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In July 1943, the Allied
counter-offensive in rubble-strewn Sicily was finally
underway.

But Field Marshal Montgomery's
Eighth Army was trapped at the Adrano Pass, facing an implacable Nazi gun nest
that poured lead into anything that moved.

Special agent and
demolitions expert Mac Wingate is assigned to get them out ... at
any cost.

With three men, no supplies and
a gang of murderous Mafiosi at his back Mac faces his most deadly challenge
of the war ...
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Signal from Allied Headquarters to General
Patton and Immediate Staff:

 


 “Request vigorously approved. The success of Operation Husky
is of such importance that the risk to open the way for the Eighth Army must
be taken. We can only commend you on your spirit of inter-allied
cooperation and your willingness to help your fellow commander,
Field Marshal Montgomery. It is important, however, to insure that
this mission in no way reflects badly on Montgomery’s own ability
to make progress. Be sure that military protocol and a certain
commonsense diplomacy is followed to the letter. We will be looking
forward to the success of this auxiliary mission with great
expectations. It will be a great pleasure to ‘sting’ the enemy with
a surprise when they least expect it while they think they have us
pinned down. Considering this, we recommend the mission code be
‘Scorpion’.”
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One

 


The bird was completely
eradicated in the blast from the 88.

It looked like the climactic
trick of a particularly sadistic magician. At first, the sky was a clear
bluish-beige, the latter color reflected off the snow-capped peaks
of the coastal mountains. In the sudden stillness, the bird burst
from its laurel tree hiding place and into the open, its wings
humming with happy freedom.

A second after that, the middle
of the mountain that the bird was flying over seemed to sprout a
round mouth which blew out a dirty brown smoke ring with a fast, crashing roar.
A second after that, the bird’s last, tortured squawk was swallowed
up by the clap of the shell’s explosion. Following its ear-slapping
report was the chattering backup violence of machine-gun
fire—sounding almost like distant laughter and applause.

The rest of the mountain-based
artillery followed the first gun’s example in a “monkey-see, monkey-do” sort of
manner. So the seeming peace the bird had flown into continued to
be rended by the renewed pounding of German guns. It hardly seemed
to make any difference that nobody really knew what they were
shooting at, and nobody seemed to care. The Germans were just
stretching their artillery arms and exercising their smug
superiority of placement. They were just letting Mac Wingate know
that they knew they had the upper hand.

After all, they were securely
placed around the well-protected summit of the craggy Italian
mountain chain while Mac huddled miserably among the stone
formations at the mountains’ base. The American captain was
crouched, furiously sketching the position of the guns on a coarse
yellow pad. And while he was doing that, he was getting the
sinking, but definite feeling that all his drawing might get him
was a pine box six feet under Sicilian soil.

He had faced the same sort of
guns before, but he didn’t fool himself into thinking that it
somehow made him invulnerable to them. Knowledge and experience was one
thing. A PAK 88 shell right in the gut was another. Even if Mac
knew more about putting those guns out of action than almost anyone
else, it still didn’t get him any closer to accomplishing that
feat.

For all intents and purposes,
he was in the same sinking boat as everyone else. It was as if
their ship had sprung a leak in shark-infested water and he was the expert with
a harpoon. Only his spear was bent and there were dozens of hungry
beasts. To top it all off, he had no choice but to hop into the
dark drink, bent harpoon or no. The orders had come from on high.
“You’re the shark killer ... do your job.”

Wingate almost wished he was
sinking into Davy Jones’s locker. At least there would be no
guarantee
that sharks would eat him on sight. But it was a sure thing that if
any German got him into his cross hairs, he’d be little better than
tiny chunks of shark bait in a matter of seconds.

Wingate’s only solace in the
situation was his previous experience and the knowledge that the enemy
probably had not spotted him yet. From the way they were shooting,
he imagined that they were going through their regular “stonking”
motions. In other words, the Nazis were doing their version of a
regular perimeter patrol. But rather than send men down the
mountainside to scout, they peppered the area with sizzling
shellfire.

This meant a couple definite
things to
Wingate. One, the men who manned the PAKs had a very firm concept
of the terrain, and two, they had plenty of ammo to spare. Both
facts put them two up on Wingate. First, he didn’t have a really
good grip on what he was walking into—that was why he was
crab-walking on his ass with pad and pencil in hand—and second, he
had neither time, men or ammo to spare.

That much had been made perfectly clear to
him by both his immediate commander and his commander’s commander
when he was hauled out of London and plopped down in the Gulf of
Gela on the southwestern coast of Sicily.

Wingate was no stranger to
beaches. He had seen his first official war action in North Africa, which
was just one gigantic beach as far as he was concerned. Having come
from Wisconsin originally, by way of a mining town in Brazil, he
was used to both physical hardship and weather extremes. What he
wasn’t used to was sand. But he got used to it before Operation
Torch—the head-to-head clash between Patton and Rommel—was
over.

Wisconsin was
where Mac grew up,
learning English, German and Norse from his European father and
finding peace in the natural order of things thanks to the teaching
and heritage of his mother—whose ancestry could be traced back to
the original Americans. Brazil was where he practiced his
engineering trade and expertise in explosives, which he had learned
at the University of Wisconsin before the war started. North Africa
was where he came to the attention of one Colonel Olaf Erikson, an
iceberg of a man who also hailed from Norway. But other than that
and the two men’s dedication to eliminating the Nazi blight, they
had little in common.

Erikson saw men the same way he
saw equipment. He may not have liked seeing men that way, but that
hardly made any difference. He used personnel the same way he used machinery,
as weapons. But his expertise and deep, practical hatred of the
enemy allowed him to pick and choose which “weapon” would be best
for whatever job was before him. He wasn’t going to use a zip gun
to bring down a Messerschmitt.

To Erikson, Wingate was a Swiss
hunting knife. No matter what the situation, somewhere on his
person was a
foldout whosis which would be perfect for whatever Erikson could
think of. Wingate was the colonel’s universal jigsaw piece.
Whatever hole had to be filled, it appeared as if Erikson could
stuff Mac into it, secure in the knowledge that the captain would
fit perfectly.

So it was in Sicily. On the
boat ride to shore, Wingate had time to outfit himself the best way
he knew how. His uniform was basic utilitarian. He wore boots that could
handle long walks as well as fast runs. On his calf was a scabbard
holding the army knife with the seven-inch blade and black-taped
hilt.

Around his waist was his ammo
belt, filled with 9 mm clips which would fit both the Browning automatic he
wore on his hip and the British Sten submachine gun he had strapped
on his back. In the small of his back, under his jacket, was an
extra little surprise in the form of a nine-inch twin-bladed sheath
knife.

His special
mission
jacket had pockets on the inside and outside. Hanging off the
outside ones were three Mark 11A1 grenades. Inside he had filled
the spaces with detonators, wire cutters, rolls of black tape and
other tricks of the demolitions trade. The last piece of his
costume was the battered, but unbroken helmet with its double-bar
captain’s insignia. Wingate looked at it for a moment, remembering
what the half-ball of hollow steel had seen him through. Then he
unceremoniously pushed it atop his head.

So when he
hopped out
of the amphibious craft into the warm, salty sea off the quiet
shore between the beachheads of Gela and Licata, he thought he was
ready for anything. But, as usual, Erikson expected far more of him
than Wingate hoped. Snaking in between the dozens of parked armored
vehicles, he went directly to the command tent and asked for the
Norwegian colonel. From there he was directed to one particular
two-and-a-half-ton GMC cargo truck—an old “Deuce-and-a-half” as it
was more commonly known.

It was a
yellowish-gray eleven wheeler, with ten wheels positioned along its
axles, and one more secured to its underside as a spare. This large
truck was a standard model in which millions of soldiers had
already been taxied to their deaths or to glory. Glory in wartime
only meant that one survived. After the hell of battle, merely
being alive was cause for constant, fervent celebration.

Wingate approached the
vehicle’s rear, spying some eyes watching him from the sideview
mirror every step of the way. Nodding as a way to
identify himself,
Wingate moved out of range and pushed his head between the
blue-gray canvas flaps which covered the truck’s rear cab. Inside
was only one table with one piece of paper on it, and one chair
with Colonel Olaf Erikson on it.

“Please get in,
Captain,” the man’s
calm, cold voice said. “We are working with a strict time
schedule.”

If Wingate had had any
reluctance
to follow orders, he would have wound up face-first in the Sicilian
sand, because just as Erikson finished his dialogue, the truck’s
engine growled to life and the gear was ground into first. Just as
the captain hopped on, the vehicle took off—lurching over an
embankment and onto a road heading northwest.

Wingate didn’t let the
situation surprise him. So what if the truck jerked as if
the area was
being swallowed up by an earthquake. So what if his superior acted
as if he were sitting in a posh men’s club in England while Wingate
was holding on to his balance for dear life. So what if Erikson
looked like he had just cleaned and pressed his best uniform while
Wingate looked like something the cat left outside.

With a modicum of difficulty,
Wingate navigated the few feet from the back of the flatbed to a
position in the corner, across from the table, without either
falling or slamming his head against the cab connector. He remained
standing, with one hand on the front wall and the other on a metal
upright for balance. Considering the situation, he hoped Erikson
would forgive him for not saluting.

Erikson seemed oblivious to
Wingate’s difficulty. Keeping his eyes on the paper he held in front of him,
he said, “We have a problem.”

Wingate kept his eyes
from rolling
and his lips from smiling, but he did feel that it was only right
for one of them to say something like, “Surprise!” Of course there
was a problem, he felt like telling the colonel. I didn’t think you
called me here for a chummy chat. All this he kept to himself,
naturally. The understated introduction was just the colonel’s way
to prepare Wingate and himself for the difficult orders to come,
the captain rationalized. He further figured that his own sarcastic
thoughts were his way to prepare as well.

“To bring you up to date,”
Erikson continued, laying the paper down and looking up at Wingate,
“we landed on Sicily July tenth—the ‘we’ consisting of General Patton’s Seventh
Army and Field Marshal Montgomery’s Eighth Army, both under the
direct command of General Alexander.”

“Yes, sir,” Wingate felt
wont to acknowledge.

Ignoring that also, Erikson
continued in a flat tone, chilling the warm, fetid air inside the rumbling,
dusty truck. “Thanks to outstanding intelligence work by the navy
and OSS, and the experiences we’ve learned from North Africa, our
first attempt to land, attack and hold territory on mainland Europe
has been enormously successful.” Here the colonel paused. Surely he
didn’t expect him to applaud, Wingate thought sardonically.
Instead, the captain couldn’t hold back a questioning “But ...?”
Erikson looked directly into Wingate’s face at that point, his
blond eyebrows raised. “No buts about it, Captain,” he said. “The
Italian defense all but folded up in the face of our attack. We
practically rolled over them and moved further inland.”

“Begging the colonel’s pardon,
sir,” Wingate answered, looking from the Norseman’s
eyes to the
rippling canvas flaps at the back of the truck. “The Italians were
never considered to be much of a threat in the first place. It was
always the German tank divisions that we were worried
about.”

“Quite so,” Erikson replied
quietly, the ghostly image of a smile fading off the corners of his lips
some seconds before it ever arrived. With that expression, he gave
the impression that he was only testing Wingate’s knowledge of the
situation, rather than keeping an early setback from the captain.
And, knowing Erikson, it was quite possible that he had been trying
the limits of Wingate’s knowledge. But knowing officers, it was
also quite possible that the latter was true. Unconscious cover-ups
were quite common in seasoned leaders.

“The following day,”
Erikson
continued, “several Panzer divisions drove the First American
Division back until two Allied cruisers and six destroyers caught
them in devastating navy fire. Then, Panzers or no Panzers,
progress continued. Such a temporary obstruction hardly seemed
worth mentioning in retrospect.”

Wingate stood corrected. On the
one hand, he showed he had some knowledge of the
situation.
On the other hand, he was subtly informed that his interruption was
irrelevant. As if siding with the colonel, the truck bounced over a
road obstruction, nearly sending Wingate into the canvas ceiling.
Erikson, of course, hardly seemed affected by the vehicle’s jump.
Wingate told himself that he’d give anything to find out how the
colonel did it. That kind of knowledge might come in handy
someday.

“In any case,” Erikson went on,
not even waiting for Wingate to settle, “things continued
relatively smoothly. The English proceeded up the east coast of the island
while we moved deeper into the interior. Progress continued ...
until the seventeenth.”

The truck leaped in the air and
waved from side to side at the same time, serving as punctuation to
Erikson’s
ominous statement. Nothing could prevent Wingate losing his balance
this time. While still airborne, he was thrown against the cab wall
and then bounced back toward the truck’s lip. One foot landed on
the center of the flatbed’s floor, but his other leg kept swinging.
For a moment, Wingate looked as if he were kicking off the
Army-Navy football game, the next second he was flat on his back in
front of the table.

“Are you all right, Captain?”
Erikson asked, as if he were telling Wingate to stop horsing
around.

The chair, Wingate thought,
seeing it and Erikson upside down through blinking eyes. That was
the key. The chair was secured to the truck floor, as was the table. All
Erikson had to do was stick to the chair by hooking his feet and
nothing could shake him loose. “Yes, sir,” the captain replied,
pulling himself up to his previous position. He vowed that nothing
would throw him this time.

“You were saying, sir,” Wingate
cued. “The seventeenth ...?”

“Resistance stiffened on both
sides of Mount Etna,” Erikson explained, “effectively halting Montgomery’s
forward progress at the town of Catania. He responded by attacking
west of the mountain, at what was supposed to be an enemy weak
spot.”

“I gather the spot wasn’t
so weak,” Wingate said.

“You gather
correctly,
Captain,” his superior retorted. “The enemy troops there were
reinforced just for us, the Seventh. Instead, the British cut us
off, allowing the enemy to fight an already embattled unit instead
of Patton’s smoothly rolling juggernaut.”

Wingate nodded,
noticing
whose propaganda side Erikson was on without any problem at all. “I
hear Patton made some waves at Headquarters by improvising a
solution,” he said.

“A masterful one,” Erikson said
without ego. He was simply registering his respect for an able
commander
and reliving in his mind one of the few clear-cut triumphs of the
war. “He hurled himself at Palermo on the northwest coast. Palermo,
of course, was no match for General Patton. On July twenty-second,
it fell. Our headquarters is there now. You and I are heading there
at this moment.” For the life of him, Wingate couldn’t understand
why. From the way Erikson told it, Patton and company had the
situation well in hand. Judging from the way Erikson was acting and
the way they were responding favorably at Headquarters, it seemed
as if Patton could do no wrong. His Seventh Army seemed capable of
running over anything in its path.

“That’s good news, sir,” Wingate
said, desperately trying to avoid a thin veneer of sarcasm. “But
did I have to come all the way from London just to hear it?”

Erikson looked up sharply at
his field operative, his pupils seemingly covered by blue ice. Looking at
Wingate critically, his expression soon thawed to a look which
could be called sympathetic in a far-off kind of way. “You are
tired,” the colonel said, as if he were issuing a general command.
“It is eighty miles to Palermo. I suggest you take the next hour
and a half to rest. It may be the only rest you will get in the
next few days.”

Wingate took this news as far
from heartening. But Erikson was right about one thing. He
was
tired. He had what
one might call “military transport lag.” Going from the plane in
London to the jeep in Africa to the ship out of Tunis across the
Mediterranean Sea to the DUKW in the Gulf of Gela to this truck
heading into the Sicilian interior was enough to wear out the
hardiest soldier. Wingate felt as if someone had emptied out his
guts and replaced them with cream of wheat.

“Thank you, sir,” he told the
colonel, choosing to forget what questions he had. He had little doubt that
the situation would get painfully clear if he just let it alone. In
the meantime, in respect to his body, he began to slowly slide down
the wall, his knees bending. “I think I will, sir,” he
concluded.

Erikson watched the
captain’s
progress without expression. Even so, he couldn’t help feeling a
certain anger and pity. As far as he was concerned, Wingate was his
man. Wingate was the one who cleared paths for him while he himself
did the same thing for Patton. It didn’t seem fair that Wingate
would be the one chosen for this assignment. Even though Erikson
knew that Wingate was the best man for the job—in fact, the
Norwegian couldn’t help feeling that Mac was the only man who could
possibly pull it off—he couldn’t help inwardly cursing the politics
of war.

The colonel knew that in a
conflict like this there was no “my men” and “your
men” against
the “enemy.” It was simply “us” against “them;” “them” being the
bad guys. In that sort of fight, the warriors had to be
interchangeable. They’d all have to be willing to seal up any
breach of line, no matter where it landed them. And the fight would
have to be to the death.

Wingate was beyond the
colonel’s mental ruminations. Despite the careening of the truck,
he was already in the netherworld between waking and unconsciousness. Given
the irregularity of his schedule, he had been able to prime his
body to find rest whenever he deemed it necessary. It was like that
for a lot of men on the go. Mac had even heard that Bob Hope could
do it between his shows for the troops.

And just as his body could find
sleep almost automatically on cue, it could repel sleep almost psychically.
It would awake once a subconsciously predetermined time had
ended—in this case the hour and a half Erikson had mentioned—or if
even one unusual thing assailed his senses. Also in this case,
Wingate’s nasal senses picked up the smell of musty salt breezes.
There was nothing unusual in this at first thought, since that
aroma had been present on the beachhead; but by all rights, he
should have been traveling many miles across the island’s interior.
Although Sicily was small in comparison to any continent, it wasn’t
so small that the smells of the sea would waft across its entire
width.

Wingate’s subconscious mind
therefore told him that they had either reached or were nearing their
destination. He was instantly awake and alert—one part of his mind
commending the other for its swift, hardly understandable
reaction.

Erikson glanced over in the
captain’s direction from his position at the rear of the flatbed, where he
was looking out from between the two canvas flaps. Wingate rose
smoothly and moved over to the colonel’s side. Erikson took it as a
cue to flip open the right flap, giving Mac a clear view of
Sicily’s capital city.

If Palermo was any example of
what the island had to offer, Wingate was in for a pretty
depressing time. Although there were some statues and structures that
attempted to radiate pomp and grandeur, they actually seemed like
pitiful attempts to give class to a rather seamy spot. The summer
sun shone off the brown, flaking walls of the two-story boxlike
buildings, their flat sides encumbered only by balconies of a
rudimentary sort.

Almost everywhere Wingate
looked were the telltale signs of bullet and bomb
holes. As
the truck rolled over the dirt and stone streets, he got occasional
glances at the Tyrrhenian Sea, the body of water between Sicily,
Sardinia and Italy. That, of course, was majestic. Not even war
could take away the ocean’s beauty.

On the other
hand, war
could reduce handsome vestiges of a noble past into gritty rubble,
and examples of this littered the Palermo streets. Nevertheless,
the truck navigated these obstacles just effectively enough that
Wingate wasn’t hurled bodily out of the vehicle’s rear opening. He
held on as the Deuce-and-a-half swung around a corner and into a
large, airy piazza.

This clear, open, seemingly unscathed spot
was a refreshing change from the claustrophobic interior of the
transports Wingate had been huddling in for the past hours. He
couldn’t help feeling relieved when the truck stopped in between a
deliriously designed fountain and a somewhat sumptuous
church.

Erikson immediately hopped out
of the truck to face and return the salute of a corporal who had
instantly approached. The two men got the military protocol out of the way
just as Wingate followed his superior’s example. As his booted feet
hit the ground, he heard the corporal tell Erikson, “This way,
please, the general is waiting for you.”

The Norwegian officer
looked at
Mac to see how he was assimilating, then followed the stiffly
walking corporal. Wingate kept pace, seeing they were headed right
for the church steps.

“Where are we?” Wingate
asked, looking to all sides as they went.

“As I said,” Erikson
countered. “Palermo.”

Not put off by the colonel’s
brusque reply, Wingate pressed. “Where exactly in Palermo, sir?”
But then he
added an example of his own sardonic brusqueness. “Unless that’s
classified information.” Sometimes, getting information from
officers was like trying to milk a cow on a cold morning. Every
time you approached with freezing hands, they would sidle
away.

“Pretoria Square,” Erikson
answered, either uninterested or unaffected by Wingate’s words.
“The Church of Santa Caterina is to your left,
San Giuseppe
to your right. We are meeting Patton inside the Palazzo del
Municipio. He wants to have a few words with you before you embark
on your mission.”

“In that case,” Wingate
suggested, trotting up the steps behind the corporal and beside the
colonel, “don’t you think it’s about time I knew what the mission
was?”

“I’m disappointed in you,
Captain,” Erikson
answered, his stair climbing not slowing, but the vague hint of a
smile assailing the lower half of his face. “I thought you might
have guessed by now.”

“I think I have,” Wingate
countered, matching his superior step for step. “But the
only thing
that comes to mind is so ridiculous that I hesitated mentioning
it.”

“In that case,” Erikson echoed
Wingate’s phrase, looking directly over at Mac as they
reached the
top of the stairs, “you are probably right.”

The two men entered the Palazzo
right behind
the corporal. Wingate was impressed. The interior was cool compared
to the outside air’s midsummer temperature in the mid-eighties. It
was probably on account of all the marble which lined the floors
and decorated the walls as veneering. There were frescoes and
sculptures everywhere, designed in such a way that the entire
effect was quite striking. Wingate could better understand why the
Italians were so reluctant to fight if there was a possibility
these beautiful, historic structures would be destroyed as a
result.

The trio of Allied officers
went from one stairway to another, moving across the handsomely
appointed floor toward a richly textured set of steps
which led to an
open second story. Wingate took his mind off the building’s beauty
to concentrate on Erikson’s last statement.

“All right, then,” he said,
almost under his breath. “Let’s see if I’m right.” In a louder tone
of voice, the captain continued. “Unless Patton has a drain clog in one of
this palace’s bathrooms, I see no reason he would require an extra
demolitions man. Things on the American end seem to be completely
oiled and rolling smoothly.”

“Correct,” Erikson
prompted him.

Wingate followed
this train
of thought to its logical conclusion, as he had before. Unable to
come to any other conclusion, he finally groaned. “Oh,
no.”

“Exactly,” Erikson agreed
as they reached the top of the second stairway and followed the
corporal to the right.

Quickly, seeing that they were coming to a
door at the end of the walkway, Wingate queried his commander. “How
can anyone expect results on my end when the total strength of the
British Eighth Army has failed?”

“We have faith in you,” Erikson
said flatly, either exercising an amazingly dry, deadpan wit or making the
understatement of the era. Either way, Wingate didn’t like it.
Thankfully, the colonel continued. “The full strength of the Eighth
Army hasn’t been expended, Captain. The situation doesn’t allow it.
Their forward motion is blocked by a bottleneck of heavy guns on a
mountainside north of Adrano near the center of the east coast.
Every time they move into the mouth of the pass, the German guns
pound whatever appears. All forward motion has been
stopped.”

Their own forward motion
stopped as well, as they found themselves before the large,
ornate door
at the end of the right-hand walkway. The corporal paused, raised
his fist and rapped smartly on the door. While this was going on,
Wingate hastily summed up what he had learned thus far.

“I gather then that there is no
other way through than this narrow pass and the Eighth is unable to put an
effective
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