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I’ve spent a large amount of time over the last ten or twelve years studying World War II from a vast array of points of view and on wide and varied subjects. I currently own thirty-seven books on the war, with quite a few focused on armor (tanks) and very specific campaigns and battles. I have toiled for countless hours to determine which things people held true about the war were actual fact versus romanticized memories of their grandfathers. I cannot underscore enough how important it is that we know with complete accuracy the events of that dark period.

That being said, this book is a complete work of fiction, and it takes place during what might be the most important, formative event in human history. A few persons depicted or mentioned in this work were real. However, they may be presented in a fictional way. At times, the narrative will veer into real events, but I have fictionalized what you will read. For example, I know that in World War II, the United States Army used “George” as its phonetic for the letter G and “How” for H. However in this book, G Company of 395th Battalion of 99th Infantry is called “Golf” and H “Hotel”, using the Current NATO phonetic. I’ve done this because there really was George and How Companies of 395th Battalion, 99th Infantry, and I can neither find specifics of, nor dare to replicate in words the amazing acts of bravery those men must have enacted in December of 1944.

On second thought, there is one notable exception. One historical figure does appear in this novel, but there is nothing that I could say that could any further tarnish his reputation in history. He was simply one of the most abhorrent men the world has ever known, and I have molded him into what the story needs.



Europe 1944, From D-Day On

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: Map of WWII: Allied Gains in 1944 (Europe)]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




Wednesday

11 October 1944
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A dark figure stood in a window niche, peering out into the pre-dawn darkness that enveloped the picturesque village below the castle on its rocky promontory. He preferred it dark, and there was no source of light within the Obergruppenführersaal; he mused that he absorbed the darkness into his very being. From this lower chamber of the north tower, the permeating tranquility of Wewelsburg belied the fact that tens of thousands of men fought desperately some six or seven hundred kilometers away in France.

His eyes narrowed as a truck’s headlights illuminated the road leading to the castle, and he clasped his hands neatly behind him as he watched the truck idle through the castle’s gate. Light shined from the castle walls down into the courtyard where the truck came to a stop, and men in dark gray uniforms unloaded two stretchers from its canvas covered back, both shrouded in bloodied white sheets. A man leaped out of the back of the truck and fired off a crisp salute to another who had emerged from the castle itself, who could only be Hauptmann Fuchs. A mere thirty seconds later at most, Fuchs saluted again, pivoted with renowned German military efficiency, and strode back toward the castle. After a few minutes, the heavy oak door to the Obergruppenführersaal, the SS Generals’ Hall, swung open on well-oiled hinges, a spear of bright yellow electric light piercing the darkened room.

“Excuse my intrusion, Fahnenjunker Reichsführer,” the crisp voice of Hauptmann Helmut Fuchs broke the silence. The man personified the Fatherland’s ideal soldier and officer – obedient, tenacious, and possessing the fortitude and strength to handle any task no matter how distasteful. He stood a little under two meters and had the solid, square jaw of the perfect German. It was a wonder he had not married yet.

“You have a report to make, Hauptmann,” the man looking out the window responded without turning to face his subordinate. His words carried more of an expectation than a question. After all, he had been roused from his sleep hours ago by news of gunshots in the Paderborn forest outside Wewelsburg – a most disquieting occurrence. While his men in and around Wewelsburg were well armed, they seldom needed to discharge their weapons, as they possessed other means of defense.

“Yes, sir. There was an incursion. Two armed men came within a mile of the village. We captured one, a peasant it would seem. He has not given us his name, yet, but he will,” Fuchs reported, his voice carrying a hushed edge. As the Americans and their allies advanced further across France, it seemed more of the Reich’s own people succumbed to treason.

“And what of the other man?”

“He evaded capture, but I have mobilized the entire company to search the area. He wore a Wehrmacht uniform and carried a Luger pistol, but we suspect he may be American.”

“American?” asked the man in the window with genuine surprise, his eyebrows lifting in interest.

“Witnesses heard him speaking English and German,” Fuchs explained. “He killed two on patrol outside the village and wounded another before making off with a rifle.”

“Do you have their rings?”

“Only one, sir,” Fuchs replied with measured deliberation, like a messenger bearing unwelcome tidings. “It appears the American also took one of them as well.”

At the mention of this news, Heinrich Himmler turned abruptly, and his steel rimmed glasses reflected the light from the doorway just below his tall forehead with the beginnings of a receding hairline. The yellow glow from beyond the doorway also illuminated the swastika armband and other accoutrements on his black uniform. His face betrayed no emotion, a skill the German had honed throughout his life, and his mouth formed a thin, level line above his slightly cleft chin. Himmler crossed the room, traversing the dark green Sonnenrad embedded into the white and gray marble floor, and it gleamed black in the minimal light – a black sun with twelve radial arms. He often dwelled on the importance of this symbol, its meaning to ancient Europeans and the power it meant to the Thules, but he had no time for such reflections now as he held his open palm out to Fuchs.

As the Hauptmann almost reverently placed the silver ring in Himmler’s hand, the hand of one of the most powerful men in Germany and also that which was responsible for the deaths of hundreds of thousands in the camps, the Nazi leader commanded, “Find the American. Recover the ring.”

Fuchs responded with a sharp salute, one he had practiced with efficiency and obsession, before swiftly retreating into the corridor beyond and closing the door behind him. Had Himmler not been so engrossed in studying the silver Death’s Head ring in his open palm, he might have noticed the faint expression of relief on Hauptmann Fuchs’ face. Nevertheless, it held little to no significance to the head of the SS one way or the other.

Time grew short for the Third Reich, and Himmler understood this better than anyone. The Allies pushed inexorably through France, seemingly unfazed by the casualties they incurred as they advanced. In four months since landing in Normandy, they’d swept through Caen, Cherbourg, and even Paris. The Luftwaffe had been shattered, and nightly bombing raids ravaged Germany’s once great industrial cities. The Fatherland still boasted to have the most advanced tanks on the battlefield, and the latest Mark V Panthers were being produced in staggering numbers, but the American General Patton’s victory at Arracourt had proven that without proper training, spare parts, and air support, German technology and engineering mattered little.

Der Führer had devised plan, a desperate plan that if successful would cause the destruction or capture of tens of thousands of American troops in Belgium. The Americans were unaccustomed to the harsh winters of Europe, and the bitter cold would impede their progress as they struggled to keep their men alive. One final, mighty push from the Fatherland’s forces could cause the Americans to seek peace in the West, allowing Germany to redouble its efforts against the communists of the East. If successful. But failure would bring about the end even more swiftly as the Reich’s loss of men and material would be insurmountable.

Himmler descended a rough cement staircase, delving into the complete darkness of the unfinished basement of Wewelsburg Castle’s North Tower. It had been excavated by hand a few years ago by the Reichsarbeitsdienst, the Labor Service, and then engineers reinforced the entire tower’s foundation with hardened concrete. His gaze lingered on the fitted gas piping that fed through the area, another uncompleted project meant to fuel the eternal flame in the Obergruppenführersaal above. As scarce resources were diverted to more important projects in the war effort, the endeavor was left unfinished. He passed through an open doorway, and he bent his neck to navigate the low ceilinged basement as he entered a small and also unfinished passageway. No light penetrated this part of the castle, not that Himmler had any need for it. Light was a necessity of lesser men, men without his gifts.

Ten feet in, he removed a panel disguised as indigenous rock to show the face of the safe he had installed years ago when it seemed to everyone the future of the Third Reich was assured. He spun the dials right and left until the locks released and he swung open the door noiselessly. Plunging his hand into darkness, he retrieved the simple but heavy cotton sack held within, and the clink of metal sounded from it as he sat it on the rough floor before him. Himmler opened his hand over the mouth of the sack, and a lone silver ring dropped to join thousands of others like it. He drew the sack shut and carefully returned it to the safe before quickly but gently closing the door and haphazardly spinning the dials.

Heinrich Himmler had been a meticulous planner, always. He orchestrated the rise of a certain German to power and also managed the demise of his first supporters, the Thule Society, even as he usurped their knowledge. Many believed the assassination of the famous clairvoyant Erik Hanussen to be the work of Joseph Goebbels, and Himmler had exquisitely devised a plan to make it seem so. He’d planned the founding of the Waffen-SS and everything it would mean to the New World Order, not Hitler’s, but Himmler’s. Even as Hitler’s power spiraled out of control, and it became evident to everyone the Third Reich would last a thousand years, Himmler concealed this safe down below Wewelsburg. And as all that came crashing down around Hitler, and amidst Germany’s preparation for one last desperate attempt to halt the oncoming Allies, Himmler continued to plan for his future.
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Darkness filled the ancient woodland, permeating everything around Hartman as much as the frigid air chilled him to the bone.  Nothing about his slow, quiet trek through the forest felt pleasant, and a sense of foreboding hung heavily in the air, tempting him to abandon his mission and start hoofing it back to France.  It wasn’t the first time he longed to be back with the regular Army, taking it to the Jerries in a straight fight, but this was different.  John just couldn’t shake the pervasive dread he felt as he ventured deeper into the German wood.

He shouldn't be alone out here.  It was one thing to undertake a solo operation, a task he had accomplished many times in the past.  But this time, he was supposed to have a guide with him who knew the woods better than he did, but his contact failed to show up at the designated rendezvous.  Maybe he had gotten held up by German soldiers, or maybe he had to hunker down somewhere.  After a while, John decided he couldn’t wait any longer, steeled himself, and went on with the operation.

For the fourth or fifth time, John wished he’d procured a heavy coat to keep the damp cold at bay.  He found a tiny break in the eldritch canopy, through which shined a beam of pale light from the full moon overhead.  He stood in this welcome dispeller of darkness long enough to unfold his map and become certain of his bearings.  He had only a few miles left to traverse until he broke from the forest into the open where he would have little protection from watchful German eyes, and yet, he would breathe more easily once free from this place.

A shiver ran through Hartman, and he thought, Damn, it’s cold!  He began to fold the map back into itself, but his hands slowed with each progressive crease.  Surely, they were cold, but it wasn’t the near freezing night air that made them react so.  He slipped the map into a jacket pocket, and his motion slowed to a complete halt.  He stood perfectly still, and the hair on his neck and arms would have stood on end were it not for his appropriated German uniform.

Narrow set, disembodied red eyes materialized out of the gloom some distance in front of him, seeming to glow with an inner, baleful light.  They hovered perhaps a foot off the ground, but Hartman couldn’t for the darkness be sure if they were five feet or twenty five feet ahead of him.  He knew only that he stood transfixed by that hellish glare, frozen to inaction while they regarded him.  He needed to act, draw a pistol and shoot at those eyes, ready a knife, something, but his limbs wouldn’t obey his brain’s commands.  

The entire encounter felt eerily familiar.  He had been in some freezing German wood at some point before and had seen those eyes there and then as well, but this was also different.  Hartman was alone, and the darkness and cold were all pervasive, not simply offensive to the senses.  And there was only one set of eyes, though he remembered, on that other occasion that other attackers had come at him from the sides.

Hartman broke his paralysis in time to see a silver and black streak from the right as it caromed off the back of his legs.  The energy from the blow knocked him off balance, and it was only his superb athleticism that kept him from tumbling to the forest floor.  Just as he regained his footing, another rush of dark motion attacked from the other direction, but this one drew blood.  A fierce snapping of unseen jaws severed tendons in his left leg, causing Hartman to collapse, and as he clutched the wounded limb, warm, steaming blood coated his hands.

Either out of a preternatural sense or pure luck, he managed to get his left forearm up just as a huge wolf of silver and black lunged at him.  A mouth of wicked, yellowed teeth opened wide in anticipation, and Hartman wedged his arm as far into the mouth as he could.  Like a dog whose chewing bone had gone too far backward, the wolf chomped its jaws trying to dislodge him.  The power of those jaws wrought tremendous pain, and Hartman felt the teeth puncture the skin of his arm through the layers of his jacket and sleeve.  But it also bought him precious moments.  His free hand reached for his knife, but before he could find it, another beast charged from his right.  This canine minion of Hell he caught by the neck, and it took all of his might to hold the thing at bay as it snapped at his face, rancid carrion breath caressing it.  If he could somehow manage to get his legs underneath the creature in front of him, perhaps he could launch the beast far enough to access his knife or gun.  Then, he could turn this fight around.  

This glimmer of hope flickered in his mind only to be extinguished in an instant as a third monstrous wolf stood less than a foot away to his left, mouth agape and tongue hanging low out of its mouth.  It panted softly, but seemingly out of anticipation rather than exhaustion, and Hartman knew he couldn’t hold this one off; he was simply out of arms.  It lunged toward him, and all he could see was teeth and then darkness as the wolf’s jaws clamped around his face.

Hartman bolted upright, his clothes and the bedsheets of the hospital bed soaked in sweat.  As his heart and breathing gradually slowed, his head cleared so that he could regain his bearings.  Two nurses moved around the room, drawing back curtains to allow in the first rays of the autumn sun, which told Hartman it was around seven in the morning.  There were only six men in the score of beds in the room, and of them all, he was the only one unwounded.  He was vaguely aware of a rifle toting guard that stood in a gray uniform next to the room’s entrance.  

One of the nurses glared his direction as he watched them, and as she made her way across the room to his bedside, he reached down and rubbed at his ankle, which was shackled to the metal frame of the bed.  She stood to his right in her uniform - a dress of narrow, vertical white and blue stripes under an apron of white.  Her collar, also white, contrasted against the dress, and was pinned closed severely by an emblem of the Third Reich.  A black German eagle clutched a red cross in its talons, though the cross had been extended and resembled an inverted Christian cross.

“Gut morning.  Nachtmares?” she asked in a hodge-podge of English and German.  She wasn’t pretty in the least, but she hadn’t been unfriendly to him despite their nations’ adversarial nature.

“Es ist nichts,” Hartman replied in perfect German, “Danke.”

“Nothing?  It’s nothing you say?  You come into my country, my Fatherland, and kill my sons and brothers, and it is nothing?” she asked, her English becoming clearer though accented.  Her eyes began to glow with an unholy red light as she continued, “You come here to fight a war that doesn’t belong to you.  You kill thousands of good men and deprive the Fatherland what we are owed by right.  You do not know what you face, what this Old World can unleash upon you!”

She seemed to grow as she spoke, her uniform tearing at the seams as her bones popped and elongated.  By the end of her tirade, her words were growing unintelligible as her human mouth reformed to that of a wolf’s toothy maw under bright red, demonic eyes.  Hair, fur of silver and black had sprouted across every inch of her, and razor sharp claws extended from each of her fingers, one of which was wrapped in the silver ring of the Death’s Head Brigade.  The room grew dark, as if her very presence alone blotted out the light of the rising sun.

John shouted in alarm and leapt out of the bed as if a great spring had been compressed underneath him, except the shackle around his ankle prevented him from going too far.  His back slammed hard onto the cold floor, and he would’ve cracked the back of his skull as well were his flailing arms hadn’t somehow broken his fall.  His leg remained suspended in the air, attached as it was to the bedframe, with the hospital bed acting as the only barrier between Hartman and the monstrosity.

“Captain Hartman?” a worried voice said in his ear, and cool hands cradled his sweaty face.  “Captain Hartman, wake up.”

John Hartman blinked his eyes and shook his head once to dispel and clear away the fading image.  He indeed lay on a cool floor, but it was that of the Army field hospital in France.  His left leg was propped up on his bed, his ankle wrapped up in bedsheets so twisted that they may have been thick rope.  The room was dimly lit, except for the warmth of a soft glow emanating from the hallway beyond the door. Somewhere in the next room, he heard a muffled announcer’s voice calling a baseball game. It sounded like the World Series that ended two days ago with the St. Louis Cardinals beating the St. Louis Browns.

“Captain Hartman are you all right?” the brown haired night nurse asked.

“I’m fine,” he replied with a hardened face as she helped him stand and get back into bed.

“You know, I could find something to help you sleep,” she offered, likely referring to whiskey or some other such spirits; being an officer had its privileges.

“No, thank you very much,” he replied as he laid his head backward to stare wide awake at the ceiling.  “I’ve slept enough.”
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Monday

6 November 1944

––––––––
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The mirror told him he had lost some weight, but that shouldn’t have surprised him. Two weeks of traipsing through the German countryside during a cold autumn followed by a week and a half in an old brick factory turned field hospital being treated for exposure will do that to a man. John Hartman appraised himself for the tenth time in the mirror, noting that his uniform was a bit loose around the neck. The necktie just wouldn’t stay cinched in a tight knot, every inch of clothing felt a hair loose, and the sharpness of his jawline had become more pronounced. Finally getting some semblance of real food, he would need to start lifting weights again. Regardless of all that, Hartman still looked like he was the model for half of America’s recruitment posters with his broad shoulders, bold cleft chin, and standing over six foot.

Honestly, he was happy to be able to shave, shower, and have a pressed uniform.

The clock struck eight in the morning, and he buttoned his jacket as he made to leave the temporary quarters graciously provided to him by the Brits. He had a meeting scheduled with Major Spivey in an hour, and Hartman always showed up early to everything. In fact, the idea of being late, or even on time, gave him butterflies in his stomach, and that just wasn’t acceptable. It was a short walk to Seventy Grosvenor Street, twenty minutes tops, where the Office of Strategic Services housed its London headquarters under the command of Lt. Col. William Casey. John didn’t know if the colonel would be involved in the meeting, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. When he submitted his official report with Major Spivey, a scrawny, rat-nosed accountant of a man, the major had gotten him on the first flight out of France across the channel. It appeared Hartman had struck a nerve.

As he stepped outside, he couldn’t help but feel like he may as well never have left that cold, German forest in Paderborn. An unbroken wall of gray clouds hovered over the city, a near permanent fixture over London based on what he could tell from past visits, and the deep chill heralding an abnormally cold winter permeated everything. Metal handrails around balconies or leading up the front steps to front doors were covered in frost, and though the hour was early, it seemed unlikely that the sun trapped behind the ever present cloud cover would warm the day much above freezing. He moved quickly, feeling the cold London air cut right through his jacket and all.

The deep cold didn’t bother the Londoners however. Men in suits and overcoats traversed the sidewalks, usually with other men but sometimes with members of the fairer sex. The faces that showed nothing but grim determination and haunted sadness a year ago had changed to gay smiles and souls full of hope. The last German attack by air came six months ago, and with the Luftwaffe all but destroyed, the British people enjoyed the safety of their own homes again. The war would end, soon, and everyone knew it. The only question asked was how many more of their sons had to die before Germany accepted defeat.

The OSS headquarters building had an unassuming front, little different from all the other buildings on the row of Grosvenor Street, which Hartman supposed was for the best. It wouldn’t seem wise to post anything identifying it as such; one may as well put up a sign that said, “Here are American Spies.” Three steps in a wide, clamshell layout led up to the door with black iron railings on either side. However, the pair of American MPs inside certainly made clear to anyone looking closely that this address had a purpose in the war effort, as did most on Grosvenor Street.

The men saluted as Hartman entered the warm interior, a brand new radiator off to one side throwing off welcome heat. He returned the salute with an appropriate, “As you were,” as he flexed his whitened hands in an attempt to return the blood flow. He then turned to a large oak desk on his left, behind which sat a pretty brunette non-com. She had a large desk blotter with an equally large appointment book open atop it, her left hand holding a pen as she looked at him with deep brown eyes. Hartman didn’t see the terminus of her right sleeve, and he wondered if her hand happened to be on the trigger of a large handgun or shotgun under the desk.

“Name and nature of your visit, sir?” she asked, all business.

“Captain John Hartman, Sergeant. I have a meeting with Major Spivey at oh nine hundred.”

“Yes, sir. You’re early, sir.”

“In my nature,” he replied, and he fired off one of his best dazzling smiles with a glint of his gray eyes.

She was unimpressed. “Major Spivey’s office is in room two oh three. You can take the lift just there in the hallway or the stairs at the end.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” he said with a nod, matching her demeanor that brooked no dalliance of any kind.

As he stepped past the MPs, Hartman wondered if she still tracked him with whatever weapon was under the desk. A Thompson, probably. Yeah, definitely a Thompson. She’d asked for no identification or papers of any kind, but that was no surprise at all. His meeting with the Major was scheduled and expected, and she had already been fully briefed on everyone coming through the door. He was sure she had his face committed to memory.

Twenty feet in, he reached the elevator and didn’t even slow down, headed for the stairs. He hated the contraptions and only used them when absolutely necessary. One flight of stairs didn’t constitute that, and the extra steps would do him some good. Fellow officers found his disinterest in certain modern conveniences amusing, sometimes irritating, especially considering John Hartman’s experience in the army. He’d commanded armor in North Africa during Operation Torch and been in many, many tanks from the old M3 lights and mediums and the brand new M4 mediums (when they were brand new that is). He’d had the opportunity to investigate and appraise several captured German machines, Mark IIIs and Mark IVs. Upon joining the OSS, Hartman had flown in planes of all sorts all over the world – China, the Philippines, Chechnya, Occupied France, Spain, and Poland – and the idea of being shot down or simple mechanical failure causing his abrupt end didn’t concern him at all. But an elevator? No, thanks.

He wasn’t a big fan of cars, either. Give him a tank, a deuce and a half, or just a good, big, sturdy truck, and he’d be just fine.

Several lieutenants and a captain had offices on the first floor. When he reached the stairs, Hartman noted that they rose about eight steps and then bent at a ninety degree angle to the right, with a similarly bending set going down to where all the grunt work of decoding and translating enemy communications, news, troops movements, orders, and whatever intelligence OSS received took place. As he climbed, his dress shoes clacked on the steps that had expensive granite treads and stair noses. He wondered if it had been built that way pre-war, or if American War Bonds had paid for such finery.

He exited on the landing of the second floor, where a hallway traveled left and a window to his right overlooked the back alley behind Grosvenor Street. The walls were painted in an uninspired off white, and checkerboard patterned linoleum covered the floor with alternating squares of a drab blue and white. He reached Major Spivey’s office in a few steps, knocking politely on the cheap, thin paneled wood door and the frosted glass window that allowed no one to see through to the other side. Only a faint glow of light illuminated it.

“Come,” a feminine voice called.

Hartman turned the doorknob and pushed his way inside gracefully, and he quickly but noiselessly closed the door behind him. He stood in a ten by twelve office that served as the anteroom to the major’s office behind another door to the right. Someone painted the office two different colors, bisecting their height, and the wall’s top color was an off white that clashed with the white chair rail and the bottom an olive tone very close to Army green. Two less than comfortable looking brown leather wingback chairs stood angled toward each other on the left with a small, round table between them upon which a folded newspaper lay, but it was who sat in front of him that grabbed his attention.

“Good morning, Margie,” John said to the brunette woman with deep, soulful brown eyes behind a pine desk.

Sergeant Margaret Bywater smiled warmly at him, brightening the room as it always did. At least, that’s what it always did for John. She was an absolute vision to him, always perfect in uniform, which was the only way he ever found her. His mother had always talked about a man in uniform, and seeing Margie in the cut of hers, John understood. He knew, just knew, that he would make it through this war in one piece, resign from the army with his duty done, and then ask her to marry him. He didn’t care that, given their difference as officer versus NCO, they had never fraternized in any way beyond the professional, and he felt a strange burning sensation under his left pectoral every time they shared the same room, even this particularly uncomfortable room.

“Good morning, Captain Hartman,” Margie responded in kind, though he heard her say John.

“I’m early.”

“Of course, you are, sir. Make yourself at home,” she offered with a motion to the wingback chairs. She stood from her chair and started to come around the desk. “I’ll let the major know you’re here. Can I get you anything? Coffee?”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you very much,” he added as he took a seat, watching as she knocked politely three times, entered Major Spivey’s office, and then gently shut the door behind her. John could just hear her muffled announcement of his arrival, and he looked away as she emerged from the office, as if to suggest that he wasn’t staring after her.

“The major will be available soon, sir. I’ll be right back with your coffee.”

As she left the office, his gaze wandered over to the table and its lone newspaper, a copy of The Stars and Stripes from November the third, three days ago. The headline read “Hodges Opens Drive in West” with “Balkan Battle Scene Lights Up” underneath it and above a stylized, inaccurate map of Eastern Europe, Budapest at its center. Another article explained how new clothing and sleeping bags were on the way to the continent in preparation for the winter, but he was more interested by a couple of paragraphs in the center of the front page. Apparently, an ordnance shop in Belgium was turning out fully automatic thirty cal carbines, making official a field modification to the M1 that the men had known about for years. Leave it to the army to be on the cutting edge...

He thanked Margie, Sergeant Bywater, when she returned and handed him a piping hot cup of black coffee. She hadn’t even asked him how he wanted it; she knew to add enough sugar to take the edge off and no milk at all. John loosed a soft, contented sigh at the taste of real coffee – near boiling and filtered through a rough powder of beans that had been ground up the previous day if not that morning. The crap the men had to drink in the field was horrific, a travesty to be called coffee, but John supposed it got the job done in a pinch, especially as the nights grew frigid. John leaned back in his chair, almost casually crossing his legs as he took a minute to enjoy the coffee as Margie went to pounding the keys of a brand new typewriter, referencing hand written notes to her left as she went.

“I’m a little out of touch around here,” he ventured, “Have you seen the colonel today?”

She stopped for maybe half a second to glance his way before returning to the lettered keys in front of her before replying, “Just for a moment this morning about oh seven hundred. He stopped in to see the major before going downstairs.”

“Any news?”

She hit the return lever on the left side of the machine, and then turned the roller knob to adjust the spacing a bit and continued typing. “Damn it,” she swore as a striker hit the page and then stuck there, causing a jumble because her fleet fingers had already moved to the next letters in the sequence. She grumbled as she worked to free the tangled strikers, “I want my damn Underwood back.”

“I’m sorry. Your what?”

Margie sighed as she looked up at him, almost like she’d forgotten he was there as she dealt with the great typing crisis of forty four. “My Underwood. Typewriter. I hate this Remington.”

“It looks brand new,” John reasoned, with a confused, furrowed brow.

“It is, but the fucking K sticks, and it pisses me off,” she answered, peering at the typewriter. Then she added, “Sir. Sorry, sir.”

John laughed, not overly loud, more of a chuckle really as he snorted air out his nose. She glanced up, her face registering momentary annoyance at his humor, and he held out an uplifted, placating palm. “No, I understand. Why replace what works just because something is new.”

“Newer is not always better,” she agreed, “but the army wants me to have a new typewriter, I get a new typewriter. I think bullets are a better investment, but what do I know.”

John couldn’t help himself; his face cracked into a wide smile as she said it, and he fired back, “Much, much more than the army gives you credit for, and probably more than you let on.”

She glanced up at him from the typewriter, caught a glimpse with her cool, dark eyes at the big, boyish grin and found it suddenly contagious. She suppressed it, clearing her throat as she returned to her work, having discarded the working page to start over. She tapped the keys for several minutes, finishing a page and starting another before she said, “The Jerries are up to something.”

“They usually are,” John agreed, and he sipped his coffee in silence while she typed away, considering his words.

Did anyone really know what the Nazis were up to? Jesus, did anyone else know anything what he himself experienced? Anyone in the regular army, the OSS, MI6, anyone? Over the last few weeks, he questioned his own memory of those events outside Wewelsburg in the Paderborn forest, but he always came back to the same answer. He had seen monsters, real ones – wolves who glared at him with hellish light and human intelligence in their eyes and a man who turned into a half man, half wolf creature only to change back again when he died. He hadn’t hallucinated, and it was no fanciful daydream. For a moment, he was back on that nearly frozen ground as the thing’s humid, rank breath blew white puffs into his face as the light faded from its eyes. When he looked back at the corpse – the very human corpse – the young soldier’s SS uniform had been reduced to shreds, torn apart by the transformation into something over a foot taller and much more muscled than he had been. John still saw it plain as day in his mind, and he still had nightmares almost every night.

Jesus God, they have wolfmen, and they’re far more terrifying than anything from that movie from a few years ago. The soldier had grown a foot or more, his chest swollen with massive muscles, and his arms and legs turned into thick appendages with corded sinews. It died like anything else would with at least four rounds to the chest and two to the head, but why hadn’t anyone else heard of them? Not one report had come through OSS or anywhere else about anything like this, or were they just being disregarded and discarded as fantasy?

And then there was the next question, where in Hell had they come from? It had to be Heinrich Himmler. The head of the SS, one of the most powerful men in Germany for at least a decade, had to be at the heart of it. It couldn’t be pure coincidence that Hartman encountered the creatures within a mile or two of the castle that Himmler fancied his own private headquarters, the most important place in Germany to the SS. The expansion plans for the castle and town, on hold for almost two years now, planned to make Wewelsburg the center of the SS, the center of the universe for the New World Order’s religion.

John felt the dark intent behind it all, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on how it was all possible. The Nazis always had a bizarre obsession with the occult, collecting artifacts and information from across the world. One of the first things they had done upon the Anschluss was take possession of the Spear of Destiny, as well as other relics, supposedly at Himmler’s direct order. Most scholars figured the spear to be a fake, but it seemed the Nazis weren’t taking chances. Himmler had an army of researchers, from librarians to supposed clairvoyants, seeking supposedly powerful objects like the Arma Christi. The thought was that Hitler wanted any edge he could find, even perhaps supernatural advantages, as the war continued to turn against him.

Had Hitler found his advantage? But how was it possible? Why Wewelsburg of all places? And did it even matter? The thing died no different than a man would have.

Hartman felt the silver ring, the Death’s Head Brigade ring given to SS members as a personal gift from Himmler himself, as it pressed lightly against his chest from his shirt’s breast pocket. He didn’t know why he’d taken it from the creature, man, he’d killed that October night. Something about it just struck him, and it wasn’t the usual need soldiers felt to take souvenirs from their dead enemies. He touched the front of his uniform jacket, assuring himself that it was there as he felt the unevenness it caused in his pocket. He dropped his hand. Hartman had neither told anyone about it, nor had included it in his report.

Hartman fell into the depths of these ruminations, losing himself in questions that had no answers, only bringing up more questions. He still held the cup of coffee between both hands, and eventually his mind came back to the present. He lifted it to his lips and gulped it down, wondering how long he’d been lost in thought as the gloriously hot beverage was now lukewarm. He scarcely noticed that Margie had been clacking away tirelessly on her typewriter, and he looked up at the clock on the wall to see the hands pointing at quarter ‘til.

The door ahead of him opened, revealing the short, narrow frame of Major Murray Spivey. The man stood only five and a half feet tall and couldn’t have been more than a foot and a half wide shoulder to shoulder. If Hartman was the perfect picture of American athleticism, this man represented the kind of kids that went through high school trying not to be noticed by the athletes. He had a long, high bridged nose and wore a set of glasses that always seemed to slide down to the tip of that nose no matter how many times he pushed them back up. His ears seemed too big and stuck out from his head, dark brown hair closely cropped as was acceptable, and he stayed clean shaven, so smoothly that Hartman always wondered if the major was capable of growing a beard. Regardless, he must have achieved his rank and posting from abilities that were not physically apparent to Hartman, or anyone else for that matter.

Hartman shot to his feet with a salute, but Spivey didn’t return it. Instead, the man smiled affably with an outstretched hand as he passed into the anteroom, “Good morning, John,” he said with a nasally, high pitched voice as Hartman dropped the salute and they shook. “It’s good to see you. Recovering well?”

“Yes, sir, thank you.”

“Very good, I’m glad to hear it,” Spivey returned, releasing the handshake. He pivoted on his left foot to half turn, opening the path toward his office door as he motioned toward it with his right hand while placing his left around Hartman’s back. “Let’s talk.”

Major Spivey’s office was little different from the outer room in general size and the two tone paint scheme, but it was crammed with furniture. His large desk occupied the dead center of the room with his own leather office chair behind it and two more wingbacks standing at opposing angles to face it. The entire wall behind and to the right was covered in file cabinets, placards marking the front of the drawers in a code or shorthand that possibly only Spivey knew. Pictures of President Roosevelt, Vice President Wallace, Secretary Stimson, Army Chief of Staff George Marshall, and General Eisenhower adorned the shorter wall on the left, along with a photograph of a man in a suit Hartman didn’t recognize that hung about a quarter inch off kilter. A map of Europe filled the wall facing the desk.

“Have a seat, John,” Major Spivey motioned at one of the wingbacks while he himself passed through the small gap around the side of his desk. As he did so, he stopped to adjust the offending photograph, straightening it to hang level.

“May I ask, sir, who that is? I don’t recognize him,” Hartman ventured.

“Really? Not even from the papers?” the major asked, his voice growing higher in pitch with the question.

“I’m afraid not, sir.”

“Hmmm, all right,” Spivey mused as he dropped his hands from the photo’s frame and sat on his plush leather chair. Rather than scoot close to his desk, he casually threw one leg over the other and leaned back. He pointed languidly at the picture and explained, “That’s Director Hoover.”

“FBI,” Hartman nodded.

“Yes, my former boss before all this,” he replied, waving his hand around the room. “He’s doing great work at home for the war effort. There are German and Japanese spies and saboteurs everywhere, I’m sure you know. Especially the Japanese.”

Hartman simply nodded like he was expected to, as such statements were considered fact on the home front, but Hartman couldn’t help but wonder. Surely as a captain, his superiors didn’t make him privy to all available intelligence and investigative findings, but his parents taught him to alter his views to fit the facts, not alter the facts to fit his views. And very few facts supported stories of Japanese sabotage or espionage. How did someone with such a view reconcile with, say, the performance of the 442nd in Italy this past summer?

“Anyway, John I’m glad to see you looking well.”

“Thank you, sir,” Hartman replied succinctly, keeping his posture contradictory to that of his superior. This was not a meeting of small talk and niceties, and he wasn’t letting his guard down.

“Looks like you lost some weight, but I know it was difficult getting back to France.”

Did he? How could he? As far as Hartman was aware, the major had never been in the field, perhaps had never left this office. Had he ever gone to Basic, or had Mr. Hoover gotten that rubber stamped for him along with his rank?

“I made it, sir.”

“Oh, drop the sir stuff, John,” Spivey replied with a wide smile that held no warmth. In fact, it gave him an almost predatory countenance. The major’s eyes roamed over the pictures on his wall for a moment, his hands arched in a triangle, before asking, “Do you know what tomorrow is?”

A bit of puzzlement passed through Hartman’s mind at the sudden shift, and he put forth, “Tuesday?”

“Well yes, but more specifically, it’s Tuesday, November seventh,” Spivey nodded, and not finding the expected comprehension, he explained, “It’s Election Day. We’re within months of this war being over, maybe even by New Years, but Dewey threatens to upset all that. Can you imagine the turmoil if this country changes horses mid-race? Hell, we’re approaching the finish line, and every face on that wall could change in two months. Who knows what could happen.”

“Well, sir, I think we’ve broken Jerry’s back. As close as we are, I can’t see us bowing out no matter who wins tomorrow, but even if that happens, the British can take it to the end zone. And there’s no stopping the Russians.”

“There’s no stopping the Russians,” Spivey repeated. “You’re God damned right about that, John. There’s no stopping the Russians. Communism is as great an afront to common decency and freedom as the Nazis, a fact I’m sure we both agree on, and can you imagine what would happen if we just let the Russians take all of Germany? For the love of God. If Dewey wins tomorrow, that’s exactly what will happen. He knows the war’s won. We all know it, and he’s not going to sacrifice any more American lives for a war that’s won. But he’s not looking forward to the next war.”

“The Russians,” Hartman concluded, though he kept his tone as neutral and even as possible. “Fortunately, sir, I’m a just a soldier, not a politician.”

Spivey scoffed with a snorted chuckle, “Bullshit. You’re a smart man, John. That’s why OSS and the army, Hell, the whole United States, needs you.”

“I’m ready, sir.”

Spivey dropped his hands to the arms of his chair, studying Hartman’s face for several seconds. He straightened in the massive, brown leather chair and then gripped the edge of his desk, pulling as the chair’s oiled wheels rolled him across the linoleum. Amidst a chaos of papers, some stacked neatly while others lay flung about without apparent care, a brown folder sat in the middle of the major’s desk. He opened it to reveal a dress photo of Hartman paper clipped to the inside of the cover, and a neat stack of typewritten paper within – his service record. The major quietly thumbed through the pages, though his eyes didn’t move across the lines of text; the man knew it all by heart.

“John, you represent everything we love about our country, do you know that? You’re tall, strong, and good looking. Star athlete in high school – football in the fall, baseball in the spring. Academically top ten percent. Your choice of universities, with a scholarship to Penn State. You signed up right after the Japs attacked Pearl Harbor. Served with distinction during Operation Torch,” Spivey paused his recitation of Hartman’s file for a moment, as if seeing something for the first time, though it played out more like an actor preparing a brilliant performance.

His eyebrows raised with a slight nod as he read aloud, “Silver Star and Purple Heart. On the night of 18 February 1943, Lieutenant Hartman wounded in the leg by small arms led an ad hoc squad on foot to assault an enemy Mark IV under cover of darkness, eliminating its crew. Hartman took command of the enemy tank, attacking elements of the 10th Panzer at point blank range from within their own assault formation, knocking out or damaging at least four enemy panzers before proceeding to the encircled HQ of the 12th Engineer Combat Regiment. Having opened a breach in enemy lines, Hartman then led elements of the 12th HQ in a breakout, providing covering fire during the withdrawal. Lieutenant Hartman’s conduct represents the highest...”

Spivey trailed off as he finished the citation, seemingly reading the last few words silently. He did not continue the file review, leaving it open in his lap, but instead leaned back in his chair again, his hands steepled so that the points of his middle fingers brushed his chin. Hartman held an unflinching position, making sure not to move a single muscle as the major searched his face for a few seconds.

“Hard to believe you can fit in a tank, John,” the major mused.

“When there isn’t much choice, sir, and most of me was sticking out the commander’s hatch anyway.”

“But you’ve always been in armor.”

“Well, sir, the M3s we had back in Africa have a pretty tall profile – easy to fit a guy like me. Made good targets for the Germans, too. The M4s in Kasserine weren’t much better.”

“You caught our attention shortly after that,” Spivey continued, nodding and no longer looking at the file.

“Well, sir, everyone knew the war was going to Europe.”

“And you’re fluent in both German and French. From your parents, right?”

“Yes, sir. Both came to America right after the Great War. Worked in a factory together.”

“The American Dream...” Spivey mused, staring right through Hartman. “You’ve done amazing work for us, John. Over the last year and a half, you’ve trained partisans against Jap and Nazi occupation in places all over the world. You’ve done a great job helping the French fight from within and connecting with potential Germans wanting an end to the war and the Nazis. Your work before the invasion in France was particularly excellent – you brought back a lot of intelligence of German troop movements two hundred miles or more from the invasion point.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“All this led the colonel to give you far more leeway in your assignments than most OSS agents.”
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