
​Eagles in the Mist 

The 101st Airborne’s Journey Through Hell

Kirsten Dickson
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Copyright







[image: image]


Copyright © 2024 Kirsten Dickson All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

––––––––
[image: image]


Cover design by: C.Dickson

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018675309

Printed in the United States of America

​Table of content

Copyright..................................................................................2

Table of content.....................................................................3

Chapter 1: Into the Dark.......................................................................4

Chapter 2: The Road to Carentan...............................................................20

Chapter 3: Brothers in Arms..................................................................35

Chapter 4: Crossroads of Death...............................................................50

Chapter 5: Iron Teeth........................................................................67

Chapter 6: The Frozen Hell...................................................................84

Chapter 7: Bastogne........................................................................99

Chapter 8: Ghosts of the Forest...............................................................114

Chapter 9: The Final Push...................................................................126

Chapter 10: The Rhine Crossing..............................................................141

Chapter 11: Shadows of Victory...............................................................157

Chapter 12: Homeward Bound................................................................171

Chapter 13: Eagles Forever..................................................................183

To the brave men and women of World War II,

Your courage in the face of unimaginable adversity, your sacrifices for freedom, and your unwavering commitment to a better future have shaped the world we live in today.

This book is a small tribute to your heroism, a humble attempt to honor the legacy you left behind. May your stories continue to inspire generations to value peace, cherish unity, and stand strong in the face of darkness.

You are the reason we can dream, live, and hope.

With eternal gratitude,

Kirsten Dickson

Eagles forever.


​Introduction

Eagles in the Mist is more than a story of war—it is a testament to the unbreakable bond forged between ordinary men who were thrust into extraordinary circumstances. It follows the journey of a platoon in the 101st Airborne, tracing their experiences from the chaos of war to the quiet reflections of peace. Through moments of fear, courage, and sacrifice, these men formed a brotherhood that endured not only the battles they fought but the decades that followed.

This book is dedicated to the soldiers of the 101st Airborne Division, whose bravery and resilience became a symbol of hope during one of the darkest chapters in human history. It is also a tribute to the families who supported them and to all who have carried the legacy of the Screaming Eagles forward.

As you read, you will walk beside these men through the trials of war and witness their transformation from soldiers into lifelong brothers. You’ll see their humanity in their laughter, their grief, and their unwavering loyalty to one another. Their stories remind us that while war may shape a person, it is the bonds they form and the values they uphold that define who they are.

May this book serve as a reminder of the sacrifices made for freedom and the enduring power of friendship, courage, and honor.
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​Chapter 1: Into the Dark
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The air inside the hangar was thick with tension, a potent mix of sweat, engine oil, and the faint metallic tang of ammunition. Rows of C-47 Skytrains loomed outside in the gray pre-dawn light, their dark silhouettes a reminder of what lay ahead. Men from the 101st Airborne sat shoulder to shoulder on wooden benches, each absorbed in his thoughts. Some fidgeted with their gear—adjusting straps, checking buckles, or nervously tapping fingers against the polished stocks of their M1 Garands. Others stared into the distance, silent and solemn, as if trying to burn their faces into the memory of this moment. For many, it might be their last.

Lieutenant James "Jimmy" Harlow stood at the front of the room, his eyes scanning the faces of the men he had come to know like family. A tall man in his late twenties, Harlow carried himself with the quiet confidence of someone who had earned his rank the hard way. His dark hair was cropped short, and his piercing blue eyes held the kind of determination that could steady even the most jittery soldier. He had led this platoon through grueling training, but tonight wasn’t about training. Tonight was the real thing.

"Eyes up, gentlemen," Harlow said, his voice cutting through the low murmur of conversation. Slowly, the men turned their attention to him. "This is it. The day we've been training for. The day we change the tide of this war."

To his right, Captain Jonathan Bennett, their company commander, unfurled a large map and pinned it to the makeshift board. The men leaned forward, eyes narrowing as they tried to absorb the layout of Normandy’s coastline and the dotted lines marking key objectives. Harlow stepped aside to let Bennett speak.

"Alright, listen up," Bennett began, his voice firm but not without a hint of gravity. "The success of this operation depends on us. We're the tip of the spear. The Germans have fortified these beaches—mines, machine gun nests, you name it. Our job is to disrupt their defenses and make it easier for the boys landing on the beaches at dawn. Each of you has a role to play."

Bennett pointed to the map. "Your platoon will be dropping near Saint-Côme-du-Mont, close to the Douve River. Primary objective: secure the crossroads and link up with elements of the 502nd. Secondary objective: cut off German reinforcements heading toward Utah Beach. You’ll face heavy resistance, but I know you’re ready."

A murmur rippled through the platoon, low but unmistakable. They were ready—or at least they needed to believe they were.

Harlow stepped forward again. "Let me be clear: we’ve trained for this. We’ve jumped out of planes a hundred times, maybe more. Tonight, we jump one more time—but this time, it’s not about perfect landings or smooth coordination. It’s about surviving, adapting, and completing the mission. Stick together, watch each other’s backs, and remember your training. Do that, and we’ll see each other on the other side."

A young private named Jack Pruitt raised his hand, his freckled face pale but resolute. "Sir, what if we miss the drop zone? What then?"

Harlow’s gaze met Pruitt’s, steady and unflinching. "We improvise, Private. The Germans won’t care where we land, and neither should you. Find your squad, regroup, and move toward the objective. No hesitation. No second-guessing. Just keep moving."

The room fell silent again, the weight of his words settling over them like a shroud.

"Alright," Harlow said after a moment. "Gear check. We move out in fifteen."

The men rose in unison, the sound of boots scraping against concrete filling the hangar. They adjusted their parachutes, checked their weapons, and inspected each other’s gear in a practiced ritual that felt almost sacred. Harlow moved among them, offering quiet words of encouragement and a steadying hand when needed. He stopped beside Sergeant Thomas "Tommy" O'Connor, his second-in-command and closest friend.

"You good, Tommy?" Harlow asked.

O'Connor, a wiry man with a sharp Boston accent and a quick wit, smirked as he adjusted the straps on his parachute. "As good as I’ll ever be. You know me, Lieutenant—I’m too mean to die."

Harlow chuckled despite himself. "Keep that attitude. The men are going to need it."

As the final checks were completed, a low drone filled the air. The C-47s were starting their engines, the sound reverberating through the hangar like an ominous symphony. The men filed out, their boots echoing against the concrete floor, and boarded the planes one by one. Each step up the narrow ramp felt heavier than the last.

Inside the plane, Harlow took his seat near the open door, the cold night air whipping against his face. He looked around at his men—some whispering prayers, others staring blankly ahead, lost in thought.

The red light above the door flickered on, bathing the cabin in a dim, hellish glow. Harlow took a deep breath and gripped the edge of the bench.

This was it. No turning back now.

"Stand up and hook up!" came the jumpmaster’s shout.

As the men rose to their feet and clipped their static lines to the overhead cable, Harlow felt a strange calm wash over him. He glanced at O'Connor, who gave him a wink and a nod.

The plane shuddered as it hit turbulence, and the drone of the engines grew louder. The green light blinked on, signaling the moment they had all been waiting for.

"Go! Go! Go!" the jumpmaster bellowed.

One by one, the men disappeared into the night, swallowed by the darkness below. When Harlow reached the edge, he paused for a heartbeat, the wind tearing at his face.

He jumped.

The rush of cold air hit Lieutenant Harlow like a freight train the moment he stepped into the void. For a fleeting moment, he felt weightless, the roar of the C-47’s engines fading into the vast blackness of the night. His parachute snapped open with a sharp jolt, the sudden force wrenching him upward. The wind howled past his ears as he hung suspended in the darkness, his heart pounding like a war drum.

Below him, Normandy sprawled out in an eerie patchwork of moonlit fields and shadowy woods. Fires flickered in the distance, and flashes of gunfire lit up the horizon like fleeting bolts of lightning. The rhythmic bark of German flak cannons boomed in the air, their tracers streaking up toward the planes like angry red fingers. Harlow craned his neck to look up and saw one of the aircraft burst into flames, spiraling downward in a trail of smoke. He clenched his jaw and forced himself to look away.

All around him, the air was alive with chaos. The wind carried the scattered cries of paratroopers calling for their comrades, their voices quickly swallowed by the roar of the night. Harlow’s chute swayed violently as he descended, and he struggled to orient himself in the confusion. The designated drop zone was nowhere in sight; instead, he could make out the glimmer of a river far off to his left—a landmark he wasn’t supposed to see from this angle.

The plan was already falling apart.

“Steady, steady,” he muttered to himself, gripping the risers of his chute as he tried to steer toward a small clearing below. But the wind had other ideas, dragging him toward the jagged silhouettes of trees at the edge of the field.

Harlow hit the ground hard, his knees buckling under the impact. The damp earth rushed up to meet him, and he rolled instinctively to absorb the shock. His chute snagged on a low branch, jerking him to a halt and leaving him tangled in the lines. The sharp snap of rifle fire erupted nearby, and his pulse quickened. He scrambled to free himself, clawing at the harness until the straps gave way. Finally, he was loose.

The air was thick with the acrid smell of gunpowder and smoke. Harlow crouched low, his M1 Garand clutched tightly in his hands as he scanned the shadows for movement. He strained to hear over the din, catching snippets of shouts and the distant rumble of trucks. He had no idea where he was—or where his men were.

“Anyone out there?” he called in a low, urgent voice, hoping the Germans were too far to hear. “Baker platoon, sound off!”

The response was faint but unmistakable. “Here, sir! Over here!”

Harlow turned toward the voice and saw a figure waving from a shallow ditch a few dozen yards away. He sprinted toward it, keeping low to avoid silhouetting himself against the horizon. When he reached the ditch, he found Private Jack Pruitt crouched behind a fallen tree, his helmet askew and his face streaked with mud.

“Lieutenant! I thought I was alone out here,” Pruitt said, his voice shaking. “I lost sight of everyone after I jumped.”

“You’re not alone, Private,” Harlow said firmly, clapping him on the shoulder. “But we’re way off course. Any sign of the others?”

Pruitt shook his head. “No, sir. Just heard gunfire from the east. Might be some of ours, but it’s hard to tell.”

Harlow nodded, weighing their options. The mission was already in jeopardy, but standing still was a death sentence. They needed to find more men, regroup, and move toward their objective—or whatever version of it they could salvage.

“Alright,” he said, adjusting the strap on his rifle. “We head east, see if we can link up with the rest of the platoon. Stay low and keep your eyes open. If it moves and it’s not one of ours, shoot it.”

“Yes, sir,” Pruitt said, swallowing hard.

The two moved cautiously through the field, keeping to the shadows. The night was alive with danger. In the distance, they could hear the rumble of German vehicles and the shouts of enemy soldiers coordinating their movements. At one point, the beam of a searchlight swept across the field, and they both froze, pressing themselves flat against the ground as the light passed dangerously close.

As they crept forward, the sound of muffled voices stopped Harlow in his tracks. He raised a hand, signaling Pruitt to stay put. Carefully, he edged toward the source of the noise, his rifle at the ready. Peering through the underbrush, he saw a small group of paratroopers huddled together near a hedgerow. Relief surged through him as he recognized Sergeant O’Connor among them.

“O’Connor!” Harlow hissed, emerging from the shadows.

O’Connor’s head snapped up, and a grin broke across his face. “Harlow! Damn good to see you, sir. Thought we’d lost you.”

“Not yet,” Harlow said, kneeling beside him. “Who’ve you got?”

“Just a handful so far—Andrews, Novak, and a couple of new guys. We’re all scattered to hell, sir. The DZ must be miles from here.”

Harlow nodded grimly. “It’s bad, Tommy. We’re going to have to improvise. Gather your men—we’re heading east to find more of ours.”

As O’Connor rallied the group, Harlow scanned the horizon, his jaw tightening. The mission was already a nightmare, but they couldn’t afford to dwell on it. One way or another, they would find their way through this chaos.

The forest was alive with danger. Every snapped twig or rustle of leaves felt amplified in the oppressive darkness, each sound carrying the threat of discovery. Lieutenant Harlow moved in a low crouch, his M1 Garand clutched tightly in his hands, scanning the shadows for signs of movement. Behind him, the men he had managed to gather—Sergeant O’Connor, Private Pruitt, Corporal Novak, and two fresh replacements—followed in silence. Their breath came in shallow bursts, visible in the cold night air.

“Eyes open, ears sharp,” Harlow whispered, pausing to glance over his shoulder. “If you see anything, don’t wait to confirm. Signal me.”

The men nodded, their faces grim but determined. The confusion of the jump had left them scattered across unfamiliar terrain, but the training drilled into them kept them moving. The objective was secondary now; survival and regrouping with the rest of the platoon took precedence.

The faint hum of an engine broke the stillness, distant but unmistakable. Harlow raised a fist, and the group froze, immediately dropping to the ground. The sound grew louder, accompanied by the crunch of tires on gravel. A German patrol vehicle was approaching, its headlights slicing through the forest like blades of light.

“Off the road,” Harlow mouthed, pointing to a dense patch of underbrush nearby. The men scrambled into the cover, flattening themselves against the cold earth. Harlow shifted onto his stomach, his rifle trained toward the road, the sweat on his palms slick against the stock.

The vehicle rolled into view, a kubelwagen with a mounted MG42 on the rear. Two German soldiers sat in the front seats, their voices low but audible as they spoke in clipped, hurried tones. Harlow’s heart thudded as the vehicle slowed, the driver scanning the surrounding trees. The gunner in the back swiveled the MG42, its long barrel passing dangerously close to the group’s hiding spot.

O’Connor, lying just a few feet from Harlow, caught his gaze and raised an eyebrow, silently asking if they should engage. Harlow shook his head, his expression firm. Taking on a patrol vehicle in the dark with only six men was a suicide mission. They’d wait.

Minutes stretched into an eternity as the vehicle idled, its engine rumbling softly. One of the German soldiers lit a cigarette, the orange glow illuminating his face. He took a long drag, then flicked the butt into the woods before muttering something to his companion. Finally, the vehicle lurched forward, disappearing down the road and taking its deadly MG42 with it.

Harlow waited until the hum of the engine faded completely before exhaling. “Move,” he whispered, and the group crept deeper into the woods, away from the road.

“Damn close,” O’Connor muttered under his breath as they regrouped in a small clearing.

“Too close,” Harlow replied. He turned to the replacements, a pair of nervous young privates whose names he had barely registered during the jump. Both looked barely old enough to shave, their wide eyes darting nervously at every sound.

“Names?” Harlow asked quietly.

“Private Daniels, sir,” one of them said, his voice trembling. The other nodded. “Private Miller.”

“Daniels, Miller,” Harlow said, his tone calm but commanding. “Stick close to Novak. Keep quiet, and do exactly as you’re told. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison, their voices a little steadier now.

“Lieutenant,” Novak said, his Polish accent faint but noticeable. “We’re heading east, yes? Toward the river?”

“That’s the plan,” Harlow said, glancing at the dark horizon. “We’re looking for the rally point. If we’re lucky, we’ll find more of our boys on the way.”

“And if we’re not lucky?” Pruitt asked, his voice tinged with nervous humor.

Harlow didn’t answer. The unspoken truth hung heavy in the air: if they didn’t find their comrades soon, they’d be wandering through enemy territory alone.

As they pressed on, the forest thickened, the towering trees blocking out what little moonlight there was. The group moved in a staggered formation, each man watching the back of the one in front of him. Harlow kept his focus on the path ahead, but his ears were attuned to every sound—the faint rustle of branches, the distant crackle of gunfire, the occasional bark of a dog.

The barking grew louder, sharp and insistent. Harlow froze, raising his hand to halt the group. The men dropped into the underbrush, their breaths shallow. The sound of boots crunching through the undergrowth followed, accompanied by guttural German commands. A patrol was closing in, and this one wasn’t in a vehicle.

Harlow’s mind raced. A dog meant there was no hiding; the animal would scent them out. They had two options: fight or run. Neither was ideal.

He crawled to O’Connor and whispered, “We set an ambush. Quiet and quick. Spread out and wait for my signal.”

O’Connor nodded, his face set with grim determination. The men fanned out, positioning themselves behind trees and bushes, their rifles trained on the approaching patrol. Harlow steadied his breathing, his finger resting lightly on the trigger of his Garand.

The dog appeared first, a large German shepherd straining at its leash. Behind it, three soldiers moved cautiously, their weapons at the ready. Harlow waited until the soldiers were in range, then let out a low whistle.

The forest erupted. Novak fired first, his shot striking the lead soldier in the chest and dropping him instantly. O’Connor and Daniels followed, their rounds finding the other two before the Germans could return fire. The dog yelped and bolted into the woods, the leash dragging behind it.

Silence fell again, broken only by the ragged breathing of the men.

“Check them,” Harlow ordered, stepping out from his cover. Novak and O’Connor approached the bodies, searching them for maps, orders, or anything useful. Harlow turned to the others. “Daniels, Miller—grab their weapons. We might need the extra firepower.”

As the group regrouped, Harlow took a moment to survey the scene. The ambush had gone flawlessly, but luck wouldn’t be on their side forever. The Germans would notice their missing patrol soon enough, and when they did, the hunt would begin in earnest.

“We move now,” Harlow said, his voice firm. “Double-time. Keep quiet and stay sharp.”

The moon had vanished behind a thick veil of clouds, plunging the forest into near-total darkness. The six men of Lieutenant Harlow’s makeshift squad moved with deliberate quiet, every step calculated to avoid the crunch of leaves or the snap of a twig. The rally point was still a few miles east, but Harlow’s instincts told him they wouldn’t make it without encountering resistance. The scattered reports of German patrols and the distant rumble of troop vehicles were growing closer.

A faint metallic clinking stopped Harlow in his tracks. He raised his fist to halt the group, his sharp eyes scanning the dense underbrush ahead. The sound came again—boots crunching on gravel, the unmistakable murmur of voices speaking in German. A chill ran through him.

“Down,” he whispered, motioning for his men to take cover.

The group melted into the shadows, positioning themselves behind tree trunks and low bushes. Harlow crawled forward to a slight rise, peering through the foliage. In the dim light, he could make out a German unit—a squad of about ten soldiers—marching along a narrow dirt path. They were armed to the teeth, their rifles slung casually but their demeanor alert. One of them carried a portable radio, the antenna bobbing as he walked.

“Tommy,” Harlow hissed, beckoning Sergeant O’Connor to his side. “What do you think?”

O’Connor squinted at the Germans. “They don’t look like they’re out for a stroll. Could be moving to reinforce a position or searching for us.”

Harlow nodded. “We can’t let them report back, but we’re outnumbered. A head-on fight is suicide.”

O’Connor smirked. “Good thing we don’t fight fair.”

The lieutenant’s mind raced. They needed a plan—something fast, precise, and brutal. He turned to the group. “Novak, take Daniels and circle left. Stay low, stay quiet. Wait until you hear my signal—one whistle. I want overlapping fire on the middle of that squad. Pruitt, Miller, you’re with me on the right. Tommy, you hold center and make sure no one gets past.”

The men nodded, their faces tense but resolute. They knew the stakes.

Novak gestured to Daniels and crept into the underbrush, his movements soundless. Harlow waited a beat, letting Novak’s team get into position, then led Pruitt and Miller to the right. Every step felt agonizingly slow, the forest seeming to amplify the sound of their movement. The Germans had stopped now, their leader raising a hand to halt the squad. One of the soldiers muttered something in German, and the rest fanned out slightly, their weapons now at the ready.

They know something’s off, Harlow thought, his grip tightening on his Garand.

The moment stretched thin as the Germans scanned the darkness, their flashlights slicing through the trees. A beam passed dangerously close to Pruitt, who froze, his breath held. When the light moved on, Harlow let out a slow exhale.

He raised his whistle to his lips and blew.

The forest exploded with gunfire.

Novak’s first shot took the squad leader square in the chest, sending him sprawling backward. Daniels fired a split second later, his round catching another soldier in the side. The Germans shouted in confusion, diving for cover as the Americans unleashed a deadly crossfire. Harlow squeezed the trigger of his Garand, the rifle’s sharp crack blending with the chaos. He saw one German soldier drop, clutching his leg, and shifted his aim to another who was fumbling with his radio.

“Take out the radioman!” Harlow barked, his voice cutting through the noise.

Miller responded instantly, his shot ripping through the man’s shoulder. The radio clattered to the ground, its antenna snapping in two. Harlow felt a grim satisfaction; without communication, the Germans couldn’t call for reinforcements.

The Germans regrouped quickly, returning fire with deadly precision. Bullets tore through the trees, splinters flying like shrapnel. A round slammed into the bark just inches from Harlow’s head, sending him ducking low.

“Keep the pressure on!” O’Connor shouted, his BAR thundering as he laid down suppressive fire. The heavy weapon’s distinctive roar echoed through the woods, forcing the Germans to stay pinned behind cover.

One of the Germans lobbed a grenade, its dull thunk echoing as it landed dangerously close to Novak’s position. Harlow’s heart skipped a beat. “Grenade! Move!”

Novak and Daniels dove just in time, the explosion ripping through the underbrush. The shockwave sent debris flying, but the men emerged shaken but unharmed. Harlow clenched his jaw, firing off another round as a German soldier tried to flank Novak. The man dropped, his rifle clattering uselessly to the ground.

The firefight devolved into a brutal, chaotic melee. The Germans, now down to half their original number, began a desperate retreat. Harlow wasn’t about to let them escape.

“O’Connor, cut them off! Novak, flank left!” he shouted, rising from cover and charging forward.

The Americans pressed the advantage, their relentless assault overwhelming the remaining Germans. Harlow dropped another soldier with a well-placed shot, then watched as O’Connor’s BAR ripped through the last two retreating men. The forest fell silent again, save for the ragged breathing of the survivors.

Harlow crouched by the nearest body, quickly searching it for anything of value. He found a map tucked into the soldier’s jacket and handed it to O’Connor. “See if this tells us anything useful.”

O’Connor unfolded the map, his brow furrowing. “Looks like patrol routes. Could give us an idea of where the rest of them are.”

“Good,” Harlow said. “We’re going to need every edge we can get.”

As the group regrouped, Harlow took a moment to assess his men. Miller was nursing a shallow graze on his arm, and Novak’s face was smeared with dirt, but they were all alive. “Let’s move,” Harlow said finally, his voice steady despite the adrenaline still coursing through him. “The rally point isn’t far. And if there’s more of them out here, we’re not waiting around to find out.”

The first light of dawn began to creep through the canopy of trees, casting long shadows across the battered forest floor. The air was heavy with the acrid stench of gunpowder, mingling with the earthy smell of damp soil. Lieutenant Harlow and his group emerged from the trees into a small clearing near a stone farmhouse, its walls pockmarked with bullet holes—a grim testament to earlier skirmishes.

“Hold here,” Harlow ordered, scanning the area for signs of life. The farmhouse seemed abandoned, its shutters hanging loosely and its door ajar. He motioned to Sergeant O’Connor. “Tommy, take Novak and sweep the building. Make sure it’s clear.”

O’Connor nodded, gesturing for Novak to follow. The two men approached the structure with their rifles raised, their steps cautious and deliberate. Harlow kept his own rifle trained on the farmhouse, his nerves taut as a wire.

A few tense minutes passed before O’Connor’s voice called out, “Clear!”

Harlow exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Alright, let’s move inside. We’ll regroup and figure out our next steps.”

The men filed into the farmhouse, the interior dim and cluttered with overturned furniture. A small hearth sat cold and lifeless in the corner, and cobwebs clung to the beams overhead. It was far from ideal, but it would serve as a temporary refuge. Harlow dropped his pack onto the floor and turned to face his men.

“All right, listen up,” he began, his voice steady despite his exhaustion. “We made it this far, but we’re still scattered. We’ve got no radio and no clear idea where the rest of the platoon is. For now, this is our rally point.”

The men nodded, their faces grim but focused. They had survived the night, but the reality of their situation was sinking in. Their objective hadn’t changed: they needed to disrupt German defenses and secure key positions to support the Allied beach landings. But with only six men and no reinforcements in sight, the task seemed monumental.

Harlow unfolded the map they had taken from the German patrol and laid it out on a dusty table. “This is what we’re dealing with,” he said, pointing to a marked crossroads near the village of Saint-Côme-du-Mont. “This is where we were supposed to regroup. If the rest of Baker Company is alive, that’s where they’ll be heading.”

O’Connor leaned over the map, his finger tracing the route. “That’s a good five miles from here, and we’ll be crossing open fields and enemy patrol zones. We’re gonna need a damn good plan to get there.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Harlow said firmly. He turned to Novak. “What’s the status on ammo and supplies?”

Novak quickly inventoried their gear. “We’re light on everything, sir. Each man’s got about two full clips left, maybe three. A few grenades, no medical supplies beyond some bandages. We’ll have to make every shot count.”

“Figures,” Harlow muttered, rubbing his temple. “Alright, here’s what we’re going to do. We move out at dusk. Until then, we rest, eat, and reinforce our gear as best we can. We’re going to need every ounce of strength when we hit that crossroads.”

He turned to Private Daniels and Miller, who had been uncharacteristically quiet. “You two—set up a perimeter outside. I want eyes on the treeline at all times. If anything moves out there, I want to know about it.”

“Yes, sir,” Daniels replied, his voice steadier than before. The two replacements grabbed their rifles and headed outside, their youthful determination tempered by the night’s events.

As the men settled in, O’Connor pulled a small tin of rations from his pack and handed it to Harlow. “Here. You need this more than I do.”

Harlow shook his head. “We all need it, Tommy. Split it with the others.”

O’Connor smirked. “You’re a stubborn bastard, you know that?”

Harlow managed a faint smile. “Takes one to know one.”

The lieutenant sat down heavily on an overturned chair, his thoughts racing. The burden of leadership weighed on him like never before. Every decision he made could mean the difference between life and death, not just for himself, but for the men who relied on him. He couldn’t afford to falter—not now, not ever.

As the hours passed, the men rotated shifts, keeping watch while the others rested. The farmhouse grew quiet, save for the occasional creak of wood or the distant call of a bird. Harlow used the time to clean his rifle, the repetitive motions helping to steady his nerves.

By late afternoon, Daniels returned from his post, his face pale. “Sir, we’ve got movement—Germans, maybe a half-dozen. They’re sweeping the forest to the west.”

Harlow stood immediately, grabbing his rifle. “Everyone up. We’ve got company.”

The men snapped into action, their exhaustion replaced by sharp focus. Harlow peeked out through a crack in the farmhouse wall, spotting the enemy soldiers moving methodically through the trees. They were getting closer.

“We can’t afford a fight right now,” Harlow said. “Too much noise, too much risk.”

“Suggestions?” O’Connor asked, his tone calm but urgent.

“Daniels, Novak—set up in the loft. Cover the rear exit. If they come inside, take them out quietly. Pruitt, Miller, you’re with me. We’re going to try and divert them away from here.”

The men moved quickly, taking their positions. Harlow led Pruitt and Miller out the back, circling wide around the farmhouse to avoid detection. Using hand signals, he directed the men to spread out and create a distraction. Pruitt picked up a rock and hurled it into the trees, the loud crash drawing the Germans’ attention.

The enemy soldiers shouted to one another, their formation shifting toward the sound. Harlow raised his rifle and fired a single round into the air, further confusing the Germans. The ploy worked; the patrol turned away from
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