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      Scorching wind scraped Isak Westgard’s cheeks as he dropped to the ground through the hatch of the B-24, often called the Flying Coffin by crew worldwide. He shed his leather jacket and silk scarf, then slung them over his arm as he strode across the macadam to the wing-co’s office to give his verbal report before heading to the showers. He’d need to submit a written account, but that could wait.

      He surveyed the aircraft, and his eyebrows lifted. They’d run into a handful of Focke-Wulfs after dropping their payload, but it appeared the Germans had missed. There wasn’t a hole to be seen on the Sleepy Time Gal.

      “Lt. Westgard.”

      Waving at the mechanic who hurried toward him, Isak waited for the man, a loose-limbed Irish American whose dropped r’s and broad a’s betrayed his Boston roots. The man was a magician with the engines and always checked in with pilots after sorties for a performance report.

      “How’d she do?” Shorter than Isak’s six-foot-two frame by nearly a foot, Sgt. Byrne squinted up at him, his tanned face a map of lines. “Sounds like she’s not firing as smoothly as she should.”

      “You’ve the ear of a musician, Byrne. We took some flak, and I thought we got hit, but I can’t see any damage. Maybe you’ll find something.”

      With a sharp salute, Byrne grinned. “No doubt. Go grab you some chow. Meatloaf and mashed potatoes today and more edible than usual. A real rib-sticker.”

      Chuckling, Isak said, “Someone new at the controls?”

      “Could be. I haven’t heard. But it is suspicious to have decent food after six months of barely palatable.”

      Isak clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks for the heads-up.” He rotated his neck and massaged his shoulder with his free hand as he yawned. As was typical, they’d risen at three o’clock to attend the mission briefing, then taken to the air just as the sun was cresting the horizon. He was famished but could do with some shut-eye, too.

      The breeze shifted, and the savory aroma of beef mingled with the acrid odor of jet fuel. Isak quickened his pace to catch up with his crew who were disappearing into the mess hall. He was lucky. The nine guys who worked under him were tip-top. Some pilots complained about laziness and borderline insubordination, but he’d had none of that. Each man was unique, a mixture of talkers and stoics, with a couple of jokesters thrown in, but when it came down to it, they did their jobs and did them well. He couldn’t ask for a better crew. And they’d been lucky so far—no, blessed—God had kept them safe thus far. No serious injuries and no deaths.

      Only six more missions before they could rotate stateside. Rumors were running rampant that the army, in all its wisdom, was considering increasing that number, but so far, so good. Hopefully, he’d get home before that happened.

      Isak ducked into the stifling building where a cacophony of voices and laughter greeted him. His stomach rumbled as the fragrance of today’s lunch filled his nose. Skirting the crowds, he made his way to the end of the line, snaking toward the serving tables manned by a handful of men who looked more like stevedores than cooks.

      “Hey, Lieutenant, about time you got here.” Ted Savage, one of his gunners, nudged his shoulder. “Thought we were gonna have to start without you. Everything okay with Byrne?”

      “Yeah, no obvious damage, but he’s going to give her a once-over. She was sluggish the last few miles. The Jerries must have snuck in a couple of decent shots. We’re probably grounded for at least a couple of days, if not more.”

      Ted frowned. “The sooner we get our number, the sooner I’m swinging on a hammock in my backyard.”

      “Can’t be helped.” Isak shrugged. “Personally, after a nap, I’m thinking of going into town. I’m tired of seeing your ugly mugs.”

      “I didn’t think you were that kind of guy.”

      Isak shook his head. “I’m not, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to at least look at a few pretty faces.”

      “Okay if I join you, Lieutenant?” Walter Eisner, his flight engineer who never said more words than necessary, cocked his head. “I wouldn’t mind getting out of Dodge for a bit.”

      “Not at all.” Isak glanced at the clock on the far wall. “How about fifteen hundred hours. I need to check in with the wing-co, get a few winks, then hit the showers.”

      “That’s a plan.”

      The men filled their trays and strolled to the nearest vacant table. Conversation and laughter swirled around the room as they tucked into their food. Isak slouched over his meal, battling fatigue. He needed to eat and wash off the grime from the mission, but his bunk was calling. When the nightmare was over, and he finally made it home, he’d sleep for a week. How long before that could happen?

      He wolfed down the meatloaf and potatoes, not exactly home cooking, but better than expected. Byrne was right. Something had changed in the kitchen, but Isak wasn’t curious enough to investigate. Finished, he pushed to his feet and picked up his tray. He flicked his gaze at Walter. “Fifteen hundred hours.”

      “You sure? You look all in.”

      Isak tossed him a grin. “Okay, maybe sixteen hundred.”

      “Better.” Walter chuckled. “I’ll see about signing out a jeep. You might be the pilot, but I’m a better driver on the ground.”

      “One simple mistake.”

      His crew guffawed, and he rolled his eyes as he walked away. He placed his tray on the stack of dirty ones, then headed toward the door. The sooner he spoke to his commanding officer, the sooner he could hit the showers. He picked up his pace as the door to the mess hall banged behind him. Arriving at the gorgeous, castle-like home that housed the administrative staff, Isak ducked inside. Airfields had sprung up all over England on private lands to accommodate the thousands of Americans and bombers.

      How did the owners feel about losing their land, even temporarily? Stiff upper lip and all that, or did the Brits resent the soldiers and airmen as much as he’d heard? What was the saying? “Overfed, overpaid, oversexed, and over here.” Not exactly a warm welcome.

      A freckle-faced corporal sat behind a massive desk in the foyer. “Lieutenant, nice to see you back in one piece.” He jerked his head toward the closed carved mahogany wood door. “Colonel Newton can see you, but fair warning, he’s in a mood.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.” Isak rapped twice on the wood, then turned the brass knob to let himself inside. With a salute, he said, “Lt. Westgard reporting, sir.”

      Colonel Newton looked over his glasses at him and growled, “About time, Westgard. You landed almost thirty minutes ago.”

      Isak swallowed. The corporal was right about his superior’s mood. “Yes, sir. Beg your pardon. I swung by the mess hall first. My mistake. Won’t happen again.”

      Heaving out a loud sigh, the man shook his head and waved Isak into the leather chair. Worry lines puckered his forehead. “No, you should have eaten. It’s been hours.” He shrugged. “Mission completed?”

      “Yes, sir.” Isak nodded. “I’m sure you’re aware we all returned. The aircraft might have sustained some damage. I didn’t see anything on the skin, but she didn’t feel right, so Byrne’s taking a look. We might be grounded a couple of days, sir, unless you’ve got another bird we can use.”

      “Not readily, but you and the crew deserve a few days off. Three operations in the past six days are a lot. Consider yourselves on leave until Thursday.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Isak gave the colonel a brief rundown of the mission, ensuring he gave credit to his crew for their hard work. A few minutes later, he completed the report. “Will that be all, sir?”

      “Yes, you’re dismissed. Good job, Westgard. I appreciate being able to count on you no matter what.”

      Isak tilted his head. He and the colonel weren’t exactly close, but they’d been friendly on more than a few occasions, sharing about their home lives and families, so he plunged in: “Everything okay, sir?”

      “Not particularly, but nothing I can discuss.”

      Face warm, Isak stood. “Didn’t mean to pry.”

      “You’re a good man, Westgard. No offense taken. Now, go enjoy your time off.”

      “Yes, sir.” Isak executed a crisp salute, then spun in his heel, and hurried from the room. If he wasn’t mistaken, the colonel was stuck with some sort of personnel problem. Not the warmest of men, his comments could be considered downright effusive. Poor guy. It was hard enough leading a ten-man crew, what must it be like to oversee an entire unit. No thanks.

      He’d keep his head down, do his job, and complete enough missions to escape the insanity of war. How long would it take?
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      Jostled by the midday crowd, Annaliese Claasen pulled her pocketbook close to her chest. Perspiration trickled down her back and pooled under her arms as she tried to thread her way through the mass of people. Temperatures had soared over the last few days, well above thirty-five Celsius, if she had to guess, and the press of bodies only exacerbated the heat. She couldn’t get home soon enough.

      School had been out for a month, but it seemed only yesterday she’d closed the door behind the youngsters as they skipped and danced out of the room, anxious for their carefree summer days to begin. Hopefully, they could retain their naïveté despite the hardships and brutalities that seemed to be occurring with more regularity.

      Her class size had dwindled toward the end of the year as families moved away, or worse, were arrested by the soldiers constantly on the lookout for infractions. Would there be enough students to open schools in September? Would she be in the area to teach? Her work with the Landelijke Organisatie voor Hulp aan Onderduikers, the National Organization for Aid to Those in Hiding, or the LO as most people referred to it, took her far and wide. Thus far, she hadn’t been discovered by the authorities or betrayed by an unknown.

      Her eyes flicked back and forth searching the faces of those heading toward her; mostly women who walked with their heads down, gazes averted. The few men of combat age who hadn’t been rounded up for labor camps dared show themselves in public. Would her fellow citizens ever stand straight again with chins raised? Right or wrong, she refused to cower and searched the expressions of others for guilt or arrogance. Fortunately, the heat seemed to have kept the Duitsers inside for the most part.

      A scream shattered the air, and Annaliese’s head jerked toward the sound. Her heart thundered in her chest as she watched a soldier across the street drag a young woman of perhaps twenty toward a car parked at the curb. What on earth could she have done to deserve such treatment? People hurried to disperse lest they be caught up in the drama, and the sidewalk cleared. The captive stumbled and fell to her knees, and the soldier shouted something unintelligible, then yanked her to her feet. Seconds later, he’d shoved her into the vehicle, slid behind the wheel, and drove away in a cloud of exhaust.

      Lord, please save her.

      Annaliese’s gut tightened. It could easily have been her. The sidewalk in front of her was nearly vacant, and she hunched into herself as she slogged the final blocks to her tiny cottage. She arrived unscathed and unlocked the door with trembling fingers. Slipping inside, she called out, “Moeder, I’m home.”

      Face flushed, her mother rushed forward and enveloped Annaliese in a hug. “I’ve been so worried. You’re late.”

      “Only by a few minutes.” Annaliese pursed her lips. Should she tell her mother about the incident? No, it would only add to her stress. She’d aged in the three years since the Duitsers had arrived, more so than when Vader had died. She returned her mother’s embrace. “I’m here now. You look hot. Why didn’t you open the window?”

      “And possibly be overheard? Nee, I’ll not risk that.”

      Annaliese sighed. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “It’s this heat.” Moeder fanned her face with a limp hand. “We could use some rain to give us relief.”

      “Ja, that we could.” She hung her purse on the hook by the door. “What can I do to help prepare lunch?”

      “Nothing. I have made Stamppot, and it’s warming on the stove.”

      Sniffing the air, Annaliese smiled. “How could I have missed the delectable fragrance of mashed potatoes, carrots, and onions?”

      Moeder seemed to study her. “Perhaps you have something on your mind. Is there news?”

      “Nee. All was quiet in town.” Guilt clawed at her throat. Lord, forgive my lie, but I must protect Moeder. “Let’s eat, then I’ll water the garden before we read or play cards.”

      “Come, let’s eat, then I can ferret out what is weighing on your mind.” Moeder reached out and tucked a stray hair behind Annaliese’s ear. “We have God, and the three of us will handle whatever happens. You don’t need to shield me. I have seen much in my years, and evil is traipsing across our land, but our Heavenly Vader will eventually eradicate their presence.”

      Unbidden tears welled in Annaliese’s eyes. “But He is taking so long. Why is He allowing this madman to succeed? We are a peaceful nation. Why did Hitler have to come here?”

      “Because as long as mankind has walked this earth, he has wanted more than his fair share. It is about power and money, a dangerous combination if one does not have the right moral compass. We are a sinful world, sweet dochter.”

      Annaliese blinked away the moisture from her eyes and nodded. “I just wish others’ deeds did not affect us as they do.”

      With an encouraging smile, Moeder said, “A reminder for our own attitudes and behaviors. Now, my belly is empty as is yours. Come.”

      They tromped to the kitchen, and Annaliese poured water into glasses while her mother dished out the fragrant meal. After seating themselves, Annaliese stretched her arms across the table and grasped Moeder’s hands. “Can you say the blessing? I’m not feeling very thankful.”

      Moeder squeezed her fingers. “Ja. But remember, gratefulness is a choice rather than an emotion, much like forgiveness.” She bowed her head, her voice soft as she prayed.

      A blanket of peace settled on Annaliese’s shoulders. Why could she not remember to hand her troubles to the Lord?

      “Amen.”

      “Amen.”

      Silverware clinked against the plates as they ate in silence for a moment, then Moeder took a sip of water and set down the glass. “Did you see anyone while you were out?”

      “Nee. Well, no one we know. The streets seemed fuller than usual. So many remain usually in their homes just trying to survive and make ends meet.”

      “We are blessed the Duitsers have ignored us and our garden. Others are not so lucky.”

      Annaliese shrugged. “With our tiny cottage, they probably think we have nothing to offer.”

      “Or God is protecting us.”

      “Then why does He not do the same for all Nederlanders?”

      “His ways are not ours.” Moeder took a deep drink of water, then looked at Annaliese over the glass. “His plans are sometimes inscrutable, but I believe He is using you for a greater good. Is He not?”

      Her mouth went dry, and Annaliese licked her lips. Had Moeder discovered her connection to the resistance?

      Setting down the cup, Moeder said, “You don’t need to say anything. If I know nothing, I can share nothing. I am terrified for you, but I gave you to the Lord upon your birth. Little did I realize at the time what that would mean. But we are to obey God rather than man, and you are doing a great work.”

      “How…Did I⁠—”

      “You gave away nothing, but a mother knows her dochter. You’ve never been one to travel, yet you’ve taken two journeys since school let out, and one during the Christmas break last year. And you run many errands.”

      “What if someone else notices?”

      “We will pray they do not.” Moeder pushed away her empty plate, the wiped her mouth on the napkin. “But we will also cross that bridge when necessary. Meanwhile, we will do what we can.”

      Annaliese’s jaw slacked. “Moeder, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that each must answer her own calling.” She winked. “Now, do you understand why the windows must remain closed?”

      Her mother winked? Was she telling her that she was also resisting? Dare she ask? Annaliese opened her mouth to speak, but Moeder held up her hand and said, “The less we discuss the better, but know that I will support you in whatever you do and help as needed. I’m not as feeble as you seem to think. We Claasens are strong women. Now, when is your next journey? We must be prepared.”

      “I-I don’t know.” Finished eating, Annaliese set down her fork. The food that had seemed so delicious minutes ago now sat in her stomach like a stone. How quickly life had turned. What would the future bring?
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      Skies around him dark with flak, Isak tightened his grip on the plane’s yoke, his neck swiveling to peer out the windshield, then the side window and back again. Having dropped their payload, they were headed back to base. His co-pilot, Harvey, typically counted the mission completed as soon as the bomb left the bay, but Isak didn’t check the box until he was wheels down on the tarmac in merry old England.

      Voices were loud in his headset as the men shouted to each other.

      “Four o’clock!”

      “I see it!”

      “Bandit at two o’clock!”

      Staccato bursts came from all sides. Dennis, the bombardier, whooped and hollered, “Got him!”

      “Well done, but don’t celebrate yet,” snarled Greyson, the tail gunner. “You’ll jinx the operation.”

      “You’re just jealous. My count’s higher than yours.”

      “I—”

      “Focus, gentlemen,” Isak broke into the conversation. “You can tally the score later.”

      “Sorry, Lieutenant.”

      “Keep her steady, Lieutenant.” The raspy voice of Ralph, his navigator, sounded in his ear. “Shouldn’t be too much longer before we lose ’em.”

      “Roger that.”

      A flash of light came from his portside, and he grimaced as smoke poured from the aircraft on his portside. He squinted at the nose art, a voluptuous woman with clouds painted in strategic locations on her body. Percy Ferrill’s’s plane. Lord, let them get home.

      Isak tore his gaze from the bleeding aircraft to peer at his controls, his shoulders taut. Clenching his teeth, he exchanged a glance with Harvey, whose own jaw was set, and his eyes glittered. He and Percy were pals, spending most downtime together. It didn’t pay to get close with the others, but it happened whether they liked it or not. If he remembered correctly, the pilot had a wife and two kids back home in Houston.

      The engine roared as Isak increased the throttle. He couldn’t get over to free airspace soon enough. How far would the wolves follow them? He couldn’t blame the Jerries. If the situation were reversed, he’d tail them as far as he could to ensure the safety of his country. Except America wasn’t being led by a lunatic. Did the Germans believe Hitler’s rhetoric? Did the people agree with his extermination of the Jews and other so-called undesirables? What would make them vote the man into office?

      “We’re losing them, Lieutenant.”

      “Excellent.”

      A shriek pierced his ear as the aircraft lurched. “I’m hit,” screamed Dennis.

      “How bad,” Isak barked into his microphone.

      “Bad.”

      Isak gestured to Harvey. “Go help him.”

      His co-pilot nodded and scrambled out of his seat, then trotted toward the back of the aircraft.

      Glass shattered behind him, and Isak jerked his head around. Allen was clutching his shoulder, blood seeping through his fingers. His face was gray. “I’m okay, just get us home.”

      Fire shot from one of the starboard engines, and Isak closed the fuel valve to shut off the supply. The flames disappeared, and he let out his breath. He could get home on three engines.

      “Bandit at ten o’clock!”

      They were almost in the clear. Where had the plane come from? Some overachieving German pilot intent on another notch on his belt. He strafed the B-24, and the second starboard engine burst into flames. A portion of the wing tore away, and Isak’s stomach roiled. So much for getting home today.

      “Bail out, boys,” Isak shouted. “She’s going down.”

      “Aye, aye, Lieutenant,” Ted’s bass voice rumbled. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “Remember your evasion tactics and be sure to take your kit. It might be the only thing between you and freedom. Bury your flight suit and parachute, and we’ll try to rendezvous on the ground, but if we don’t connect with each other in a couple of hours, hopefully a civilian will help you.” He cleared his throat. “We’re over the Netherlands, right?”

      “Yes, sir.” Ralph’s voice shook. “Sorry, I couldn’t⁠—”

      “Not your fault. We had a tenacious Jerry follow us.” Isak blinked as sweat trickled into his eyes. “All right. Get going while I hold her steady. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Booted feet banged against the metal, and a crack sounded. Air whooshed into the cabin. The men slipped out the hatch, and Isak counted parachutes as they opened. One…two…three…

      His palms slicked in his gloves. Four…five…

      The rat-a-tat of a machine gun, and one of the parachutes shredded. The body twitched, then went limp. Who was it?

      Isak forced his attention to the other chutes. Six…seven. He was losing altitude. “Harvey, are you still here?” His co-pilot would be the last of the crew to exit the plane. Who else hasn’t jettisoned?”

      “Ronnie. He’s gone. A piece of shrapnel. I’m headed out now. Time for you, too.”

      “See you on the ground.” Isak slipped from behind the yoke, then pushed himself to his feet. Patting the back of his seat, he said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t get you home, girl. You’ve been the best.” He checked his pockets to ensure he had his evasion kit and other supplies, then grabbed his helmet. He crouch-walked toward the open hatch battling the air as it whipped through the plane. Taking a deep breath, he hurled himself out of the opening.

      Wind rushed past, clawing at Isak’s face and tugging at his flight suit as he clung to the risers that pressed against his chest. He counted to ten, then pulled the rip cord. The chute opened, and his body jerked for a moment, then floated gently toward the earth. Apparently satisfied they’d done as much damage as possible, the Jerries were no longer in sight nor were any of the other American bombers.

      In the distant sky, his crew also headed toward the ground, a mixture of verdant green stretches stippled with dots that were probably cottages and clusters of buildings indicating a village or town. Isak manipulated the risers to correct his course toward the more rural-looking area. Better not to land smack-dab in the middle of a large population. Would he find a farmer willing to help him, or would he end up in the arms of a collaborator?

      The ground neared, and he pressed his ankles together, then bent his knees. Hitting the earth, he landed on the balls of his feet, tipping himself to roll along his calf, then upper leg, hip, and finally his back. He jumped up and swept his gaze across the landscape. Lots of fields and windmills. A small house perched on the hill perhaps a quarter mile away. Isak clicked the quick-release mechanism, then shed the parachute. The sooner he buried this thing, the better.

      He balled up the canopy and wound the harness, risers, and suspension lines around the fabric, then shed his flight suit. He dropped to his knees and yanked off his helmet to use as a shovel. With quick motions, he dug at the soil, his breath ragged and his heart pounding. Another glance around himself, and he frowned. Beautiful but stark. A forest would have given him cover. Instead, he was out in the open for anyone to see…Netherlander or German.

      Grunting, he shoved the parachute into the hole, then spread the dirt over into place trying to disguise the fact the soil had been disturbed. Good enough. Pushing himself to his feet, he checked his compass, squinted in all directions for signs of his crew, and sighed. There wasn’t a soul in sight.

      He was on his own. At least for now. Squaring his shoulders, he headed toward the cottage, praying as he walked. “Lord, I’d rather not spend the rest of the war in a POW camp. Can You hook me up with some friendlies? And help my buddies. They deserve to get home in one piece, too.” A lump formed in his throat at the memory of Dennis’s limp form dangling from the parachute as it descended. “And comfort Dennis’s wife. She’s gonna need You. And the kids. I don’t know why You’re allowing this war and taking young men before their time, but I guess You’ve got your reasons.”

      Not sure what else to say, Isak fell silent. God knew his heart. Somewhere in the Bible, a verse said the Holy Spirit would talk to God on his behalf when he couldn’t.

      His boots chafed his ankles and toes. Not exactly hiking footwear. If he had to travel far, blisters were in his future. If…no, when he got back to base, he’d suggest adding shoes to the kit. Probably not realistic, but a man could ask. And hopefully, he wouldn’t have to worry about a journey across enemy territory ever again. First things first: get back to England. Then he could chalk up his missions and head stateside.

      “Please, God.”
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      Perched on her bicycle with one foot on the ground for balance, Annaliese gaped as she stared at the battle overhead. The roar of aircraft engines combined with the sharp explosions of artillery to create an overwhelming cacophony. Like mosquitos, fighter planes swooped and buzzed around the bombers. Flames enveloped the engine on one of the lumbering bombers while another hemorrhaged black smoke and tilted toward the ground, one wing half torn off. The familiar white star surrounded by a blue circle was evident even from the ground as she tightened her grip on the handlebars. Amerikanen.

      White parachutes dotted the sky as the men bailed out of the damaged aircraft. They knew as well as she did the wounded bird would crash. Another plane disgorged more parachutes. She and the other resistance members would have their work cut out for them. The bombers were a mixed blessing, dropping their loads on the enemy, but their crew was numerous, and moving them to safety was challenging. However, most did what they were told. The issue was their appearance.  Nederlander men were tall people, but the Amerikanen were healthier with robust bodies. Nothing like the emaciated citizens who scraped by on tulip bulbs and sugar beets with little meat.

      Her lips moved as she counted the chutes. Fifteen. Tragic. Unless she missed five of the canopies, not all crew members made it out of the planes. Sighing, she sent a
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