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In May 1941, Crete became the stage for one of World War II’s most brutal and daring airborne operations. Through the eyes of Lukas Weber, a young German paratrooper, readers experience the chaos, courage, and carnage of Operation Merkur.

From the terrifying leap from transport planes into a hail of anti-aircraft fire, to the desperate struggle for Maleme Airfield and savage close-quarters combat against determined New Zealand and Greek defenders, Lukas and his comrades face the staggering cost of war. As the island falls and German forces consolidate their hold, the paratroopers witness the human toll of victory—friends lost, villages destroyed, and the haunting silence of battlefields strewn with the fallen.

Yet even in triumph, the shadow of the next battle looms. Exhausted and battered, the survivors are recalled to prepare for the vast, unforgiving front of the East—the invasion of the Soviet Union—where survival will be tested in an even harsher theatre of war.

Falling Shadows is a visceral, immersive historical fiction account of bravery, fear, and the relentless human struggle in the face of overwhelming odds.
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To the men who fought and fell in Crete—German, New Zealand, other Commonwealth Forces and Greek alike—whose courage, sacrifice, and humanity amid the chaos of war are remembered long after the guns fell silent.

And to those who strive to understand the past, so that the lessons of bravery, loss, and resilience are never forgotten.
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My name is Gefreiter Lukas Weber, 3. Kompanie, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 1, and I remember the sky over Crete as a perfect, merciless blue—one so bright it hurt to look at, one that swallowed men whole.

Before that sky claimed its first share of us, there had been only the drone of the engines and the cold weight of inevitability inside my gut.
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Chapter 1 — The Sky Before Us
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The engines of the Ju-52 drummed like a second heartbeat beneath our boots—steady, familiar, almost comforting. We had grown used to this sound long before Crete. Most of us had jumped in Poland two years earlier, when the world still believed the paratroopers of Germany were little more than an experiment. Back then we were green, fearless without knowing why, carried forward by momentum and youthful conviction.

Now we were older—if not by years, then by experience. Some of that early fire had been burned out of us on the plains of Poland, in the fights for bridges, depots, and road junctions. We had learned the price of charge and counter charge, the sting of machine-gun fire cracking overhead, and the cold reality of a parachute canopy drifting toward the wrong patch of ground. Veterans, they called us. Soldiers who knew what waited below.

But Crete... Crete felt different.

I leaned toward the small porthole window, squinting past the glass-clouded scratches. Dawn broke over the Aegean like a blade drawn slowly across the horizon, turning the sea from black to blue. Below us somewhere—beyond the haze, beyond the rising light—was an island swarming with defenders who already knew we were coming.

They had seen the gliders of the first wave already.

Everyone in the aircraft had felt it: that strange, tightening silence when the first reports reached us. The DFS 230 gliders—our spearpoint—had gone in before us, slipping through the morning shadows like ghosts. They carried the assault teams meant to strike key positions: command posts, anti-aircraft batteries, the edges of Maleme Airfield. Without them holding the ground or sowing chaos, our own landing would be twice as deadly.

But glider landings were a gamble—always had been. A perfect landing meant surprise and swift action. A poor one meant smashed wings, broken bones, and entire squads cut to pieces before they could even get out of their glider.

Rumours had filtered through the ranks even before we boarded: gliders overshooting their mark, others taking fire on approach, others still scattered by crosswinds. No one knew the truth, not yet. We only knew they had gone first—and now it was our turn to follow them into the storm.

“Five minutes!” Feldwebel Grüner shouted over the engine roar. 

He paced the aisle with the sure-footed calm of a man who knew every inch of a Ju-52’s interior. Grüner had fought in Poland too—in the fight for Warsaw, in the confusion of the river crossings, in the smoke-choked skirmishes on the city’s edge. He had gone through it all and kept that iron steadiness in his eyes.

Most of us owed our lives to it.

I tightened the webbing of my harness and checked my gear—knife, pistol, MP-40 slung across my chest in its jump bag, spare magazines tucked into the pockets sewn into my jump smock. A veteran’s habit: touch everything twice, so you don’t fumble for it later when your hands are shaking and your ears are ringing.

Around me, the others did the same. Dieter muttered a prayer under his breath, same as always. Hans cracked his knuckles. Otto tapped the insignia on his smock twice for luck, grinning in that cocky way that made you think nothing could ever touch him. Good men. Men I had fought with, bled with. Men who had carried wounded comrades across frozen Polish fields and dragged ammunition crates through rivers in the dead of night.

And now we were about to jump into what was already being whispered as the most heavily defended drop zone ever attempted.

The aircraft jolted suddenly—turbulence or crosswind, I couldn’t tell. Someone cursed. Someone else laughed it off. But beneath the noise, beneath the banter, there was an unspoken tension tightening in every chest.

The glider troops were already fighting. Or dying.

We just didn’t know which.

“Look!” Schwarz shouted, pointing at the window.

We craned our necks. Through the porthole, I spotted them: the faint, scattered dots of parachutes drifting far ahead—white against the rising sun. Not ours. Another wave. Another company. The whole sky was beginning to fill with silk.

And then, lower still, faint but unmistakable, the dark smudges of wreckage—glider frames splintered across fields, black smoke curling upward in thin columns.

So the rumours were true.

Some of the spearhead had landed as planned. Others hadn’t.

The aircraft banked sharply, and Maleme Airfield came into view—a patchwork of runways, olive groves, stone walls, and trenches. And movement. So much movement. Tiny flashes of gunfire stitched across the ground like sparks.

They were waiting for us.

My mouth went dry.

Feldwebel Grüner raised his hand.

“Stand up!”

Thirty pairs of boots thudded against the metal floor.

“Hook up!”

The click of static lines locking into place ran down the length of the cabin like a zipper being drawn.

“Check equipment!”

We checked the man in front, then behind. Harnesses tight. Straps secure. Weapons fastened. Fear pinned beneath the weight of routine.

The door slid open.

Wind howled in, snatching at our uniforms, flapping harness straps, filling the aircraft with the cold, unfiltered scent of the sea and the smoke of distant burning.

Below, Crete waited—sunlit, beautiful, deadly.

I felt my heartbeat steady. A strange calm washed over me, the kind that only comes to men who have done this before. Poland had taught us fear. But it had also taught us how to face it.
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