sure it’s these other two. And since they didn’t take any return fire, they figure it’s a small OP, maybe a few men with radios.”

      Lieutenant Jones nodded and said, “Willis and Malakar speak German. They might be able to listen in on any radio chatter if we capture any usable ones.”

      DeAngelo nodded, “Good idea. Be sure to have your best hand-to-hand guys up front. We don’t want to alert anyone with a bunch of shooting. This will only succeed if we’re quiet.”

      Lieutenant Honsker chimed in, “My recon squad can lead the way, sir. They’re the best in the company.”

      DeAngelo considered then nodded. “Yeah, I agree. But have Malakar integrate with them. His language skills could really help.” Honsker didn’t like it but nodded his consent.
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      The day was spent getting into position, keeping under cover and trying to stay warm. Despite the short winter days, Private Malakar thought it was the longest of his life. He had been pulled from his squad and put into the recon squad as the 13th man. There were normally 12 per squad, making him the odd man out. I knew I shouldn’t have learned German, he cursed to himself, remembering his mother harping on him that someday it would serve him well. If his mother knew where it had gotten him, she’d have a heart attack.

      Staff Sergeant Hanniger glared at him, “You better not fuck this up, Malakar.” The young private gulped and his mouth was suddenly dry. “If you do, I’ll gut you myself.”

      “I—I
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