
        
            
                
            
        

    



1
 
A fight was brewing at the Sidi Bar when Sergeant Sam Troy stalked out of the glaring, blaring Algerian clip joint with Sergeant Jack Moffitt. Troy of the Allied Forces' famed Rat Patrol was angry. He slammed his cocked brim Australian bush hat on his head and stared icily back at the table where Private Mark Hitchcock and Private Tully Pettigrew were cozying up to their half-breed girls while they snarled over their drinks at every serviceman who glanced in their direction.
It was nearly midnight, and an hour earlier Troy hadn't even thought of coming to the Sidi Bar. The name alone had been enough for him. It was some Algerian-bred Frenchman's corrupt idea of a pun. It meant, very roughly, depending on your translation of Arabic, "City" Bar. It was a low-down dive, the same kind of honky-tonk that had sprung up all over the world in cities where GIs spent their free time and money when they were given brief respite from the fighting. The jammed place, laden with the stench of slopped Egyptian beer, sweetish Turkish tobacco and cloying perfume, clanging with the din of ancient jukebox records and obscene, drunken talk, was a familiar environment. Such joints as this were Rush Street, Broadway, Beale, Alameda; and Main, Center and Front all rolled up in one. They were little chunks of home, Troy supposed, and that was why servicemen flocked to them—that and the women they offered.
At first he'd been more irritated than angry with Hitch and Tully. They'd got tight, not falling down drunk, but tipsily tight over his mild protests, and because the four of them comprised the Rat Patrol, Moffitt and he had gone along to try to keep things under control. But when they forcibly brushed off his efforts to drag them back to the hotel and had gone for these two cheap little pieces of baggage, he'd felt no obligation to baby-sit. Oh, the girls had invited it, there was no doubt. Troy had seen and heard the come-on. The two girls had been crowded at a table with three sailors and Troy didn't blame the babes for wanting to ditch the Navy. The sailors had been cold-looking fish with dead eyes. Both of the girls had looked up when Hitch and Tully purposefully brushed them as they walked by the table on a detour to the bar. Troy had seen the raised eyebrows and tentative smile one had given Hitch and had heard the second murmur as she plucked at Tully's arm: "Hey, you big GI! Got cigarette?" It was funny. She looked like the rest of the waterfront breed of women in Algiers but she'd had an oddly heavy accent. Troy didn't think Hitch and Tully really gave a damn about the scrawny women. They'd taken the girls defiantly from the sailors because they were itching for a fight. Oddly, the sailors hadn't come up swinging but they were at the bar now, drinking straight shots. Probably building up their courage. It wouldn't be long before the Sidi Bar was a brawling madhouse.
The two sleazily dressed girls had acted strangely after they'd come to the table with Hitch and Tully. They'd sat limp and silent, not protesting the halfhearted passes Hitch and Tully made, but not responding to them either. The girls kept looking at the sailors, as if they were afraid of them or waiting for instructions. If Hitch and Tully found themselves rolled before the night was over it might teach them a lesson.
The four of them, Hitch and Tully, Moffitt and Troy, were at the tag end of a ten-day pass and Troy was bored and disgusted. He'd been in the open, far-flung wastelands of the desert so long he'd forgotten how it felt to be cramped up in a city that was nothing but a den of thieves. He wanted to get back to Bir-el-Alam in Libya where the Rat Patrol's jeeps with the heavy machine guns mounted in the rear had been mucked down during the heavy rains of winter, to get behind the enemy lines again in the lethal vehicles and start prowling. The men of the Rat Patrol were hunters.
Troy pushed through six bleary-eyed GIs and stepped with Moffitt into the chill, damp night. In the dark and narrow street he hesitated, half turning. Annoyed as he was, he was concerned about Hitch and Tully. Hitch, the Ivy League school drop-out, had tucked away the steel-rimmed glasses he usually wore and hadn't chewed off the taste of his last drink with his normal mouthful of bubble gum. And Tully, the hillbilly who'd run the ridges with Kentucky moonshine and always rolled a matchstick from one side of his mouth to the other with his drawl, had been empty-mouthed and hard-lipped.
"Easy does it, Sam," Moffitt said quietly.
Troy glanced swiftly at him. An amused smile lingered on the Englishman's lips. Despite Troy's hunch that Hitch and Tully were asking for more than they could handle, he smiled quickly. There was something steadying about Moffitt's cool appraisal of any situation. At first the doctor—for Moffitt was a Doctor of Anthropology at Cambridge—had rasped on Troy's nerves. He'd thought Moffitt's constant, perfect balance was a posture of superiority. Moffitt had come to the Rat Patrol on loan from the English Army's Scot Greys to assist in locating and destroying an abandoned British fuel dump before the Jerries reached it. He'd proved his mettle, had liked the action and been given detached duty with the Patrol. He knew every inch of the vast desert from anthropological field trips with his father. Troy had come to realize that what he originally thought was a pose was actually an unusual degree of calm and calculating courage in the face of danger. He relied on Moffitt.
"They worry me, Doctor," Troy said frankly as they walked slowly down the alley toward the boulevard along the bayfront. "We could have wrestled with them, carted them off, but the shape they were in, they'd have slugged us for sure. I'd rather have them fight the sailors."
"And a noncom never strikes an enlisted man or officer, now does he, Sergeant?" Moffitt asked and chuckled.
"Not if anyone is looking," Troy agreed and laughed.
They turned onto the boulevard where the pavement glistened dully under globes of diffused light in the partially blacked out city. Even at midnight on a cold, moist night, the avenue was thronged, and in the harbor, lights blinked off and on where clanking cranes worked around the clock unloading supplies. From overhead came the drone of the P-40s and Spitfires that maintained a constant air cover. Algiers reveled in its wartime prosperity, its normal population of a quarter million almost doubled by the Allied Forces from more than half a dozen countries who'd come to drive Rommel's Afrika Korps from North Africa.
"Whatever do you suppose really happened to our old chum, Dietrich?" Moffitt asked and pulled his beret over one eyebrow.
Troy frowned at the reference to their personal adversary. Captain Hans Dietrich. He was commander of an Afrika Korps armored unit and most of the Rat Patrol's forays behind the Jerry lines had been directed at him. Their last mission before the rainy season had been an assault on his headquarters at Sidi Abd.
"Nothing we know for sure," Troy said slowly. The question bothered him. "Rumor. Speculation. That's all we get"
"Oh, I'd say, rather not," Moffitt exclaimed. "Before we left Bir-el-Alam, the reports were definite that he was no longer at Sidi Abd. The speculation is, where is the chap? Some have him sacked. Some say he has committed suicide, although that I doubt, unless he displeased Der Fuhrer and was given the opportunity of doing away with himself. He has even been reported captured but I rather think that tale had its origin in our last mission when we did hold him for a bit. Slippery cod, isn't he?"
"An eel," Troy agreed. He grinned abruptly. "I hope nothing has happened to him that we didn't get to do." 
"I'm quite sure Hauptmann Dietrich would appreciate your sentiments," Moffitt said, laughing. "I believe he finds the Rat Patrol a worthy foe."

And Dietrich himself was more than worthy, Troy thought. He was one of the most wily and daring Panzer commanders in North Africa. Certainly Rommel would not have removed or replaced him.
"He's probably on leave, same as us," he said. "Waiting for the rains to stop so we can fight again."
"Rather," Moffitt. said, glancing at the cloud obscured night sky. "And I think the rainy season has come to an end. It may be damp but we haven't had a really wetting shower in the past five days."
"I hope you're right. Jack," Troy said dubiously. "I'd like to get back in the jeeps and cut a caper. This life is driving me nuts."
The Rat Patrol was the best assignment he'd had in the Army, Troy thought. A part of the long-range penetration scheme, the Rat Patrol's assignment was to get behind the enemy, harass him, and destroy his communications, supplies, equipment and personnel. "Butcher and bolt," Churchill called their type of operation. Such commando raids kept the enemy off balance. Best of all to Troy, the Rat Patrol was an independent action. There was no red tape. Once a mission was assigned, no one told them how to do it. Get the job done and damned if anyone cared how you did it. The success of a caper depended on yourself and the men you'd picked. With Moffitt, Hitch and Tully, he had a team that hadn't been beaten yet. Hitch and Tully, he repeated uneasily in his mind. Maybe Moffitt and he should have stayed at the Sidi Bar with them. Without Hitch and Tully, the Rat Patrol would come to a standstill. They drove the jeeps while Moffitt and he manned the guns, and when the patrol was on foot they were in the thick of action.
Beside Moffitt, Troy shouldered and elbowed through the thin-chested and gaudily dressed streetwalkers, the sidewalk hawkers in dirty flowing robes, the tipsy soldiers and sailors and the fat Frenchmen, Greeks and Armenians in tailored suits who followed the armies like jackals, profiteering from the Black Market. Little bare-legged Arab boys scuttled like persistent beetles after the servicemen, offering their services. The moisture-laden air pressed the military odors of the city on Troy, the smells of cosmoline and cordite overriding the subtle fragrances of herbs and spices.
In the center of the white-faced commercial facade of the town, they turned into the bar at the Aletti hotel, where they'd managed to bribe their way into an overpriced room with two double beds. The Aletti seemed even more crowded than the Sidi Bar because the arched Moorish room with hanging brass cylinder lamps was smaller. Smoke lay in blue layers in the muted light, but the aroma was different. Most of the men in the Aletti were officers and they smoked Havana filler.
They found a place where they could reach over compressed shoulders for their drinks. Troy ordered a bourbon ditch and Moffitt Scotch and water without ice.
"Shall we push on and carry the drinks to our billet?" Moffitt asked, smiling and guarding his glass from the crowd that ebbed and flowed like the tide.
"We'll bunk alone tonight," Troy said, nodding, teeth showing whitely in his toast-colored face when he smiled. But doubt nagged in the pit of his stomach. It was ten to one Hitch and Tully would get into trouble and it would be up to Moffitt and Tully to get them out of it. Troy's eyes narrowed and his mouth grew thin. Moffitt and he had broken out of enemy prison camps but never into a GI stockade. He supposed there always was a first time.
As the crowd propelled them through the archway into the stucco-walled, tiled lobby, Troy tumbled into the steadying arms of a tall and straight-backed, lean-faced officer with silver eagles on his shoulders.
"I've been looking for you," the colonel said crisply, and Troy stiffened with surprise. It was Colonel Dan Wilson, the Rat Patrol's commanding officer, and his face was tight. He was carrying a small brown canvas bag.
"A bit of a shock, popping into you here," Moffitt said, eyes darting to Troy. "Have we resumed the war or are you merely on leave with the multitude?"
"He said he was looking for us," Troy said, grinning at Moffitt. "That means he isn't on leave."
Wilson frowned, hastily looking around as if to check who might have overheard and showed interest in Troy's remark. He called attention to the bag.
"I haven't been able to get a room," he said with some urgency. "The clerk told me you have one here. Do you think you could squeeze me in?"
"Right-o, any old port in a storm, eh, sir?" Moffitt said easily and laughed.
Troy nodded and led the way, weaving through the crowded lobby where babble in a dozen languages scrambled all conversation into mishmash. Something has come up, he thought, something big, or Wilson himself would not have come for us. That bit about the hotel room was hogwash. If Wilson couldn't buy his way into a room at a hotel, there were billets maintained for officers of Wilson's rank. We're back in business, Troy thought cheerfully, and then he remembered Hitch and Tully and his stomach sagged.
On the second floor, Wilson looked around the spacious back room, at the two solid double beds and the heavily carved straight chairs lined against the yellow wall on either side of double doors opening to a balcony that overlooked a court where orange trees bloomed in other seasons. He shook his head; a little enviously, Troy thought.
"Why would they give you a room like this?" Wilson asked suspiciously. "Do you realize there probably are a thousand officers in town who'd pay a month's subsistence for a night in such quarters?"
"You're lucky, aren't you?" Troy said irritably. "You know the right enlisted men. And it won't cost you a dime. We'll shove Hitch and Tully on the floor and you can bunk alone."
"Uh-uh," Wilson granted, placing his bag on the massive, glass-topped dresser and unzipping it. He brought out a quart bottle of bourbon, started to reach for a glass, then put the bottle down, smiled tight-lipped and frowned at the same time.
Troy and Moffitt sat on one of the beds and watched as Wilson stepped to the balcony doors, jerked them open, glanced out and shut them securely. Then he crossed to the hall door, opened it and inspected the corridor, closed and locked it. Walking about the room, he lifted the single picture, a washed-out imitation of a Van Gogh floral, examining the wall behind it. He peered under the beds, pulled the dresser away from the wall, searched the bathroom and closet. When he seemed satisfied there were no hidden microphones, he took the bottle and a glass from the dresser, poured himself a generous touch, sat on the bed opposite Troy and Moffitt, and handed the bottle to Moffitt. He shook his head and gave it to Troy who refilled his glass.
Wilson pulled off his cap, laid it on the bed, let out a deep breath and looked into his glass for a moment. Moffitt lifted an eyebrow to Troy, who shrugged. He was amused and curious that Wilson had thought the room might be bugged. The CO must be here on Top Secret business, Troy thought and began to tighten with excitement. Wilson relaxed a little and sipped his bourbon, but when his eyes looked at Troy, they were cold and hard.
"You won't have to oust Hitch and Tully to find a bunk, for me," he said and his eyes narrowed. "They won't be sleeping here."
"No?" Troy said calmly although he gritted his teeth immediately. Those idiots, he thought savagely, they did get into a brawl. The MPs picked them up and the CO already has heard about it.
"No," Wilson said evenly. "I'll just take over the entire room. None of you will be here."
"We still have two days on our passes," Troy said tightly, wondering whether the Rat Patrol was going to be disbanded.
"I have a new assignment for the Rat Patrol," Wilson said, lifting himself importantly until he was stiff-backed again. He looked for a hard, long moment, first at Moffitt and then at Troy. When he spoke again, his voice was louder than normal, as if he were fitting it to the importance of his announcement. "A Top Secret assignment of utmost urgency."
Moffitt glanced quickly at Troy and his eyes began to smile.
"Good," Troy said, lowering his voice and feeling a fine tingle of anticipation. He leaned forward and said in almost a whisper, "We're ready for it."
"This is a very special secret assignment," Wilson said, voice still loud but sternly serious. He paused briefly, took another sip and went on. "We have learned through British Intelligence sources in Berlin that the Jerries have developed a new tank. There are no details. It has not been seen there. There is no information except that it is a monster."
"Propaganda?" Moffitt suggested.
Wilson jerked his head one inch to each side.
"The fact is verified," he said emphatically. "I said it was not seen in Germany. But it has been observed in North Africa. Details are lacking, but through Arab sources our Intelligence has learned that such a tank is now being tested deep in enemy territory near the Great Sand Sea. Technically Arabs are not reliable reporters but they do confirm that this tank is larger than anything the Jerries have used against us."
Troy whistled softly. The Mark IV Panthers with their long-barreled seventy-five millimeter guns were formidable enough.
"Yes," Wilson said and paused impressively. "We have reason to believe Jerry has a proving ground for new weapons in the area of the Great Sand Sea. Now, what I want from the Rat Patrol is complete and detailed information on this so-called monster tank. I want to know what armor and armament it carries. Size and range of guns. How many tons the tank weighs, what its speed and range is. How large a crew. How many of them the Jerries have in North Africa. Where they plan to use them." 
"Sounds like quite a caper," Troy said, leaning back and laughing. "But what you want is G2, not the Rat Patrol. We can handle reconnaissance but we're not intelligence."
"Do you think I personally would have come to Algiers to brief you if I didn't know you could do it?" Wilson asked coldly. He was thoughtful for a moment and then he said forcefully, "The fact is, you're the only ones who can do it. You men know the desert. You know the enemy. Once the information is obtained, it cannot be transmitted but must be brought back. You are the only ones who have a chance of survival."
Troy turned to Moffitt and wrinkled his forehead. This one was a challenge. The doctor's eyes were crinkled and he was smiling.
"How about it, Jack?" Troy asked, beginning to smile himself. "The Great Sand Sea must be a hundred and fifty miles or more from Bir-el-Alam, all the way through Jerry land. We'll have to lug trailers for gasoline, water and supplies."
"More than 150 miles," Moffitt said. "I've been in the area with my father. Trackless desert. Few waterholes. An area filled with
Ghiblis."
"Who are they?" Troy asked. "I've never heard of that tribe."
"That's the Arabic word for sandstorms," Moffitt said, laughing. "Great boiling masses of wind-blown sand that rise into the sky as far as you can see. So Jerry has a proving ground near the Great Sand Sea."
"Yes," Wilson said, smiling bleakly. "It's beyond our normal range of observation or penetration so the enemy feels secure in putting his new weapons to the test. You'll be able to learn a great deal just by observing this monster tank through your glasses. As for the trailers, you won't need them."
"Oh, come off that," Troy said impatiently. "You heard Jack describe the country. We can't carry all we'll need in the jeeps. This isn't going to be a picnic."
"You can carry sufficient for the return trip," Wilson said and smiled thin-lipped as Troy frowned. "You're being flown in."
"Flown?" Troy said sharply.
"Flown from here, Algiers," Wilson said crisply. His steely eyes studied Troy for a moment. "For several reasons. Time is vital, of course. We must know what the enemy intends with these monster tanks before we, or they, launch an offensive." He pounded his right fist into the palm of his left hand. "But fully as important is secrecy. You could not drive from Bir-el-Alam without being observed by Jerry or some Arab informer. If this mission is to have any chance of success, you must arrive at the Great Sand Sea without being detected."
"Whew," Troy breathed and suddenly the whole assignment seemed to go out of focus. If they were being flown to the Great Sand Sea because they couldn't drive a hundred and fifty miles through Jerry land without being detected, how did Wilson expect them to make the return rip without being intercepted by a Jerry patrol or aircraft? The information they were asked to obtain was technical, beyond their ability and training. Troy pulled his brows together. He wondered whether Rat Patrol successes had gone to Wilson's head.
"Once there," Wilson said, lifting his lips in a very small smile, "it will be up to you to plan your movements with your usual ingenuity. We have a converted troop carrier at the airfield here. The jeeps are aboard, loaded with equipment and supplies for one week. Weapons, ammunition, gasoline, water, food, smoke screen devices, camouflage nets, survival kits. I trust the four of you are in your usual fine physical condition."
Troy thought of Hitch and Tully at the Sidi Bar and shuddered.
"Almost oh-one-hundred," Wilson said, looking at his watch. "Your takeoff is scheduled for oh-two-thirty. Report at the airfield at oh-two-hundred. An Intelligence officer is there and will brief you on the locations where these monster tanks have been reported. You can leave anything you want with me and I'll take it back to Bir-el-Alam. Now round up Hitch and Tully and get out to the field." He stood, extending his hand and smiling confidently. "Good luck. Sorry to cut your passes short but I do appreciate the room."
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The rampage at the Sidi Bar had erupted into the street. Soldier was battling sailor or soldier with equal enthusiasm and the clamor in the squeezed-in alley was deafening. Troy growled and, sided by Moffitt, pounded down the corridor, lighted only by the illumination from the Sidi's window. Hitch and Tully had started the riot, Troy knew. They'd be in the thick of it. It would take a flying squad of club-swinging MPs to break them loose and then there'd be the stockade. If the four of them didn't report on time for that plane with their jeeps, Wilson would court-martial the entire Rat Patrol and then there'd be no more capers.
Two GIs jumped Troy. He sprawled and rolled. Moffitt smashed into one of them while the other's booted feet smacked the paving stones where Troy's head had been. He hooked the man's legs above the knees, sent him crashing and plunged on with Moffitt. They were pummeled from the front and sides and they lashed back. Troy grinned. He could have enjoyed it if he hadn't been so busy searching for sight or sound of Hitch and Tully. This battle would knock the booze and boredom out of GI systems.
Halfway, the passage was blocked by six GIs who crouched with their hands outstretched and teeth bared. Moffitt and Troy snugged their chins against their shoulders and tried to blast through. The line held and they were slammed back flat. A grumble sounded in several throats behind Moffitt and Troy and they they pitched themselves to the sides as five sailors in a wedge rushed in and split the bunched GIs wide open. Moffitt and Troy picked themselves up, shook their heads and went on doggedly.
A GI chopped at Moffitt with a bottle. Troy caught the man's wrist before the weapon struck, slugged him and knocked him out cold.
"I say, isn't using bottles against the rules?" Moffitt asked from the side of his mouth and smiled crookedly.
"You know you need survival training, Jack," Troy said, laughing and plowing on.
There must have been one hundred men jammed about the entrance to the bar. They were packed so tight they couldn't punch but had to jab with their elbows. Troy couldn't spot Hitch's red French Legion cap nor Tully's helmet anywhere. Miraculously the bar's window still was intact. We'll soon fix that, Troy thought, grinning and squirming through, aided by Moffitt, who got behind and pushed. Troy snatched his bush hat which had survived so far and shoved his fist inside it. The window shattered at his first blow, bursting into a shower of glass. With Moffitt on his heels, Troy jumped inside. The fracas had left the bar in shambles. Tables were overturned and broken chairs littered the floor like kindling. Shards of glass glittered in puddles of spilled drinks. A few, no more than two or three dozen embattled GIs still remained inside, ranging the bar in a battle royal. Behind the red and blue lighted glass block bar, three dull-eyed bartenders watched impassively, interferring only enough to shield their bottles and glasses when a body hurtled across the counter.
"What do you make of that, Sam?" Moffitt asked, half smiling, jerking his head toward the table where he and Troy had sat with Hitch and Tully.
They still were there, heads resting on folded arms, faces down on the table, seemingly unaware of the fighting that raged about them. The girls were gone but the same three sailors lurked against the wall, eyes roving from Hitch and Tully to the men who still were fighting. The sailors looked now at Troy and Moffitt and drifted away from the wall to the front of the bar. Their movements were furtive and Troy's jaw set as he watched them. The girls and the sailors had been up to something.
"Hitch and Tully have passed out," Troy said, still watching the sailors suspiciously as they stopped near the window and turned to look at Moffitt and him. "Let's get them on their feet and moving."

"I think you're being optimistic, Sam," Moffitt said with a faint smile.
Troy seized Tully by the shoulder and pulled him upright. His head lolled and his eyes stayed shut. Moffitt had no better luck with Hitch.
"We'll have to carry them, Jack," Troy shouted, hoisting Tully to his shoulder like a sack of cement.
Moffitt slung Hitch and they stumbled under their limp loads toward the broken window. The sailors didn't move. Whistles shrilled from one end of the alley and were answered from the other. The fighting stopped abruptly and the men began to mill. The sailors looked from one to the other and for the first time emotion showed in their faces. Troy thought they looked alarmed.
"MPs," Troy said, gritting his teeth. "They've cordoned off the street."
"We'd better look for an alternate exit," Moffitt said, swinging and starting back along the bar.
The three sailors were rigid. Serve them right if they're caught without shore leave, Troy thought.
"Rear door?" he called to a dumpy, swarthy-faced bartender.
The man shook his head, looked at Troy with sad, accusing eyes and pointed to the broken window.
Troy propped Tully against the bar and held him upright with his shoulder. He pulled a suede pouch from his shirt pocket and flung a gold florin on the bar. It was from his escape or ransom money to be used in dealing with the Arabs. Well, this was escape pure and simple, he thought as the bartender snatched the coin before it stopped spinning and pocketed it, eyes lively now and darting at the other two bartenders to make sure they had not observed the size of the transaction. Apparently satisfied they were not aware that anything but an ordinary coin has passed, he nervously beckoned Troy and trotted toward the far end of the bar. Troy put his shoulder under Tully again and followed to the back of the room with Moffitt lugging Hitch.
The bartender pointed to a door behind the bar. Troy slid Tully over and leaped across to help stand Hitch against the wall while Moffitt came across. From the corners of his eyes he could see the sailors, all three heads turned in his direction. The bartender unlocked the door and held it open. A flight of steps led up into the night.
"Across the roof tops to the boulevard," the bartender said in a low, hoarse voice. "I lock door after you."
"Swallow the key," Troy growled. "Don't let those sailors out this way."
"I keep them here," the bartender said, eyes growing angry. "They start the fight."
Breathing heavily, Troy tottered up the steep stairway and dumped Tully on the paved, flat roof under the blanketed sky. It was dark and little of the light from the boulevard crept up the walls to the roofs. Only a black patchwork pattern showed the walls that separated the one-story structures. The chill night air was dank and tasted moldy from the sea. Shouts and curses, the slap of running feet and an occasional whack sounded from the street at the front of the Sidi Bar where the MPs were closing in. Troy glanced at the glowing figures of his watch. It was oh-one-thirty.
"Half hour to reach the airfield," he said crisply to Moffitt. "We'll never make it if we have to carry them." 
"Nor shall we make it if we wait for motor pool transportation," Moffitt observed. "We need a flying carpet. Shall we see whether we can revive the topers? There's a cistern near the front of the building, I believe."
"I'd like to dump them in and drown them," Troy snapped, starting with Moffitt for the darkly outlined round tank. "We can carry water in my hat."
"I often wondered whether that were really possible," Moffitt said and chuckled. "Or only an invention of your cinema industry." He clambered atop the tank and removed the lid. "Hand it up and we shall see. What did you make of the sailors?"
"Something cockeyed about them," Troy said, reaching his hat full of water down from Moffitt and feeling a cold trickle run into his arm pits. He shivered and swore. "Don't fill it so full, Doctor. I think the sailors planned to take Hitch and Tully to the cleaners and the girls were in it with them."
"Something like that, Sam," Moffitt said, hopping down. He started back with Troy. "I don't believe their papers were in order. They seemed confused and frightened when the MPs started moving in."
"Maybe they'd jumped their ship," Troy said, water sloshing in his hat and spilling on his pants.
Troy doused Tully but he did not respond. Moffitt dragged him back against the parapet, bracing him in a sitting position and slapping his face methodically while Troy ran back for more water. After three treatments, Tully slowly raised his head. Moffitt gave him one more sharp slap and went to work with Troy on Hitch who stumbled to his feet with his arms flailing after the hat had been emptied on him twice. Troy jerked Tully upright and threw another hat full of water on him for good measure.
"Come on," he said roughly, clapping the cold, wet hat on his head. He gripped Tully by the arm and started across the roof of the Sidi Bar. "A hell of a time you picked to pass out."
Tully allowed himself to be dragged, silent and improving. Hitch staggered beside Moffitt who helped support him with his arm around his waist.
"My head's a-buzzing worse than a hive full of bees," Tully complained in a thick voice, tripping and half falling.
"If you can't drink, don't," Troy said flatly, pulling Tully's shambling feet along.
"I never been tight in my life, Sarge," Tully argued weakly.

"Until tonight," Troy corrected angrily. He helped Tully over the wall that separated the roof of the bar from the next building. A dozen roofs away, the dimmed lights along the boulevard glowed feebly.
"I wasn't tight tonight," Tully said and groaned.
"Knock it off," Troy barked. "I'm in no mood to listen to excuses."
Tully was walking more steadily now. He breathed deeply, sucking in great lungs full of the moist, cold air.
"I wasn't tight," he insisted. "They slipped me a Mickey."
"I said I don't need excuses," Troy repeated sharply.
"It's the truth, so help me," Tully said stubbornly. "Oh, my aching head. Them three sailors slipped Hitch and me a Mickey."
Troy stopped short and looked at Tully. He could see only the outline of his head, none of his features, but Tully's voice sounded as if he were telling the truth.
"How could the sailors slip you and Hitch a Mickey?" he asked tightly.
Hitch slouched up with Moffitt and they stopped beside Troy and Tully.
"It was like this, Sarge," Tully said, slumping. "After you and Moffitt left, them three sailors come over to the table. Hitch and me thought they was looking for a fight and we was ready for them. But they come over friendly like and said no hard feelings. Said they wanted to buy a drink for us."
"That's right, Sarge," Hitch said. "They said they hadn't recognized us before but since we were the Rat Patrol, they wanted to buy a drink for us."
"The Navy said they recognized you as the Rat Patrol?" Troy asked softly.
"That's what them sailors said," Tully said. "They said they'd heard about us and recognized us by our hats."
"This doesn't make sense, Doctor," Troy turned and said to Moffitt.

"It's difficult to believe our fame has spread so far," Moffitt said with a short laugh.
Troy swung back to Tully. "The Navy doesn't know we exist," he said savagely. "What's more, the Navy doesn't give a damn. What else happened? What did they want to know?"
"Come to think of it, it was kind of funny," Tully said slowly, pulling a kitchen match from his pocket and chewing thoughtfully at it. "They knew we was based at Bir-el-Alam and wanted to know when we was going back."
"Had you let it slip we were at Bir-el-Alam?" Troy demanded.
"You know us better than that, Sarge," Tully drawled. "We didn't have to tell them nothing. They already knew."
"All we told them," Hitch interrupted, "was that we were here on pass and out for fun."
"What else?" Troy asked quietly although inside he was seething.
"We told you we didn't tell them nothing," Tully said sulkily. "When Hitch said we was out for fun, them sailors halfway laughed and said for us to go ahead and have our fun. They said if we was to get drunk, they'd take care of us."
"Then one of them went to the bar and brought back a beer for each of us," Hitch said. "Except the girls. They'd left. They did a fast fade-out."
"The beer didn't taste right but that wasn't nothing new," Tully said.
"How did the fight start?" Troy asked.
"We drunk the beer and right away the Navy wanted to hustle us out of the bar," Tully said.
"They tried to drag us out," Hitch said indignantly. "I swung on one of them but I was beginning to have a little trouble seeing straight. So he and another of them grabbed me by the arms and the other got his arm around Tully's neck. They were going to force us out of there. Some GIs at the next table didn't like the way the Navy was treating the Army and took them on. All hell started to break loose but I remember the sailors backing away, as if they didn't want any part of the fight. I think that's when Tully and I passed out. I don't remember anything after that until now. But we didn't pass out from drinking, They slipped us a Mickey."
"Yep," Tully said, "and they wasn't no sailors, neither." 
"What makes you think that?" Troy asked quickly.
"The way they talked," Hitch spoke up. "They didn't use the right words. They said 'comrad' instead of 'mate.' And 'kilometer' instead of 'knot.' And 'kit' instead of 'gear.' "
Troy swore hotly.
"You think they were Jerries?" Moffitt asked him.
"Who else?" Troy said. "We know Jerry has been infiltrating agents. Who else would know about Bir-el-Alam and the Rat Patrol? Who else would talk like that? Why would the Navy want to shanghai Hitch and Tully? Jerry figured he'd squeeze as much information as he could and, then get rid of them."
"You think Jerry suspects our new caper?" Moffitt asked quietly.
"Let's just say that Jerry observed Wilson's arrival, and knowing the Rat Patrol was here, expressed interest," Troy said.
"We'd better move on, I'd say," Moffitt said.
"And fast," Troy agreed. "Keep your eyes open. We've got more than the MPs to slip away from."
"Colonel Wilson here, Sarge?" Tully said, disbelieving. "Where we going? What's up?"
"It's better you don't know until we're on the way," Troy said grimly. "You've got your legs back. Now let's run." Moffitt vaulted over the next wall, running toward the boulevard, and Hitch and Tully followed. Troy looked back toward the roof of the Sidi Bar. One figure emerged from the stairway, followed by two more. It was too dark to tell whether the shadow outlines were MPs or the sailors who, Troy was convinced, were German agents, and there wasn't time to waste on either. He jumped the wall and ran in a crouch, overtaking the other three.
"That Arab let someone else up on the roof," he called in a hoarse whisper. "Make tracks."
They sprinted toward the wall of the next building. Behind, Troy could hear the sound of running feet. Tully stumbled, fell to his knees. Troy jerked him to his feet and held his arm again. Two roofs ahead was the boulevard and Troy knew the four of them were silhouetted. He zigzagged with Tully, expecting every moment to hear a shot. They reached the last building without being fired at and Troy looked over the wall to the street. A crowd had gathered at the entrance to the Sidi's alley and no one was on the walk below.
"Up and over," he called, rolling across the top of the wall, holding the edge with his hands and dropping twelve feet. He landed on the balls of his feet with his knees bent, but the fall still jarred him. Hitch spun when he fell but came up standing. Moffitt landed lightly, but Tully started to pitch forward on his face. Troy caught him before he sprawled, and they set out at a trot down the boulevard, dancing back over his shoulder. The three sailors were hesitating on the rooftop. Troy looked at his watch. It was oh-one-forty-five. He searched as they ran for a parked jeep that they could commandeer.
At the next intersection, a GI six-by-six canvas-covered personnel carrier from the direction of the wharves had stopped before turning. The driver was lighting a cigarette. Troy ran ahead and slapped Moffitt on the shoulder.
"Convince him, Jack," he said. "If you can't, dump him and take over. We'll hop into the back in case there's anyone there who wants to argue."
Moffitt smiled quickly and ran ahead. He was swinging into the front seat as Troy with Hitch and Tully pulled themselves over the tailgate and under the canvas. The benches were empty and Troy started up to the window as the truck lurched ahead. He stumbled over something on the floor, almost falling, and bent to push it aside. It was a five-gallon GI can and he swore at the driver for his carelessness. There were racks provided for water and gasoline cans. He sent it sliding toward the opposite bench and Tully grabbed it.
"I need a drink of water," he croaked. "My throat is burning up."
Troy put his face to the window. The driver was sitting straight and gripping the steering wheel with both hands, but he'd turned away from the commercial district and was heading in the right direction. Beside him, Moffitt was relaxed and lighting a cigarette. Troy started back to the bench. The GI can banged to the floor.
"It's gasoline," Tully wailed.
Troy grinned and looked at his watch: oh-one-fifty. They might not make it for the briefing but they'd be at the field in time for the takeoff. He sat on the bench beside Hitch, pushing aside a handful of rags and glancing back at the fast disappearing lights of the city. At this hour there was little traffic and the truck was humming along faster; at Moffitt's urging, Troy was certain. Now they were in the warehouse area and enclosed by darkness. Only an occasional truck driving in the direction of the city went by, briefly sprinkling the road with meager light.
Stretching his legs, Troy leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He tried to relax but his mind was tight. The mission to the Great Sand Sea and the long journey back through enemy territory puzzled him. The odds were all against any of them surviving and Wilson must realize it. Now the agents disguised as sailors would report they'd seen the Rat Patrol and the Rat Patrol had disappeared. Jerry had ways of finding out where people went. The enemy would be alerted and the Rat Patrol would be a long, long way from home.
Despite himself, he must have dozed because he was only foggily aware of what Hitch was saying. Hitch shook his shoulder again.
"I said, I think there's someone following us, Sarge," Hitch repeated.
Troy dived forward to the tailgate. Peeking at him from the darkness were the slitted eyes of blackout lights. It was difficult to judge the distance but he thought they were no more than twenty-five feet behind.
"They've been creeping up on us," Hitch said. "I didn't want to wake you until I was sure."
"We can't tell who it is and we don't have any weapons," Troy said and turned toward Tully.
"You want my Bowie knife?" Tully drawled.
"Yes," Troy snapped. "There are some rags on the bench where I was sitting. Take the cap off that GI can of gas and stuff them in it."
"A giant Molotov," Tully said happily.
Troy took Tully's knife and went to the window of the cab. He rapped on it and when Moffitt turned, shouted: "Move to the sides. I'm going to break the glass."
Moffitt nodded and pushed the driver over. Troy hammered the glass with the heavy shaft and when the window shattered, called: "I need a flashlight."
The driver leaned and reached to the floor beside the steering column. He handed a flashlight to Moffitt who gave it to Troy.
"When I sing out, slow down for two seconds, then give it the gun," Troy told Moffitt. "Everything it's got." 
"Right-o," Moffitt said.
Tully had the gas can ready.
"All right," Troy said. "Come back with me to the tailgate. When we slow down, I'm going to shine the light in the driver's eyes. Have the rags lighted and the can on the floor. If it's the three sailors in that jeep, heave the can through their windshield. If it's MPs or anyone else, get rid of it fast off the side of the road."
"Gotcha, Sarge," Tully said.
Troy and Tully crouched on either side back by the tailgate and Hitch moved up to the window.
"Slow down," Troy called and Hitch passed the word. Tully lit the rags in the gas can with the kitchen match he'd been chewing as the beam from Troy's flashlight glared into the windshield and revealed the faces of the three sailors from the Sidi Bar. The jeep veered and straightened, Tully swung and hurled the quick flaming can of gasoline. It smashed through the windshield as the truck accelerated. The jeep swerved. There was a blinding puff of fire and then an explosion that rocked the roadside. Troy could feel the blast's hot force even behind the tailgate. The raging fire lighted the inside of the truck. Troy stood with Hitch and Tully watching the leaping flames as the truck-left the blazing wreck behind.
"That was like shooting fish in a barrel, Sarge," Tully said cheerfully.
"Small fish," Troy said thoughtfully. "The big ones are going to know who got them and wonder where we went."
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Although the road had been almost deserted, at oh-two-fifteen hours the Operations office at the Algiers' military airfield was as busy and confused as at high noon. In the bleakly white light of the concrete-floored room, half a dozen GI clerks, Pfcs and corporals in OD shirts sat at olive drab Remington typewriters tapping out the forms in the required multiples for the avalanche of airborne material and personnel that had them buried on the ground. Transmitters and receivers hummed and crackled with coded messages in tone and voice. The metal-skinned structure shivered with the reverberations of revved motors on the aprons and the railways. Outside the Quonset hut, Troy could see the markers briefly glow as the tower cleared another aircraft for takeoff or landing.
From a green metal desk where he sat with a half-filled coffee cup at one hand and a half-filled ashtray at the other, a gaunt-faced major turned impatient eyes from the four members of the Rat Patrol and the driver of the truck they'd appropriated to the big round wall clock with hours marked in both military and civil time. His dark eyes had angry sparks in them when he marched across the room to the doorway where the group hesitated before the MP who'd challenged them.
"Who is this man?" the major asked curtly, jerking his head at the bewildered truck driver.
"Glad to see you, if you're who I think you are," Troy told the major, smiling slowly. "Didn't know exactly what to tell the watchdog here." He shot his thumb at the MP and then moved it to indicate the driver. "Didn't know what to tell him either, so we brought him in. We had to take over his truck to get to the field. He'll need something to explain what happened."
"How much does he know?" the major snapped.
"Nothing that we told him," Troy said, glancing at Moffitt whose eyes were crinkling at the comers. "But he couldn't help see us blow up the vehicle that was tailing us."
"Someone followed you and you disposed of him?" the major asked, face paling. He struggled to retain his composure. "You were certain, then, of their identities?"
Troy nodded and, seeing Moffitt's lips begin to lift, fought back an impulse to laugh. Intelligence wasn't accustomed to the direct methods of the Rat Patrol.
"Very well," the major said shortly and turned to the MP. He pointed to the driver. "Restrict this man to this room until I come back." He swung back to Troy. "Come with me. We'll board the transport immediately. It's almost takeoff time. I'll brief you there."
Troy whistled softly and followed the major into the night. The officer might be G2 but it sounded to Troy as if he were breaking security with his talk about their takeoff. Unless the driver was confined until the Rat Patrol's mission to the Great Sand Sea was completed, he'd be certain to discuss this night's adventure.
They walked down a flight line of shark-nosed P-40s to a C-46 Commando transport that hulked big and dark. Its coat of camouflage paint had not been skinned for extra speed as they'd already done with the aircraft based in England. Here above the vast desert, it still was too risky to fly a silver ship with the sun glinting on its fuselage and wings.
The major climbed into the dimly lighted belly of the transport without glancing back. Troy pulled himself up and heard Moffitt, Hitch and Tully following. Two jeeps—two very old, beat and battered jeeps—mounted with machine guns that hung loose were blocked and secured in the middle of the plane. Troy started for them angrily. Did the Army expect him to bring the Rat Patrol through a hundred and fifty miles of Jerry-held territory in these old wrecks?
The major closed and locked the door, stepping over to Troy.
"You're Sergeant Troy?" he asked crisply. "Blakely here. You're late. You'd better tell me what happened but just the essentials. I've quite a bit to say to you in very damned few minutes."
Troy shot another look at the jeeps before he answered. Maybe the decrepit hulls concealed Rolls Royce engines and high speed transmissions, he thought hopefully.
"There were three Jerries in Navy uniforms at the Sidi Bar," he said rapidly to Major Blakely. "They slipped knock-out drops in Hitch's and Tully's beers and tried to drag them off. Moffitt and I intercepted, but the Jerries followed. We dropped a Molotov in their jeep. They knew we were the Rat Patrol. I think other Jerry agents spotted Colonel Wilson and us and realized something is up. I suggest you get the colonel out of Algiers as fast as possible." Major Blakely swore under his breath and then a slow smile deepened the lines in his face.
"No harm done," he said and chuckled. "In fact, blowing up the jeep makes the act more convincing. Wilson said we should take you in confidence from the start but there wasn't the time nor the place. We were aware of the three enemy agents posing as sailors. We planned to use them. They were intended to observe you boarding the transport and see its takeoff. We wanted them to report you were on your way to the Great Sand Sea. But there are Arabs unloading cargo who are in Jerry's pay. The enemy will question them and it won't take long for the truck driver's story to make the rounds. This is turning out much better than we'd anticipated." Major Blakely laughed aloud. "After you tried to evade detection by blowing up the jeep, the Abwehr won't question anything."
"I thought this was Top Secret," Troy said heatedly. "You want the German Secret Service to know we flew out to the Great Sand Sea? What are we, decoys or bait?" 
"Neither, Troy, all this is smoke screen for your real mission," Major Blakely said good-humoredly. He sat in a metal bucket seat along the side and the four members of the Rat Patrol climbed onto the hoods of the jeeps and sat facing him. "Now listen carefully and I'll try to fill you in on the background and why we've gone through all these motions. You may have heard of the information network Count von Almaszy set up for the Abwehr in Cairo. They even had their own transmitter located under the altar in St. Theresa's church. We know the Abwehr has infiltrated agents into Algiers. You eliminated three of them tonight. There are many others. Some we know, some we suspect, others—" He shrugged. "We don't trust anyone."
Major Blakely paused and lighted a cigarette, tossing the package to Troy who lighted up and passed the cigarettes on. Troy waited tensely. He enjoyed intrigue.
"Jerry wants to know what we plan to do and where," Major Blakely continued, settling back. "We want to know what and where Jerry plans and we want to confuse him. Your room at the hotel was bugged. A microphone was hidden in the headboard of one of the beds. Colonel Wilson deliberately misled you—and Jerry—when he talked about the monster tank near the Great Sand Sea. We do know the Germans have some sort of testing ground for new weapons between the Great Sand Sea and the Quattara Depression and we want the enemy to believe that is where the Rat Patrol has been sent. That will leave you relatively free to operate where you can do the most good." He smiled, adding "For a while, at least, we hope."
"Which is where?" Troy asked quickly.
Major Blakely stood, pulling a map from the pocket of his blouse. Troy and Moffitt slid off the hood of one jeep and the G2 officer spread out the map. Hitch and Tully crowded in. Under the faint, yellow light, Major Blakely worked his finger down to Bir-el-Alam in the Cyrenaica peninsula of Libya. He jabbed at a half circle extending into the desert beyond Bir-el-Alam.
"Our winter defensive perimeter," he explained. His finger traveled south to an oasis and a town marked Agarawa located well below the southernmost point on the line of defense. "Somewhere near this Arabian community, Jerry has a staging area. There's a big build-up. One of our fighters chased a Stuka and reached Agarawa where he was jumped by three FW-190s. The pilot knew he was trapped and radioed back the information before they shot him down. He reported a massive tank unit somewhere beyond Agarawa. That's your only reference point. We want to know how many tanks, whether they're mediums or heavies and where Jerry plans to use them."
"Wouldn't air recon be the answer?" Troy asked, studying the map. Agarawa was approximately fifty miles south of the defense line.
"We've lost three planes trying," Major Blakely said tersely. "Jerry has thrown an umbrella over the area. The only answer is ground reconnaissance. That means the Rat Patrol. We think Jerry realizes this. With the Rat Patrol apparently dispatched to the proving ground near the Great Sand Sea, we hope the enemy will relax his vigilance at Agarawa."
"Rather neat," Moffitt murmured, "but doesn't that make this transport with its crew a sitting duck?"
"When the transport reaches the Libyan border," Major Blakely said, "it will be set on automatic pilot and the crew will parachute. If Jerry doesn't shoot it down before it reaches the proving ground, one of our own fighters will. Jerry will find the wreckage of the plane, parts of the jeeps. There also are some chimpanzee bones aboard which should be sufficiently convincing when they're charred." 
"That's going out in a blaze of glory," Troy said, grinning. "We're replaced by monkeys. The Rat Patrol is kaput."
"Only temporarily," Major Blakely assured him, shooting his wrist from his sleeve and glancing at his watch. "Now, this transport will taxi to the end of the runway and rev up the motors for takeoff. There will be a brief power outage and all the airfield lights will go off for five seconds. A fire fighting unit has been stationed off the end of the runway for the past five days. It's a dummy. The tank is empty and there's a hatch at the end where you can climb in. Get out of the transport and into the tank during those five seconds. As soon as the C-46 has taken off, a B-25 will taxi to the end of the runway and again there will be a five-second power failure. You are to board the B-25. It will fly you to Benghazi where your scheduled arrival is oh-five hundred, about one hour before dawn. A six-by-six covered truck will be awaiting you at the end of the landing strip and you will take immediate cover in that truck. The truck will join a convoy for Bir-el-Alam. Your truck and two other supply trucks will continue beyond Bir-el-Alam to our southernmost defensive position. From this point, you will be driven at night by armored car to a position which has been prepared approximately fifteen miles north of Agarawa. It is well concealed. Your jeeps, equipment and supplies are already there. You will operate only by night. When you have obtained your intelligence, you will bring it back to Bir-el-Alam. You will not—I repeat—will not break radio silence. Secrecy is essential. We do not want the enemy to know we are aware of his plans." He handed Troy a pocket notebook. "Your code book. It's simple and self explanatory. Memorize it and destroy before you leave Bir-el-Alam. If there are any messages for you, they will be transmitted between twelve-hundred and twelve-hundred-five hours each day. I believe that is all. Are there any questions?"
Troy shook his head, looking at Moffitt, who shrugged. Hitch shoved a stick of gum in his mouth and Tully reached for a matchstick.
"There is one more thing," Major Blakely said, glancing hastily at each of them in turn. "The three of you will remove your distinctive headpieces until your mission is completed. I don't care what else you wear, but you're too readily identifiable as you now stand. Keep under covers and on the alert for enemy agents."
He walked to the door, opened it, and when halfway out, turned to call in a loud, clear voice, "Good luck on your mission. Sergeant Troy."
The mission was routine enough, Troy thought, closing the door, except for one item. How were they going to find out what operation the enemy planned when only the unit's commanding officer and a few members of this staff would know what it was?
"I don't like giving up my Foreign Legion cap," Hitch said, frowning, when Troy turned.
"It's only temporary," Troy said, pulling off his bush hat. "Stick it under your shirt."
Hitch muttered under his breath and shoved his cap beneath his belt. When he looked back, Troy was buttoning his jacket over his hat. Hitch guffawed.
"You're not fat, your're pregnant, Sarge," he burst out. "Who was there? It wasn't me."
The first motor of the big transport turned over, whoofing and chugging, and caught. Then the second, third and fourth caught and the plane shook with their roaring. The battery truck scuttled away and the C-46 rolled slowly off the apron and swung onto the runway. Troy stood by the door, ready to leap. The runway lights faded and and the buildings went dark. Troy jumped into the night. He ran toward the tail of the ship with the blast from the engines tearing at his back. He heard feet thudding behind him on the asphalt. He saw the outline of a truck parked off the runway, ducked around it and swept the back of the tank until he found a handle. Jerking open the hatch, he tumbled inside, followed by the three others. It felt confined and smelled stale and he left the door open a crack to listen and watch for the B-25. The lights blinked on again and he heard the engines of the C-46 explode into full life as the big-bellied plane started its takeoff. It could scarcely have been airborne when the sound of other engines, high and whining, pierced the night.
"Get ready," Troy warned, voice hollow inside the tank. He glimpsed the medium bomber swinging around fast. Again the marker lights grew dim and the field was plunged into darkness. Troy jumped from the truck and ran along the side of the twin-motored plane. The hatch was open and he pulled himself in, crawling to the middle of the belly. A dim light burned above the hatchway to the cockpit and he watched as Hitch and Tully and then Moffitt came back. The hatch slammed shut, the engines shrieked and the ship trembled and strained. In a moment the B-25 was speeding between the dim marker lights and then they were lifting quickly into the air. Troy looked about. At each side were bubbles with familiar fifty-caliber machine guns. Troy walked unsteadily to the near station, pulled on a set of earphones and pressed the intercom.
"Sergeant Troy to pilot," he spoke into the mike. "Come in, please. Over."
"Gus Ogilvy here," the answer came, loud and clear. "What can I do for you, Troy?"
"What's the procedure?" he asked. "How do you operate?"
"Relax, Troy," Ogilvy said, laughing. "You're cargo, not crew. It's up to us to deliver you."
"The point is," Troy said, "we've got an interest in your cargo. We're familiar with your weapons. How can we help?"
"Good enough," Ogilvy said. "There's a position in the rear for a tailgunner and a turret halfway back. Two of you can man the sides. All of you keep your earphones on and sing out if you sight anything. Over."
Hitch went back to the tail, Tully took the turret and Moffitt and Troy settled at the sides. The lights of Algiers were enveloped by the overcast. The sky was not so different from the desert, Troy thought. In both you had big empty spaces of nothingness and room to maneuver. Although, in the sky, you had a better opportunity to hide when there were clouds, as on this night.
"I'm going to see if we can climb above this soup," Ogilvy's voice came in the intercom. "I don't like to fly in it and I don't want to fly under it."
"Roger," Troy said.
He could sense the ship climbing steeply and leaned against the side that trembled under his back. His hat still was under his jacket and he pulled it out, perching it over his earphones. Moffitt looked across at him, smiled quickly, put on his beret and fitted the headset over it. They wore no insignia, but their individual, unorthodox headgear stamped them surely as the Rat Patrol. They were mavericks, each of them, Troy thought, grinning, and the was proud of them.
Abruptly they were in bright moonlight and below lay the light upper side of the cloud cover. The moon was full and the space immense, unexpectedly beautiful, but even emptier than the desert. The night sky above the clouds was a light, transparent blue and they were alone in it.
"Eight thousand feet," Ogilvy announced. "It shouldn't be too uncomfortable but let me know if any of you has trouble with his breathing. Our air speed is approximately three hundred miles an hour. Everything okay?"
"Okay," Troy answered and the others chimed in.
Ogilvy kept the ship just above the clouds, so close they seemed almost to be floating on froth. With all the sky to fly in, Troy wondered why.
It was half an hour later that the three wasp-bodied Focke-Wulf-190s burst on their tail from the clouds. Troy saw them almost as he heard Hitch calling excitedly in the intercom.
"Three Jerries closing in fast," he sang out.
"FW-190s," Tully confirmed.
"We're going to hide," Ogilvy said. "They're too fast for us."
Troy understood now why Ogilvy had kept so close to the clouds they almost brushed the bottom of the ship. Before the FW-190s could check their climb and maneuver into position, the B-25 had nosed down and was hidden. Troy could feel the plane tipping on its side as Ogilvy circled in evasive action. It seemed to Troy that they were veering to the south. It was like driving in the fog, he thought, expecting any minute that the plane would crash with one of the Jerry fighters. He checked his watch and it was not until fifteen minutes had passed that the pilot pulled the bomber up into the moonlight again. Once more, they were alone.
"Can't imagine what those 190s were doing up here," Ogilvy said. "Whatever it was, it wasn't us. They didn't waste any time searching."
Troy smiled tightly. The Jerries had been waiting for them, all right, he thought, but they expected us in a C-46 and not a B-25.
"We didn't even get a shot fired," Tully complained.
"For that you should be thankful," Ogilvy told him.
The B-25 skimmed on above the clouds. How much did Jerry know or guess, Troy wondered. Would he believe the Rat Patrol exterminated when the C-46 was shot down? Would the ruse take him in long enough for them to penetrate the staging area beyond Agarawa?
"Jerry's on our tail again," Hitch cried and almost while he was calling, his machine gun began to rattle.
Troy gripped his gun and looked back. The three FW-190s had come through almost on the Mitchell, flying in a V. Now the one on Troy's side peeled off, slipping below the bomber. Troy raked it with his gun and saw the tracers going high. One of the other fighters was climbing and the third was closing on them level. All the machine guns were chattering now although Troy couldn't get onto anything. The FW-190 upstairs came down at them with its twenty millimeter cannon blasting. In the turret, Tully's machine gun slammed away. Slugs from the 190's cannon started to spatter the top of the B-25's fuselage and abruptly stopped.
"Got him," Troy heard Tully drawl and saw the 190 laze on its side and come drifting past his bubble. A stream of white smoke trailed from it as it disappeared into the clouds.
Now the 190 that had been on their tail pulled up and streaked over with its cannon blazing. Slugs tore into the fuselage and left raw holes. Tully's machine gun blasted, but the fighter already was beyond them and climbing. The third enemy fighter came up at them from below and both Moffitt and Troy put their guns on it. Troy could see the fighter's tracers streaking at him. He set his jaw and kept on firing. Before the fighter reached the bomber, it yawed and its cannon stopped firing. It disappeared out of control into the clouds. Cold air was whistling into the fuselage of the B-25 from a dozen or more holes.
"Everything okay?" Ogilvy called back.
"Right," Moffitt, Hitch and Troy answered in quick succession.
Troy waited a moment, then called sharply, "Tully, you okay?"
"Two down and one to go," Tully drawled.
"Oh no, we don't," Ogilvy said and Troy felt the B-25 nosing down. They were buried in the clouds before the third FW-190 came back, if it ever did. Troy wondered whether the Jerry fighters had intercepted the C-46 and were returning from a successful mission when they encountered the B-25 for the second time. Or had there been a leak already? Had Jerry been looking for the B-25 all the time?
They came in over Benghazi at four-forty-five hours, flying low under the clouds from the sea. The old port town showed no lights and looked deserted. Some of the ruins from the early fighting in North Africa when the Aussies had taken Benghazi still remained, shapeless piles of debris. Ogilvy circled wide to the east and south.
"We're going in at a restricted area beyond the city," Ogilvy said in the intercom. "They've put in a strip there especially for this landing."
Troy saw the fire from a distance, first a flicker and then a blaze near the middle of the strip as the plane came in fast, touched its wheels, bumped and settled down with props reversed. It was a crazy thing to mark a secret landing strip with a bonfire, he thought angrily as the plane raced by it. He called to Moffitt, Hitch and Tully, pulled off his hat and earphones and jammed the hat under his jacket. He was crawling forward as the plane came to a stop and then swung about. Moffitt, Hitch and Tully scrambled after him. Ogilvy was looking over his shoulder and Troy waved hurriedly before dropping to the ground. It was dark at this end of the field and he had to peer through the murk for a moment before he made out the truck parked some fifty feet beyond the strip. The B-25 started away with engines racing as Troy ran for the truck. A figure trotted out to meet him. The truck's motor was running, Troy noted.
"Troy?" the figure asked in an urgent voice. "Moffitt, Hitchcock and Pettigrew?"
"Check," Troy said, halting. He half turned, hearing the B-25 roaring down the strip. Ogilvy was streaking past the fire, taking off.
"Lieutenant Dorsky," the figure said. "Hop in the back and let's get moving."
"Sure." Troy said, jogging beside Lieutenant Dorsky. He looked curiously back at the fire. "Anything wrong?" 
"Sabotage," Dorsky growled. "That blaze out there is the third truck they've managed to blow tonight. This is a munitions dump and tightly guarded. That's why you were brought in here. It looks as if Jerry knew you were coming and made up his mind to get you."
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The first sharp reports snapped through the air, followed by a booming blast less than five minutes after the truck carrying the Rat Patrol had left the munitions area. Troy, who had been half asleep, jerked wide awake toward the open end of the truck where the guard with the tommy-guns was leaning out over the tailgate, intently watching. Streaks of orange and white rocketed into the sky and the sounds of more crackling detonations clapped Troy's ears. Troy teetered on the jouncing truck bed back to the tailgate.
"Are they blowing up the dump?" he shouted at the guard.
"I don't think so," the guard answered without turning his head. "The main stuff is underground in a concrete bunker. That was a loaded truck that just exploded."
Before Troy could respond with another question, a second flash and then a third showed the dark bellies of the clouds as explosions stabbed across the rocky ridges like harsh slaps of thunder that accompany forked lightning. Several fires were blazing now in the area they'd just left.
"Trucks," the guard said bitterly, turning his face to Troy. Although the truck was more than a mile from the dump, his features were illuminated. He looked tired, and deep lines plowed his forehead. "They're getting all the trucks."
"Some send-off," Troy said grimly. "How could Jerry get in there?"
"He didn't have to," the guard said, turning again to look at the restricted area. "There are Arabs who work around the motor pool. It wouldn't be too hard to slip a time charge in the trucks going to the munitions dump." 
"Have you had much sabotage?" Troy asked.
"That's just it," the guard said. "Nothing, nothing at all to speak of for a year. Never anything at the dump, just some minor incidents at the port. Then this, six trucks tonight. I don't get it."
It might be coincidence, Troy thought, both the attack by the FW-190s and the charges planted in the trucks. It could be Jerry was suddenly active in anticipation of the coming spring offensive. And then, although the security measures G2 had taken to conceal the movements of the Rat Patrol were thorough, it was possible that somewhere along the line there had been a leak.
Tully came up and stood at the tailgate on the other side of the guard.
"So they been getting at the trucks," he said. "What about this truck, Joe? You fretting?"
"Name's Buck, Buck for Buckweiler," the guard said and laughed shortly. "No, this one's clean. Soon as the first truck blew, I took back the one we had and requisitioned another. Had the mechanics go over it like monkeys picking fleas."
Troy looked curiously at Buck. He was wearing a helmet and fatigues with no insignia of rank, but now that Troy thought of it, there had been the assurance of authority in the way Buck had pushed them back into the truck and taken his guard position at the tail. "Sergeant Buckweiler?" Troy asked.
"Captain Buckweiler, if it makes any difference," the officer said and laughed. "Just call me Buck."
"G2?" Troy asked.
"Right," Buck said.
"And Lieutenant Dorsky?" Troy said quietly.
"Yes, he's G2," Buck told him.
"I'm glad we got some brass aboard," Tully drawled and fished a matchstick from his pocket. "I got a complaint to make. Do we have to make this whole trip sitting on them hard benches? We don't have canteens or rations and no weapons. Can't you get us some blankets to roll up in and some water? We been fighting Jerries and had no sleep and my throat is burning."
"Here," Buck said, undoing the canteen at his hip and handing it to Tully. He looked back at Troy. "Fighting Jerries?"
"The Mitchell that brought us in was jumped by three FW-190s," Troy said.
"Well, you're off to a fine start, wherever it is you're going," Buck said and shook his head. "I don't know anything, so I can't tell you anything. This truck is taking you to a rendezvous where you'll make a transfer. If you're on a long trip, I hope your accommodations are more comfortable. All I know is that I was assigned to ride shotgun and Lieutenant Dorsky to drive. The precautions are unusual, but in view of what has happened, perhaps necessary. And considering that, why don't you move back out of the open, sit down and have a smoke? Here." He handed Troy a package of cigarettes. "Keep them. I'd have them all smoked up in a hour if I were in your boots."
A Top Secret mission, all the security the Army had to offer, Troy thought, sitting on the bench and stretching his legs. He lighted a cigarette and passed the package around. Nothing written, only verbal orders. Even the code, he had noticed when he'd glanced at the notebook, was handwritten, presumably by Major Blakely. The attack by the fighters and the sabotage at the dump had to be coincidences.
The truck bounced and jerked across rocky land, through gulleys and over hills. Dawn came abruptly and through the open back end of the truck, Troy could see nothing in the gray sky nor on the barren land they left behind. They were somewhere in the bleak country beyond Benghazi and on a track, not a road, that looked like twin, stone strewn stream beds. Troy shivered a tittle with the damp chill and weariness and glanced at the others. All of them, including Moffitt, were dozing. Troy ground out his second cigarette.
The tires skidded on the rocks and the truck ground to a jarring stop.
"Stay put," Buck shouted and leaped over the tailgate. 
Troy pressed his face against the window of the cab. Buck and Dorsky, both with tommy-guns, were out of the truck and crouching as they moved up either side of the track toward rocks that flanked the trail. It was a good place for an ambush. 
"Jack, Hitch, Tully," he turned and called. They scrambled to the window. "Those two rocks on top of the hill. Doctor, you and Hitch take the one on the left. Creep around and go in from behind. Tully, we'll take the one on the right. Easy over and out of the truck. If anybody's up there, they'll be watching Dorsky and Buck."
"Right-o," Moffitt said, looking at his hands and smiling quickly. "I believe this calls for a bit of karate." 
"Hell, don't get fancy," Troy said with a grin. "Pick up a rock and bash their heads in."
Moffitt and Hitch piled over the tailgate and wriggled on their bellies off the track and onto the hillside to the left. Troy and Tully went up the right hillside prone. Tully had his Bowie knife in his right hand and Troy picked up a fist-sized rock as they advanced. Dorsky and Buck were probably being overly cautious, but Troy could feel the tingling of his nerves and the sharpening of his senses that always preceded combat. The old, eroded gray rocks that littered the hill showed him pock marks in their faces, and the smell of age rose heavily from the ground. With Tully, he worked around the hilltop and started snaking toward the rocks on the rise. If anyone was up there, he was in a declivity, because neither man nor weapon showed.
There was the abrupt stacatto chatter of a rapid-fire machine gun, joined at once by a second. They were German MG-42 light machine guns. Troy recognized, and with their fantastic rate of fire, they'd pin Buck and Dorsky down. The MG-42 could expend its fifty-round drum in a matter of three or four seconds. Answering tommy-gun fire came from the slope but stopped abruptly when the MG-42s took up the challenge.
"At them, Tully," Troy whispered, getting to his knees, "The next time the tommy-guns start up."
Tully nodded and crouched. Troy looked up at the rock. Although within fifty feet of the position, he still could not see the gunner.
A burst from the tommy-guns, another and another. Troy and Tully were up and running. The German light machine gun sprayed downhill, round after round in zipping bursts. Troy and Tully reached the declivity at the same moment. One man in dark robes was lying on his stomach firing the tripod-mounted gun through a fissure in the rock. He couldn't have swung his weapon if he'd heard them. Troy let Tully take him with his Bowie knife. When the gunner lay still, Troy pulled back the gun and held it in the air above the rock. The tommy-guns fired at it.
"Your helmet," he called to Tully who had rolled the man he'd killed on his back and was going through his clothing. He raised the machine gun again with the GI helmet on its barrel. The firing had ceased from the position on the other side of the track and Troy called out, "Everything in order, Doctor?"
"Patient succumbed to treatment," Moffitt called back. 
"Buck, Dorsky," Troy called, still waving Tully's helmet. "It's us up here. Can we show ourselves?"
"Yeah," Buck shouted. "Come out and explain yourselves."
Troy climbed on top of the rock. Buck and Dorsky arose from the boulders behind which they'd taken shelter. Tully joined Troy and Moffitt and Hitch sat on the rock across the track.
"You'd better come up and take a look," Troy called. "Maybe these dead men will mean something to you." The two G2 officers came up on the run. Dorsky took the position on the left while Buck examined Tully's victim.
"Anything on him?" he asked Tully.
"Not a thing, not even a coin," Tully said.
Dorsky came across the track with Moffitt and Hitch. "A blank," Dorsky said. In the daylight, he was a young man with an old face. He glanced at the gunner Tully had knifed. "Arabs, that's all." He examined Troy's face for a long moment. "Just who are you men?"
The answers were to the point.
"Sergeant Troy."
"Sergeant Moffitt."
"Private Hitchcock."
"Private Pettigrew."
"Thanks," Dorsky said dryly. "I should have known better than to ask. Some special kind of commandos." 
"They had us pinned down," Buck said, laughing. "I told you to stay put, but I'm glad that was an order that was disregarded."
Dorsky snorted. "And they assigned us to take care of them."
"Let's move," Buck said, starting down the track. He smiled at Troy and then Moffitt, both of whom were carrying light machine guns and drums of ammunition. "Now that you have weapons, I assume you're ready to take on a company."
In the truck, Buck came back to smoke a cigarette with Troy.
"Does this kind of action always follow wherever you go?" Buck asked.
"Generally we have to look a little harder for it," Troy said grinning. Then he was quickly serious. "It was not supposed to happen on this phase of the operation. Everything was done to ensure secrecy. I think you'd better ask that a report of this ambush be passed on up as fast as possible. At first I thought the fighter attack and the sabotage at the dump were coincidences, but this last couldn't have been. There's a hole in security somewhere and it ought to be plugged."
The truck slowed and Troy saw behind them a huddle of mud and wattle huts and a dirty water hole. Beyond the community, the truck stopped.
"Soluch," Buck said, standing and shaking Troy's hand. "End of line. Here's where you make your transfer. Stay put, and this time I mean it."
Buck went to the back and dropped the flap. Troy could feel the truck pulling off the track, reversing and moving slowly back. There was a gentle thud as the rear bumped into something. Buck lifted the flap. Through an inch or two of daylight, Troy could see they were backed against the rear of another, larger truck.
"Hop in," Buck said. "It looks as if everything you'll need is here. As soon as you're inside, let down the flap and leave it down." He grinned. "Good luck. I never saw you and I don't know where you went."
It was the enormous van of a ten-wheel truck and nothing had been spared for their comfort. Troy thought, looking about in surprise. At the front, two rubber air mattresses, one on each side, were piled with GI blankets, and two more mattresses and blankets were on the sides at the rear. In the middle of the trailer were two hinged tables with an aisle between. Four folding canvas camp stools were arranged around one table and on the other was a two-burner camp stove with a pressure tank. An acetylene lantern swung from the roof between the tables. Wooden boxes of U-rations and several five-gallon cans of water were under the table with the camp stove and ranged against the walls between the tables and the mattresses were labeled boxes and cartons.
When the others were in the van, Troy let down the flap and fastened it. There was a second blackout curtain but he left that up. No one would see the light from the lantern in daylight. Moffitt lighted the lantern and looked about with satisfaction. Hitch and Tully were prowling and pawing.
"The Army was never like this," Hitch exclaimed. 
"Home was never like this," Tully corrected him, swinging around to Troy. "Hey, Sarge. We got them new U-rations. Can I be the cook?"
"Sure," Troy said, laughing. "Look around and see if you can find some messkits."
Troy and Moffitt laid their captured MG-42s and drums of ammunition on the two air mattresses at the tail of the van and sat on the camp stools by the table while Tully opened a wooden box of U-rations and Hitch looked for messkits.
"What do you make of it, Sam?" Moffitt asked, pulling his beret from his belt and putting it on his head. "You think they're on to us?"
"I do and I don't," Troy said, sailing his bush hat back to the mattress where he'd left the light machine gun. "It could be they were really after the ammunition trucks to cripple any planned Allied action. But I think we'd better take Blakely's advice and wear GI helmets for a while." Gears meshed and the ten-wheeled van started to move slowly. Troy looked around the van and suddenly he was irritated. Comfortable as it was, it was confinement and he felt he couldn't breathe. He took a deep breath, but it seemed there was no oxygen in the air. He chafed at the overly precautionary steps G2 had taken. All this secrecy was nonsense. All that had been necessary to conceal the movements of the Rat Patrol was to put the four of them in helmets and fatigues and throw them in with the troops. All dogfaces looked alike.
After a breakfast of canned peaches, scrambled powdered eggs, biscuits with strawberry jam and coffee, Moffitt, Hitch and Tully relaxed with their cigarettes while Troy broke open the labeled cartons and boxes and handed out equipment. There were steel helmets, tommy-guns with extra clips of ammunition for each and forty-fives for Moffitt and Troy, web belts, canteens, shirts and trousers, even socks and shorts. HQ or G2 or whoever it was who'd planned the operation had been thorough to the last detail. They laid their equipment beside their mattresses and Hitch and Tully stretched out to sleep.
Moffitt took the code book from Troy and started to study it. Troy got out the map Major Blakely had left with him. As nearly as he could figure it, the convoy would move southeast on the track to Antelat and then strike out across the desert, crossing the El Abd trail and thence to Bir-el-Alam. It was about a hundred miles from Soluch to Bir-el-Alam and then another fifty miles to the southernmost point on the defensive perimeter. So they'd be shut up in the van for about a day and a half. If all went well. Which was problematical. He glanced at Moffitt who was tearing the pages from the code book one by one and burning them in the peach can that they'd used for an ash tray.
"That simple, Doctor?" Troy asked. "Maybe you ought to clue me in. Just in case."
"You're right, Sam, of course," Moffitt said quickly. "Our code name is Library. The code is simple as long as you don't lose count of the days. Today is Day One of our operation. Tomorrow, Day Two, and so on. Messages will be sent in the clear. Today the first word in each sentence would be our message. Tomorrow, the second. Example, tomorrow this innocent and perfectly understandable message goes out by wireless to Library: 'Will return books, period. Want to thank you, period. Have base send more, period. Over and out.' Do you read me, Sam?"
"Sure," Troy said and grinned. "Our message is 'Return to base.' Jerry could crack it but it's so simple and harmless sounding, he'll probably ignore it. Even if he did pick up the message, he wouldn't know who or where Library was."
"Right-o," Moffitt said. "It will work as long as they keep the messages simple. If they set out to confuse Jerry and get complicated, they'll arouse his curiosity." Troy had another cigarette and a cup of coffee. The track was rough, but the big wheels shouldered over the rocks and it was not uncomfortable in the van.
"Is it a large convoy, do you think?" Moffitt asked. "I assume we're carrying munitions."
"Let's see what our position is," Troy said. He went up to Tully and slipped the Bowie knife from its scabbard. Cutting a horizontal slit in the flap at the back, he peered out and swore at what he saw. Their van was at the end of the convoy, followed only by a jeep with the driver and one man in the front and an M2 fifty-caliber machine gun mounted in the rear. He called Moffitt to the peephole and asked, "That look familiar? They keep us under wraps, tell us to change our hats and then pin that on us."
"There's a difference, Sam," Moffitt said, studying the jeep. "That Browning is on an antiaircraft mount, but I don't think an informer would notice. He'd report a jeep with a heavy machine gun. There's your blasted giveaway."
"Stupid, fouled-up goof," Troy snarled. "They take every security measure in the book, but Jerry is waiting for us at Benghazi because a jeep that looks like ours is there. We've got to get rid of it."
"How, Sam?" Moffitt asked and smiled wryly. "It's there for our protection, you know. If we could reach Headquarters, it would take a week for an order to go through channels."
"When did we go through channels?" Troy snapped. "I wouldn't hesitate to put it out of commission with a couple bursts through the radiator, but if we're going to throw Jerry off, we've got to make it disappear or better, send it back to Benghazi with four men wearing our headpieces in it."
Troy returned to the slit in the canvas and as he watched, the van passed through another Arab community, another cluster of a dozen flat roofed mud huts with a few goats behind thorn brush fences. Black-haired, bare-legged children, women with their faces hidden, men in dirty, shapeless robes stood motionless at the sides of the track, staring after the convoy. At the entrance to one of the last huts, a dark, sharp-nosed man wearing a white burnoose and robe reached under his garments as the jeep drove by.
"Quick, Jack, the glasses," Troy called, slashing the slit in the flap four or five inches wider. He spread the gash and focused on the Arab in the doorway.
The man was running up the antenna of a walkie-talkie.
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The convoy had crawled through the Arabian community of Antelat to avoid the interminable delays and unpleasantnesses that always attended a dead chicken or frightened goat who shut off her milk supply, and it had not yet started to pick up speed. Troy swept his bush hat from the mattress as he ran forward.
"Put on your beret," he called back to Moffitt. "The Rat Patrol is going into action."
A walkie-talkie had an effective range of only a few miles. That meant the Arab either was reporting to a relay point or that an ambush had been set up ahead.
"Hitch," he shouted, prodding him awake with his toe. "Wear your Legion cap. Tully, let's go. Bring your tommy-guns."
He whirled and ran toward the tail of the van. The blood was pounding in his veins and his eyes were burning. He felt vital and charged for action. He grabbed his loaded MG-42.
"Okay, Jack," he said to Moffitt. "They'll stop when we jump out. They won't know what hit them. I'll take the driver, you take the other. Don't try to explain. We'll just toss them out." Turning his head, he shouted, "Tully, we're taking a jeep. Get behind the wheel."
He ripped open the flap and jumped from the slowly moving van with Moffitt at his side. The jeep braked so abruptly it seemed to start back. Troy threw his machine gun in the rear and slid the driver from behind the wheel by his neck and knee and pushed him into a sitting position at the side of the track. Moffitt already had his man on the ground. Tully's machine gun clattered to the floor as he hopped into the driver's seat. Moffitt swung over the side into the back. Hitch took the front seat next to Tully and Troy climbed in the rear with Moffitt. The jeep leapt forward after the van before the men they'd thrown out uttered their first yelp.
"Gun it," Troy shouted to Tully. "Take the side. Pass up the convoy."
The two men from the jeep were on their feet and running after the van as Tully pulled up beside it on the hard gray barren ground.
"There's probably another jeep in the lead," Troy yelled at Tully. "Get ahead of it and stop it." He leaned to Hitch. "You and Moffitt grab that jeep. Get off the track and make a sweep." He pulled back. "Jack, can you get that gun down to horizontal?"
The jeep plunged by the covered trucks of the convoy in a gritty cloud of dirt and a rattling shower of stones. Most of the trucks appeared to be the big ten-wheeled vans and there were about a dozen of them. As Troy had suspected, a jeep with a fifty-caliber machine gun on an antiaircraft mount was leading the convoy. Tully cut onto the trace ahead of it and slammed on his brakes. The lead jeep skidded to a stop and Moffitt and Hitch ran back. Troy waved his arms, crisscrossing them above his head and the driver of the first truck halted his vehicle. Someone, an officer, Troy thought, climbed down from the cab and walked toward the jeeps. Moffitt and Hitch had tossed their men aside and Hitch was at the wheel.
"Let's go!" Troy shouted to Hitch.
Without being told, Tully shot ahead, off the trace to the right. Hitch had started his run to the left.
"This is more like it, Sarge," Tully called, half turning and grinning.
The two jeeps raced over a ridge of gray hardpan toward a hump half a mile ahead. Troy swung the gun in its horizontal position, checking it, and examined the ammunition belt. The jeep was bucking and kicking like a bronco. Rocks banged against the frame. On the other side of the track, a featherlike tail of dust marked Hitch's path. Troy looked ahead to the trail where it ran over the back of the hill. If this was an ambush, there probably would be a machine gun positioned on either side of the rise, Troy thought.
Tully flanked the hill and came roaring in from behind. Troy swung his machine gun to the side and grasped the spade grips. He had a fleeting glimpse of a group of men in robes and opened fire. He raked them, holding the gun down at their waists and heard the rattle of Moffitt's gun from the other side. Tully swerved the jeep and came back for another pass. Troy saw four or five figures prone in the dirt. Others were working at their guns to bring them around.
On this run, Tully drove straight into the machine guns before they opened fire. Troy fired over his head as the robed figures scattered, running and diving to the ground. Troy worked them over with short bursts that sent the dust flying and the men pitching on their faces. An explosion rocked the jeep and a second sent stones and chunks of dirt crashing into it as two grenades blasted. Tully smashed into one of the machine guns, ran over it and raced on. Once more, Tully skidded the jeep around and this time he took it in for the mop up.
Two men still were on their feet. One was at some kind of weapon which Troy had thought was a machine gun but which now seemed to be a miniature artillery piece. It was pounding away. The other man was firing either a light machine gun or machine pistol. Troy heard the whining zing of slugs from the light piece as he stitched the gunner at the peculiar-looking heavy weapon. Another burst and he brought down the second man.
Tully banged on the brakes and he and Troy ran toward the figures scattered over the ground. Tully had his tommy-gun and Troy the German MG-42. They ran from one robed figure to the next, rolling them over with their boots and looking at their faces. The fifth or sixth body which Troy turned over seemed fairer of skin than the others and he pulled back the burnoose. The man's hair was blonde. Troy ripped off the robe and found the tan uniform of the Afrika Korps that he expected. He searched the pockets quickly but they were empty.
On the other side of the track, the Browning stuttered in a final burst and the silence of death descended abruptly over the rocky edge of the desert. A dust cloud settled marking the place where Hitch and Moffitt had stopped. Troy went over to examine the two machine guns. The one Tully had crashed was a tripod-mounted British Vickers three-oh-three caliber, but Troy could not make out the other. It was a machine gun all right, a heavy one, shielded and mounted on a small, wheeled carriage. He had never seen a weapon like it.
"Doctor," he called. "Come on over when you can."
He went back to the robed figures with Tully to make sure they all were dead. There were twelve Arabs and the Jerry made the thirteenth.
After a few minutes, Hitch drove over and Moffitt jumped down, smiling as he walked to Troy who was back at the machine gun on wheels.
"Tom Thumb artillery have you stumped?" he asked and laughed aloud. "That's a Russian twelve-point-seven millimeter D. Sh. K. M1938. It's the heavy machine gun our allies by chance and circumstance assign to their infantry. You know the other, the good old Vickers. It's the same set-up, complete with German officer on the other side. Jerry is arming the Arabs with captured weapons. Cheaper that way, although he would have done well to have kept the M1938. It's almost as good as the Browning. This little trap would have raised hob with the convoy. You notice they're about a hundred yards down here from the position on the other side. They'd have permitted the lead truck to get just beyond them here and then both sides would have opened fire. Well, shall we put these pieces out of order and be off?"
"There are some grenades someplace around," Troy said. "They threw a couple at us."
They found a dozen of the potato masher type stick grenades. Moffitt and Hitch took six of them and drove back to the position they'd attacked.
"Toss them, Sarge?" Tully asked doubtfully.
"Pile them under the weapon," Troy said. "We'll drive off a hundred yards and detonate them with the machine gun."
Troy waited until a blast from the other side of the trace indicated Hitch and Moffitt had destroyed the guns at that position and then he squeezed off a blast at the grenades under the M1938. Metal hurtled through the air and dirt and rocks pelted Tully and him.
Back down the track, the convoy still was halted. The men had left their trucks and were spread out on both sides behind the lead truck. They yelled and started forward as the jeeps neared the lead track. One of two majors standing in front of the first truck spun about and apparently ordered the men back. They halted but did not stop cheering. The second major, his face red and angry, strode up to Troy as Tully stopped.
"What is the meaning of this?" he demanded.
Troy pushed back his bush hat and started to laugh.
The second major, a slender blade of a man with snapping dark eyes, moved up quickly.
"I'll handle this," he said crisply to the other major. "Get your men back in their vehicles." He jerked his head to Troy. "Bring your men back with me, Sergeant," he said and turned on his heel, taking long steps back toward the last van.
Troy winked at Hitch and Tully. "We'll drive the jeeps back to the rear," he said.
They pulled around the convoy and parked the jeeps side by side headed toward Benghazi. They were inside the van and Tully was boiling water for coffee when the major climbed over the tailgate. He stood tall and straight, every inch an executive or lawyer turned officer in his tailored gabardine fatigues with the gold leafs on the collar and a gilt leaf painted in the center of his helmet. In baleful silence, he glared at each of them in turn.
"You broke security," he said in a cold, thin voice but his eyes were hot. "You were under strict orders to remain concealed. Now every man in this convoy and every Arab in the area knows the Rat Patrol is with us."
Troy walked over to the table and sat on a stool. He pushed the bush hat to the back of his head and lighted a cigarette while he struggled to keep his simmering anger from boiling.
"When the coffee is ready, maybe the major would like a cup," he told Tully and looked at the officer with narrowed eyes. "You might as well sit down and make yourself comfortable. It looks like we have a lot to talk about. Just who are you?"
The officer's cheeks paled and the skin tightened on his jaw. He took a step toward the table and stood over Troy, drawing in his breath and holding it a moment as if fighting for control.
"Major Grogan, G2," he said tightly. "I'm riding in the cab of this truck and I'm in charge of your unit until you reach your next transfer point. I was the only man in the convoy who knew who you were or that you even were with us. I know nothing of your mission except that it is Top Secret and that an extraordinary amount of planning and preparation has gone into it. I know that Allied Headquarters regards it as vital to the spring campaign in this sector. And now you've blown it."
"Sit down, Major." Troy had calmed himself and he said it coolly. "Jerry knew we were in the convoy all along. Your outfit blew us before we started."
"What!" Major Grogan shouted and now his face flushed under its deep tan. "Your effrontery is unbearable, Sergeant. Your conduct is insufferable. Your display of bravado ahead on the trace was brash and foolhardy. You are nothing but a rodeo performer playing to an audience. Just what was up there, if anything? An Arab or two with a herd of goats that you drove off with your fireworks display?"
Troy no longer was angry. In fact, he was beginning to enjoy himself.
"Two dozen Arabs commanded by two Jerry Panzer officers," he said quietly. "Two machine gun positions, each with a heavy and a light weapon. The Arabs were armed with machine pistols and grenades. They had set a trap and would have destroyed or captured the entire convoy."
Major Grogan had been staring hotly at Troy, but now the fire in his eyes went out and his face turned the color of ashes. He dropped to the stool across the table. Moffitt took the stool next to Troy and lighted a cigarette.
"How did you know?" Major Grogan asked hoarsely.
"There was an Arab with a walkie-talkie in the last village," Troy said. "We didn't like the looks of it. We've been sensitive to the lack of security on this assignment. You'd blown us anyway, so we decided to show ourselves and save the convoy if there was an ambush. There wasn't time for a conference. We had to act."
"Well, we should be grateful for what you did," Major Grogan said, eyes concerned and squinting. "But how can you talk about lack of security? Only two or three men know the nature of your mission. The rest of us know only our particular phases of it. Everything has been done to ensure secrecy. I do not know where you came from nor what your final destination is. My orders were to pick you up where I did and to deliver you without detection to the next point. How can you say G2 broke security before you started."
"A blunder, an oversight, a stupid mistake," Troy snapped, irritated again. "G2 must be familiar with us and our operation since we were picked for this assignment. You must know our SOP is with two jeeps mounted with heavy machine guns. They're practically our trademark. So along with this convoy you permit two jeeps with heavy machine guns on antiaircraft mounts. They're dead ringers for the ones we always use. We've been in Algiers and Jerry knows it. Some informer spotted your two jeeps at Benghazi, reported them to the enemy and all your planning went up in smoke. Jerry naturally assumed those jeeps were ours and was waiting for us. Six trucks were blown at the munitions dump there, trying to get at us. We were ambushed on the road to Soluch. This trap was set because Jerry was sure we were with the convoy. You've got us under cover but those damned jeeps are out in the open for everyone to see."
Major Grogan's face had gone rigid as Troy spoke and his eyes had become hard black marbles. He sat silent with teeth clenched for several moments.
"You're right," he finally said in a toneless voice. He looked at Troy but his eyes seemed lifeless. "The consequence may be tragic. Can we do anything to save your mission?"
"Yes," Troy said promptly, smiling quickly at Moffitt. "You must send us back to Benghazi at once."
"I could not do that without authorization," Major Grogan said. "I am under orders to deliver you to the next point by a certain time. There is a schedule for your operation."
Tully brought three cups of coffee and stepped back, grinning. Troy frowned at him but he knew Tully was going to get his word in.
"You don't have to beat around the bush, Major," Tully said. "We all know where we're going. You're taking us as far as the south end of the defense perimeter."
"Tully!" Troy said sharply.
"It's all right. Sergeant," Major Grogan said. "I wasn't aware all of you had been briefed."
"Of course," Troy said. "And if we'd been brought in at the start, there never would have been this foul-up. But that's neither here nor there. Now you send us back to Benghazi."
"But I told you I cannot do that," Major Grogan said wearily.
"Of course you can't, actually," Troy said, smiling. "And knowing what our objective is, I doubt that we'd go back if you ordered it. But what you can do is this and I think it will save the mission. You send those two jeeps back to Benghazi with the men in them wearing our headgear. Jerry will damn soon hear about it. He'll conclude our assignment was to escort the convoy to this point where we engaged his patrols. We'll just stay with the convoy, put on helmets, ride out in the open and no one will be the wiser." 
Major Grogan nodded his head quickly.
"Good, good," he said briskly. "Good thinking, Troy. I hate to dispense with our aircraft protection, but then a Browning M2 is not a very effective weapon against planes. Yes, that's a solution, all right. I think the deception will work and I shall be able to deliver you to the perimeter in secrecy. All right, I'll go along with you. I'll have a talk with those men who are to substitute for you and silence them under the penalty of court-martial. From this moment on, they are the Rat Patrol. I'll write an order confining them once they reach Benghazi."
"Why do that?" Troy asked mildly. "Let them be seen in Benghazi. Have them patrol the munitions dump in the jeeps. After the sabotage, it would seem natural enough to Jerry. Just make sure they don't talk."
"All right, Troy," Major Grogan said, beginning to smile. "I think I begin to see why the Rat Patrol was selected for this Top Secret mission, whatever it is. You men think of everything and manage to turn a disastrous situation to your advantage. I'll go along with you on everything except one item. You will not put on steel helmets and ride out in the open. You will remain inside this van until I deliver you and you will not, under any circumstances, show yourselves. Every man in this convoy has seen you and would recognize you, even if you were wearing straw hats. I'll get the four men for the jeeps and bring them back here for their instructions. Just before they leave for Benghazi, you men, the real Rat Patrol, will drive around the convoy slowly, waving and shouting your goodbyes to one and all. Then to the rear for the switch and under cover for you. Is this clear?"
"I suppose so," Troy said. For once he felt defeated. One of the benefits he'd hoped to realize from his plan was release from the confinement of the van. "Don't keep us cooped up too long. We'll go stir crazy."
"No longer than necessary, Troy," Major Grogan said, laughing. "Tomorrow night at the latest."
"One request, Major," Moffitt said with a smile. "We're rather attached to our headgear. It isn't Army issue, you know. We want it understood that the pieces are to be returned to us at Bir-el-Alam. In your orders to Benghazi, you can arrange for duplicates. Call them replacements. Right?"
"Of course," Major Grogan said. "I understand the sentimental association. Now let me make the arrangements and we'll get the convoy under way again."
The major gulped his coffee which had been untouched during the conversation and hurried from the van. Moffitt's eyes crinkled and an amused smile played at his lips.
"You know, I think the major rather liked the idea," he said.
"Liked it!" Troy snorted. "Hell, he'll probably get a promotion for catching this snafu and pulling the mission out of the fire. Who's for poker?"
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Troy awakened groggily. His body was weary and his bones ached. The air he breathed was hot and tasted stale. His head was throbbing. His shirt was clammy across his shoulders and the light in the place where he lay was gloomily gray. For a moment he did not know where he was and he stared at the dark roof vaguely arching above him. Although he was lying on something soft and warm, he seemed to sense motion. Then abruptly he remembered the convoy and the van and recognized the sound that had roused him from his torpor. It was the whistling whine of low-flying aircraft. He sprang from his rubber mattress and peered through the slit he'd made in the canvas flap that draped the back of the truck.

Although the keening of the engines grew louder, he could not see the planes. He glimpsed the shimmer above the gray sands of the desert and his mind was aware that the sun was shining, but he was not thinking, only reacting. His muscles tightened and his body tensed as he waited for Jerry's twenty-millimeter shells to come slamming into the van or a bomb to burst.
Two point-nosed P-40s with underslung jaws streaked in from behind so low he could see the pilots leaning against their headrests under the canopies. He whistled with relief and unsnapped the bottom buttons of the flap, pulling it apart a few inches above the tailgate for ventilation. The still air that seeped in was impregnated with dust and choked him, but he left the flap open. It relieved his feeling or imprisonment to have a small shaft of mote-laden sunlight slanting onto the bed of the truck.
Although the convoy was well within Allied controlled territory, the sabotage at Benghazi and the two attempted ambushes had shown that Jerry was able to slip through the lines and Troy was happy to see the air cover. The P-40s would sweep the desert along the route to Bir-el-Alam and their machine guns would spit at anything that looked suspicious. Once the Rat Patrol entered enemy territory beyond the defensive perimeter, they'd have to contend with the same type of air surveillance by Messer-schmitts and Focke-Wulfs.
Troy turned back to the interior of the van. Someone had turned out the lantern after he had fallen asleep although he did not remember lying down. After the Rat Patrol had circled the convoy and the four men wearing the patrol's unique headpieces had set out for Benghazi, Tully had dug out a pack of playing cards from one of the cartons. Troy remembered drawing three tens on the first deal, making an ante of five matchsticks and that was all. He must have dozed at the table and someone must have led him back to his rubber mattress.
The others were sleeping too. Moffitt, near the tailgate, was on his side, breathing regularly and softly. Troy walked quietly to the tables at the middle of the van and heard snores grumbling in Tully's throat. Troy ran to him, quickly turning Tully from his back to his side and smiling suddenly at his reflexive action. Not that it was amusing. Sneezing or snoring could reveal the Rat Patrol to the enemy.
It was good they all were sleeping, he thought. Not only were they exhausted after the fast-moving events during the hours since midnight, but they needed to get in the habit of sleeping during the days. They'd be restricted to the nights in their operations against Jerry. Troy frowned and returned to the back of the van, sitting by the unbuttoned bottom of the canvas flap. He hoped the return of the two jeeps to Benghazi would lessen Jerry's interest in the convoy. Although there had been an oversight in the matter of the jeep escort, elaborate precautions had been taken to cloak the Rat Patrol's mission. This caper was critical. They had to bring it off and it was starting out badly.
He thought the convoy must be nearing the El Abd track that sliced inland across the desert sands and rock ridges from near El Agheila to Gazella on the northeast coast of the Cyrenaica peninsula. He took his eyes from the rolling sameness of the desert they had entered after leaving the coastal hills and looked at his watch. It was nearing fourteen-hundred hours. The heavily loaded convoy was traveling slowly; between fifteen and twenty miles an hour, he estimated. With allowances for the stops they must have made en route for water and to cool the motors, and the delay of something like an hour beyond Antelat where Jerry had set a trap, they could not have traveled much more than a hundred miles from Benghazi. Another hundred miles lay between them and Bir-el-Alam, then fifty miles to the perimeter and fifty miles through enemy territory to the position that had been prepared for them. They would not be able to travel beyond the perimeter in daylight. If there were any more delays, they'd have to spend the whole next day inside the stifling van.
Troy heard the engines of the airplanes and the P-40s returned, one on either side of the track, flying low again, this time back tracking toward Benghazi. Sweat was steaming down his cheeks and his trousers were wet where his arms had rested on them. For a moment as he sat panting under the canvas topped van, he envied the Air Force but then he shook his head and smiled. The flyboys might have all the sky to fly in but still they did not enjoy the Rat Patrol's independence.
Moffitt had stirred this time at the sound of the aircraft and now he sat up, blinking and rubbing his eyes. He smiled slowly.
"Our own chaps, I'd say from your look," he said. "Beastly hot in here."
Troy unbuttoned another gap in the flap and motioned Moffitt to the tailgate. They lighted cigarettes and sat staring at the empty land through which they were traveling. A burning haze lifted from the floor of the desert and made Troy's eyes smart.
"There were goggles in one of those cartons," he said. "We can use them."
When Troy returned with the glasses and they had them over their eyes, Moffitt rolled a steel helmet to him and settled another on his own head. He laughed.
"It's smashing on you," he chuckled. "I'm sure I look quite as ridiculous in my tin hat. I already miss my old bonnet. Now we look like soldiers."
"They may keep Jerry from knowing who we are," Troy said with a wry smile. "But the helmets wouldn't do us much good if the SS got their hands on us. With the war in Africa running the way it is, one of these days the Afrika Korps is going to have to obey Hitler's order on the treatment of commandos."
"I can quote it," Moffitt said. "He issued it last October in a secret order to his commanders and it read: 'From now on all enemies on so-called Commando missions in Europe or Africa, challenged by German troops, even if they are to all appearances soldiers in uniform or demolition troops, whether armed or unarmed, in battle or in flight, are to be slaughtered to the last man.'"
"We didn't give the Jerries who tried to ambush us with the Arabs any quarter," Troy reminded him.
"We didn't know they were Jerries," Moffitt said. "They were in disguise. But it would have made no difference. That was combat. What would we have done if we'd captured them?"
"I don't know," Troy said frankly. "Even if they were wearing Arab robes over their uniforms, I don't think we'd have murdered them in cold blood."
"Right you are," Moffitt said. "I don't think Dietrich would murder us either, if we were captured."
"Probably not," Troy said. "But we've lost track of Dietrich. The commander of the unit at the staging area beyond Agarawa may be another breed. And I doubt we'll be in uniform when we go to have a look at what he's got."
"The answer is rather simple, isn't it?" Moffitt asked, laughing. "We don't propose to be captured, now do we?" 
"Oh, rather not!" Troy mimicked in mock shock and they both chuckled.
The muffled blast of an explosion somewhere ahead shook the desert air. The van stopped abruptly and Troy heard shouts coming from the front of the convoy. He reached back beside his mattress for his tommy-gun, eyes slitting at Moffitt as he slapped a clip in it. Moffitt was listening intently. Troy heard the sound of running feet and confused shouting but there were no more detonations.
"What do you suppose that was?" Moffitt asked, eyes darting to Troy.
"I can make a guess," Troy said grimly. "One of the trucks hit a mine."
"My thought precisely," Moffitt said. "I can't say I like traveling in this restricted fashion. We are plagued with difficulties and delays. If that lorry is disabled, it means we shall have to wait here while the load is transferred. Then our route will be altered and we shall have to poke along behind minesweepers."
"I know," Tory growled. "We'll reach the perimeter too late to go on tonight and have to sweat out another day in this canvas oven."
Hitch and Tully walked quickly to the back of the truck.
"If Jerry's this active behind our lines," Hitch said, unwrapping a stick of gum, "what's it going to be like when we get into his territory?"
"Who cares?" Tully drawled. "We'll be in the open. We only been in this truck a few hours and I feel like a bear in a cage already. What's going on ahead?"
Troy considered Tully for a moment.
"Why don't you go find out?" he asked.
"Sarge," Hitch spoke up. "That major said we were to stay under cover no matter what."
"If you were to smear some dirt on your face and stay out of the way of officers," Troy went on, ignoring Hitch, "who'd know the difference? It's worth a try to see if anyone recognizes you."
"Gotcha," Tully said, grinning. He ran ahead to his mattress for his tommy-gun and helmet, coming back with the weapon slung over his shoulder. He glanced at Troy before he lifted the flap.
"Just one thing," Troy said.
"Sure, Sarge, what is it?" Tully asked.
"Leave your matches here with me," Troy said, holding out his hand. "I know you wouldn't mean to give us away, but you've a habit you're hardly conscious of."
Hitch snorted and snapped his gum.
"All right," Tully said sulkily, handing over a fist full of matches. "But you'd better take away Hitch's bubble gum. He's unconscious all the time."
Tully lifted the flap and dropped to the track. A moment later Troy heard the padding of his crepe-soled desert shoes as Tully ran along the driver's side of the van. The P-40s came in low over the stalled convoy from the northwest, this time circling. Troy cursed them silently in his mind. If Jerry were anywhere watching, he'd know his mines had done some damage.
Troy waited with Moffitt and Hitch in the dead heat of the van, waited tensely and blindly for he knew not what. A sudden attack by an Arab band? The chatter of machine guns? The shattering blasts of grenades? The war in North Africa was fluid and despite perimeters and defensive positions, in the trackless desert you never knew when the enemy was going to outflank you. Supposedly the convoy was well within the protection of their own lines and the enemy had been bogged down by the rains, but now the sun was shining and no rain had fallen for almost a week. With or without the Rat Patrol, the convoy would be a fat prize, loaded as it must be with ammunition for the spring offensive.
Although it seemed the afternoon had dragged by, less than half an hour passed before Troy heard shifting gears and crunching tires and the van began to move. Tully had not returned. Troy pulled the flap wide apart and watched for him. He saw nothing that moved in the burning sand. The van crawled along for perhaps a quarter mile, then crossed the El Abd track and dug into the sands of a trailless desert area. Off to the side, he saw a truck canted on the side of a crater where a mine had burst. It was minus its left front wheel and its fender was smashed into the hood. The windshield was cracked in a spider web design on the passenger side and Troy remembered that a major had been riding in the lead truck.
At the tail of the convoy, the van scarcely seemed to move. Troy was certain minesweepers were walking ahead. The P-40s circled them once on the other side of the El Abd track and then swooped off in the direction of Bir-el-Alam. There still was no sign of Tully.
Nothing could have happened to him, Troy told himself. Maybe Major Grogan had spotted him. But wouldn't the major have sent him packing straight back to cover in the van? Tully must have jumped into the cab of another truck when the convoy started moving. It was foolish and he shouldn't have done it, Troy told himself, trying to work up anger to replace the worry that ate at the lining of his stomach.
The convoy moved by starts and stops for the next half hour across glinting dunes and wadis half hidden by haze. They were taking an alternate path but not chancing any haphazardly scattered mines. The mines were the most hideous and treacherous part of desert warfare. They lay hidden by the sand at unsuspected places, some light antipersonnel charges, others twelve-pound Tellermines or even fifty- and two-hundred-and-fifty-pound Luftwaffe bombs wired to go off at the slightest touch and blow you and your vehicle sky high. The fighters continued to make their passes over the convoy. They could protect the trucks against ground and air attack, but there was nothing the planes could do about the mines. Only the slow, methodical work of the sappers could point the safe way to go.
It was after sixteen hundred hours when the trucks began to pick up speed. Apparently satisfied that only the El Abd crossing had been sown, the convoy accelerated rapidly, kicking up a trail of gritty, chalky tasting dust that hung over the desert behind them. The planes still gave them cover and once or twice Troy thought he heard the faint sound of fifty-caliber machine guns somewhere in the distance. He might have been mistaken or the planes might have been firing to change the direction a band of Arab tribesmen were riding. A good speed of between twenty and twenty-five miles an hour was maintained for about an hour and a half and then suddenly it was dark. On the desert there is no twilight transition. One moment it is daylight and the next, dusk. A few minutes later, the column of trucks halted. Troy quickly closed the flap. He was fastening the last button when he heard the voice of Major Grogan speaking softly just outside.
"Do you hear me, Troy?"
"Right," Troy whispered. He started to ask Major Grogan to check the other trucks for Tully and decided against it. Suddenly he was angry with Tully. There was no other place for Tully to be except in one of the other tracks. Tully had complained about being caged up in the van and must have leaped at the opportunity to ride out in the open. He'd handle Tully himself without any assistance from the major.
"We're at a small oasis, just a little waterhole and some scraggly palms," Major Gorgan said. "We'll halt here until the moon comes up. Don't light your lantern until we move. If you'll stay behind the van, you can get out one at a time and stretch your legs."
"Thanks," Troy said. "We'll keep out of sight." He listened a moment until he was sure the major had gone away, then said quickly, "Hitch, move up along one side of the trucks. Jack, take the other side. Find that damned Kentucky ridgerunner and drag him back. He's probably got a crap game started. I'll stay here in case the major wanders around again."
Troy sat on the tailgate by the opened flap when the others had slipped away in the darkness. From along the line of trucks, he could hear the men laughing and talking as they filled the radiators with water and smoked their cigarettes. His anger began to fade away again. Tully was undisciplined and brash, but he was loyal to the Rat Patrol and would not willingly jeopardize their mission. But what could have happened to Tully in the midst of the whole convoy? Troy was not surprised when first Hitch and then Moffitt returned without him.
"I don't know what to think," Troy said irritably because he felt helpless. "If he doesn't turn up at this stop, we'll have to tell the major. That will blow our cover again because it will mean a search party. I want to get out a minute and decide what is best to do. One of you keep circulating on the chance you might have missed him."
Moffitt climbed into the van and Hitch went back up the line of trucks. Troy walked away from the convoy into the desert following the tire tracks that had left a black path in the sand. The moon had not come up, but the blue night sky was translucent enough to show him shapes and shadows. The dunes were clearly outlined and between them, the wadis were dark splotches. Behind, the trucks were strung out like blocks beside the ragged palm tree silhouettes.
Tully would not have strolled aimlessly into the desert, Troy told himself. If he had concealed himself from Major Grogan or someone else he thought might recognize him, the convoy had traveled so slowly behind the minesweepers that he could easily have caught up with them again. On the other hand, a person or persons had laid that mine. If Tully had stumbled across a track, he might have been foolhardy enough to have followed it. And he might have walked into a trap. Troy remembered he'd thought he'd heard heavy machine gun fire once or twice during the afternoon. He wondered whether that could have anything to do with Tully's disappearance.
The air had grown chilly but he did not notice it as he plodded on, preoccupied with his concern for Tully. Usually alert to the slightest movement or sound that was not normal, tonight he could not say how long he had heard the muffled throbbing before he became aware of it. He stopped short and listened for several seconds before he identified it as the soft breathing of a silenced motorcycle exhaust. It was coming from one of the light cycles used by the Jerry dispatch riders in North Africa. The panting of the motor became more distinct, though not much louder, and then stopped suddenly.
Troy fell to the ground and listened to the sand. A minute or two went by and then he heard the whisper of footsteps coming toward him. He laid his tommy-gun to one side and unsheathed the long, narrow-bladed commando knife he'd taken from one of the supply cartons. He wanted to capture this Jerry and bring him in for questioning.
A shadowy figure, crouched and moving stealthily, moved by silently. Troy leaped, catching the man's neck in the crook of his arm as he jabbed the point of his knife into his kidney and brought his knee against his spine. The man went limp, then Troy felt the wrist of his knife-hand gripped. A leg hooked behind his knee, teeth bit into the wrist of his arm encircling the man's neck and he hurtled backwards. Even as he sprawled on his back, the man was on him, pinning him to the ground.
"Take it easy, Sarge, it's only me," he heard Tully whisper.
Troy sat up, spluttering and holding the wrist Tully had bitten.
"Where have you been?" he asked angrily, spitting sand from his mouth. "What are you doing, riding in on a Jerry motorbike?"
"Listen, Sarge, we got to hurry," Tully said, sitting beside Troy. "When I went ahead to see what was happening, I swung out wide to get a look without them seeing me. I came to a wadi and there was this Jerry with his motor bike. I figure he was the one that planted that mine. He was watching the trucks and I jumped him. I followed his tracks back out of the wadi. I left the bike there and crept along off to the side, just close enough so I could see the trail. About half a mile, there's this bunch of Arabs in a deep wadi under a camouflage net. They got horses and grenades and Mauser rifles. I figure they was set to hit the convoy except for them P-40s. I pushed this damned bike halfway here. I was afraid either you or them would hear it. As it was, them P-40s spotted me and let off a couple bursts. I had to take cover in another wadi until it got dark and then I had the devil's own time following your tracks. Them Arabs moved out in the open along the El Abd track after the convoy went into the desert. I think they did that to throw the planes off and figured on circling ahead and catching the trucks after dark." 
"They'd know about the oasis where we stopped," Troy said, pushing himself to his feet. "They'd be pretty certain we'd pull in there for water. That's where they'll hit us. Come on, let's run."
The Arabs would walk their horses through the wadis as close to the oasis as they could, Troy thought. Then, before the moon came up, they'd gallop down the fine of trucks throwing grenades and fade back into the night to pick off the survivors, lighted by the burning wrecks, with their Mausers.
"How many Arabs were there?" Troy asked as Tully trotted toward the trucks with him.
"About a dozen, I guess," Tully said. "How we going to clobber them this time?"
"I guess we'll have to let them surprise the trucks," Troy said, grinning. He'd just remembered a carton of flares and Very pistols he'd opened in the van, wondering at the time why they'd been sent along. "You know what Major Grogan said. We've got to keep under cover." 
"Whatever it is you're planning," Tully said dryly, "I'll bet it's good."
Troy considered warning Major Grogan about the Arabs and the raid he felt sure would be made on the convoy before the moon was up. He decided against it for two reasons. First, he'd have to admit that Tully had been away from the convoy all afternoon; and second, he knew Major Grogan would tell the Rat Patrol to keep under cover and out of action if the Arabs hit the trucks. Troy realized he was assuming responsibility that did not belong to him, but he felt the four men of the Rat Patrol were better qualified to handle a dozen Arabs than the twenty-odd men in the convoy, whether they were supply troops or infantry.
Moffitt and he each took a Very pistol and flares. With Hitch, Moffitt went northwest behind the trucks. They took individual positions on dunes some five hundred yards away from the oasis and a hundred yards apart. Troy and Tully stole ahead of the trucks to the southeast, moving out five hundred yards from the lead vehicle and establishing themselves about a hundred and fifty yards apart on sand hills that overlooked a valley leading to the oasis.
Troy flattened just beyond the top of the rise. Although the night had grown cold quickly, the sand still retained its daytime warmth and he snuggled comfortably into it. He put his ear to the sand, listening as Moffitt had taught him for the trickling sands that revealed movement on the desert from afar. His tommy-gun was gripped in his right hand; in his left, the Very pistol was loaded and pointed above the depression between the dunes.
It had seemed to grow darker although it was almost time for the rim of the moon to show over the horizon.
He edged forward over the crest of the sand hill and peered into the valley but could see no shadowy outlines in the pit of darkness. The sands were silent. He slid his watch from his cuff and the illuminated figures showed eighteen-hundred-thirty hours.
The minutes crept by, and except for the jumble of sounds and movements from the oasis, the desert was dark and quiet. Perhaps the trucks had outdistanced the Arab riders in the last hour and a half, he thought, and felt a keen sense of disappointment. Another few minutes and they would have to return to the van.
He was starting to push himself to his knees when the sands began to talk, murmuring at first and then speaking distinctly. He heard the heavy trod of hooves approaching the depression in the sand. For long moments while the sand spoke loudly in his ear, there were no movements in the valley and then he dimly distinguished the faint outlines of mounted men. They were nearly silent, man merged with beast, grouping together below him. He waited with his Very pistol pointed above them, looking to the northwest for Moffitt's flare to hang suddenly white in the dark sky. He did not think there were a dozen Arabs in the group below him. They must be planning to attack the trucks from both sides.
A globe of fire suddenly appeared above the desert beyond the oasis and before Troy heard the dull sound of the report, his pistol had rocketed its flare over the valley below his position and he was on his feet with his tommy-gun at his hip. For a brief, stunned moment, the Arabs on their horses were frozen in a glaringly lighted tableau. Troy's gun vibrated in his hand as it chattered at them. From the opposite dune Tully was squeezing off burst after burst. Troy was only half aware of the sound of firing from the northwest. Some of the Arabs toppled to the ground. Others crumpled in their saddles. The horses cried shrilly, breaking and running.
All at once the night was silent. Troy jumped backward and rolled behind the dune, coming to his feet and running wide, then plunging toward the middle of the line of trucks. Now, scarcely two minutes after Moffitt had hung his first globe in the sky, the convoy troops were shouting and running confusedly in both directions toward the flares that still burned fiercely. Troy merged with a group of men who were running toward the back of the line of trucks. They were carrying rifles and tommy-guns and yelling all at once.
Troy stopped at the side of the van and edged around to the tailgate. He climbed in unnoticed and before he pulled the flap together saw that Tully already was there. Only a moment later, Hitch clambered in and then Moffitt. Troy started buttoning the flaps together, shutting out the light that reached the trucks.
"Good show," Moffitt said, chuckling. "Now what do we tell the major?"
"Nothing," Troy said.
Troy replaced the Very pistols in the box and the four of them crouched by the tailgate with their tommy-guns in their hands. It was not many moments before Major Grogan's voice, hushed but sharp, came through the curtain.
"Troy, are you there?"
"Right," Troy said with some urgency. "What's going on?"
"Moffitt?" Grogan paused as someone ran by. "Hitchcock? Pettigrew?"
They answered in quick succession.
"Here."
"Here."
"Here."
"What happened?" Troy repeated. He was smiling in the dark.
"The Arabs attempted a raid," Major Grogan said. "Our guards were alert and trapped them. I'm glad you obeyed your orders for a change. You're not the only heroes in the Army, you know. Really quite a show. Sorry you had to miss it. You can rest easy now. We're only a few hours from Bir-el-Alam and you can see you're in safe hands. See you there. If you light your lantern, be sure your blackout curtain is down."
Troy heard Major Grogan walk away and the excited voices of other men returning to the convoy.
"Who the hell thinks he's a hero?" he asked irritably. He dropped the blackout curtain over the flap and struck one of Tully's matches to light his way to the lantern. "We try to do our job, that's all."
"What difference does it make, Sam?" Moffitt asked. 
"None, except we don't expect to be rewarded for being competent," Troy said
"Maybe we do our job, Sarge," Tully said with a slow grin, "and maybe that's what makes us different."
"What do you mean, different?" Troy snapped.
"The guy that's running this convoy didn't even put out a guard," Tully drawled.
"That's right, and you know what?" Hitch said. "I'll bet there are a dozen GIs ready to step forward and swear they mowed down those Arabs."
"Two of them better show up with Very pistols," Tully said indifferently, holding his hand out to Troy in the light of the lantern for his matches. "I bet none of them think of that."
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After the brief scrimmage with the Arabs, Troy was hungry and he suddenly realized that none of them had eaten since morning. When the convoy was rolling again, Tully found some roast beef in gravy and heated it. The aroma was inviting but it had the same flat, tinny taste that seemed to be canned with all potted meats. Troy ate several biscuits to get the flavor of it out of his mouth and washed them down with two cups of coffee. After they'd smoked their cigarettes, he turned out the acetylene lantern, lifted the blackout curtain and opened the flap. Troy and Moffitt piled their rubber mattresses on top of each other and the four of them sat with their feet on the tailgate. Moonlight washed the desert with silver and the air was invigoratingly crisp. By day the desert was a feverish sea, but by night, a placid lake. The throbbing of the motors and the frequent whining mesh of gears seemed oddly out of place.
"Jerry'd not have much difficulty finding us," Moffitt reflected, scanning the moonlighted blue of the sky.
"Maybe we don't have an escort tonight but we've got fighters up there," Troy said. "They'd be on his tail in a minute. He won't risk anything on a night like this. Not with the importance he seems to be giving air cover at Agarawa."
"You may be right," Moffitt said, eyes turning quickly to Troy. "But he's giving too much attention to this sector to suit me. Something's in the wind."
"Sure," Troy said and laughed shortly. "That's why we're going there. To find out."
"How we going to find out what he has in mind, Sarge?" Tully drawled, shifting on the mattress.
"Why, we'll just go in and have a look," Troy said easily, but he glanced sharply at Tully. This mission seemed to be bothering all of them. "Once we're there, we'll play it by ear."
"Same as always," Hitch said, confidently enough.
"Same as always," Troy agreed.
Same as always with one big difference, Troy thought This time G2 wanted to know not only what Jerry would strike with, but when and where. D-day, the campaign plan, that was the phase of this mission that bothered him, and the others. It was one thing to lie on a dune and count pieces of equipment through field glasses, and even to race in behind his lines and destroy ammunition dumps and armor. But it was quite another to determine Jerry's objective and the date he'd launch his attack. And take the battle plan safely back to Bir-el-Alam without one of them being detected or captured.
"Blakely didn't mention the equipment G2 had provided in this snug hideaway they've constructed especially for us near Agarawa?" Moffitt asked.
"Not specifically," Troy said, glancing over his shoulder into the van. "He did say everything we'd need was there. G2 has anticipated more than we'd have requested, like the playing cards and Very pistols. We're getting VIP treatment. There's probably bubble gum for Hitch and a bottle of Scotch for you. Why?"
"Just a thought," Moffitt said and Troy turned his head to him. It had sounded as if Moffitt was smiling. He was. "There are times when a miniature camera with an extremely fast lens would be convenient."
"Such as?" Troy demanded a little testily. He thought he knew what Moffitt had in mind.
"It's not unlikely Jerry has a plan and map for his Spring campaign," Moffitt suggested.
"If a plan has been drawn up on paper, it's either on the commanding officer's person or at his HQ and all security precautions have been taken," Troy said brusquely. "You're thinking we might lift the plan, photograph it and return it with him none the wiser. Knock it off, Jack. Can't take the chance this trip. Can't risk it even if there is a camera. We've got to get in and out without Jerry knowing we've been there. If one of us is caught, if even a jeep is seen, the secret is out and we've lost our value."
"I suppose so," Moffitt said and fell silent.
Troy looked sharply at him. Moffitt had not sounded particularly convinced.
It was after twenty-two-hundred hours when the convoy crept out of the desert sand and onto the graded road from the north that linked Bir-el-Alam with the port of Tobruk on the Mediterranean. Troy looked from the van in astonishment at the transformation that had taken place during the past ten days. On this stretch of desert that had been barren less than two weeks before, rows of Sherman tanks, armored cars and personnel carriers stood under camouflage nets and hastily improvised sheds. Some equipment hulked huge under tarps out in the open. Open ended shelters and tents were piled high with crated stores. Acres of weapons and munitions watched over by roving patrols in jeeps. There were rows of big pyramid-topped canvas quarters for the troops. Men were everywhere, unloading trucks, working on motors, moving toward a new mess hall. Searchlights were probing the darkness. There was an underlying hum of generators and an overriding drone of aircraft.
This was it, Troy thought, the build-up for the Big Push. Here the Army was going all out in preparation for the spring campaign. The personnel and equipment were assembled. Whether they moved on to victory or were expended in defeat might depend on the success of the Rat Patrol's mission. Troy closed the flap and lowered his head. For a moment he could feel the weight of all the men and machines resting on his shoulders.
"I'm glad I never learned how to type," Hitch said, voice hushed with awe. "There are guys who have to keep track of all that stuff. In quintuplicate."
Troy laughed and put his eye to the slit in the canvas. Responsibility depended on your point of view.
They had entered the town and the convoy rumbled down the straight avenues the military had built. The plastered walls of the Arabian oasis town gleamed purplish-white in the moonlight and there was illumination behind many of the fretted windows. On the other side of the Arab community, the convoy stopped beyond a group of Quonset huts. Lights were on in all of them and Troy could see enlisted men and officers as they hurried by the windows. A figure, Major Grogan, Troy thought, walked past the end of the van, paced back and forth a moment and then came up to the flap. The motor of the van still was running.
"Troy?" Major Grogan said guardedly.
"Here," Troy whispered.
"We're scheduled to move right on out," Major Grogan said. "That should put us on the perimeter within two hours."
"Good," Troy said. As long as they reached the defense line by midnight, they'd be moved on to their final position near Agarawa before morning. He was heartily sick of the van.
A jeep drove up and its lights shone briefly on Major Grogan before they went out. Major Grogan started to walk away.
"Oh, Major Grogan?" a voice called from the jeep.
"Right," the major said and Troy saw him turn around and walk to the jeep.
"Captain Kennicutt," the officer in the jeep identified himself. "You're with the part of the convoy that's going on?"
"Yes," Troy heard the major say.
"There will be a delay," Captain Kennicutt said. "Some trouble on ahead. We're sending two armored cars with you."
Troy saw Major Grogan glance briefly at the van. "Trouble?" he said, turning back to the jeep.
"Nothing serious, so far as we know," Captain Kennicutt said so softly Troy could scarcely hear him. "Patrol activity apparently. We'll have you out as soon as possible." 
Troy swore softly and settled back on the mattress. 
"They're taking no chances with this cargo," Moffitt whispered. "I begin to feel as pampered as a warhead." 
"It's a lot of damn foolishness," Troy muttered. "We'd get through if they'd turn us loose on our own. All this special treatment just calls Jerry's attention to this van. He's got informers here."
"That's the nice thing about the Arab," Moffitt said cheerfully. "He'll cooperate with anyone."
"You mean he'll sell out to the highest bidder," Troy growled.
"Well, we may be glad of that when we get to Agarawa," Moffitt said.
"It's like they always say, Sarge," Tully said softly. "Hurry up and wait. I'm glad I'm in the Rat Patrol and not the Army."
"Better not let Wilson hear you say that or you'll find out how much of you the Army owns," Troy said, smiling.
"You wouldn't let Wilson get away with nothing," Tully said. "I'm going to hit the sack."
Hitch went up to the mattresses with Tully and Moffitt and Troy wrapped themselves in GI blankets and sat by the flap, listening to the scuffing of wooden boxes as other trucks were unloaded, watching jeeps and cars drive up, men jump out and come hurrying back after a few minutes. The van motor had been turned off and Troy watched the minutes creep around his watch as they sat outside headquarters waiting for the forward motion of the war to catch up with them.
Troy wondered whether it was the same at the enemy staging area beyond Agarawa. Did the methodical German mind produce a more orderly flow of commands and actions as Jerry made his preparations for renewal of the desert warfare? He wondered how many orders had to be issued before the armored cars could be assigned. He knew it wasn't a question of whether the vehicles were available. He'd just seen dozens, maybe fifty or more of them, parked on the other side of town. The question was, who was willing to authorize their use?
It was almost twenty-four-hundred hours and Day Two of the Rat Patrol's mission was approaching when the three-truck convoy, escorted front and rear by armored cars equipped with heavy machine guns and each carrying two-man crews in addition to the driver, started south from Bir-el-Alam across some fifty miles of desert to the southernmost position on the defensive perimeter. The Allied Forces had moved in heavy British Matilda II and medium United States M4 Sherman tanks before the rainy season as stationary artillery pieces. They made a sweeping semicircle around Bir-el-Alam, dug in to hold against any aggression while matériel was mounted for a massive drive in the spring.
The sixth day of dry weather after more than a month of drenching rains found the desert sands well-packed and suitable for maneuvering. Mid-January could not be regarded as the end of the rainy season, Troy knew, and the desert might be deluged in another day or week. Would either side be willing to gamble? He who first launched an offensive would gain a decided advantage but it could be quickly washed away. If Dietrich were still in command at Sidi Abd, Troy thought the daring German commander would watch the weather for a propitious day, strike swiftly and savagely, prepared either to dig in or withdraw at the first cloud in the desert sky. He wondered whether the commander of the armored unit being assembled near Agarawa possessed Dietrich's cunning courage.
The moon was waning but there still was sufficient light for the convoy to travel rapidly in the flat desert beyond Bir-el-Alam. With an armored car following the van, Troy could not open the flap. From time to time he glanced through the slit but the narrow opening restricted his view and he could not see much more than the car twenty-five or thirty feet behind and the blue-sheened desert.
At oh-one-thirty hours, Day Two, the three trucks and two armored cars stopped at a small oasis where three camouflaged tents were pitched under the palm trees. The van with the Rat Patrol pulled out of the convoy and backed toward an armored car parked near the trees. Troy saw the second armored car that had escorted them from Benghazi close the gap they'd left and the two remaining trucks and two cars sped away to the west. The van gently bumped the high steel side of the armored car and halted. A moment later, Major Grogan was at the back of the truck.
"Troy," he said in a low, tight whisper, "quickly now, the four of you. Into the car and on the floor. Take only your helmets and tommy-guns. You will leave immediately."
As Troy ripped open the flap and scrambled into the car, he had a glimpse of a Sherman tank hulking atop a dune south of the oasis. He did not see any personnel. He noticed that the armored car was camouflaged, splashed with yellow and gray paint. A heavy machine gun was mounted at the rear. Tully crawled over the tailgate and sat on the floor beside Troy.
"I'm glad we ain't going to spend the day here," he said, yawning.
"We're cutting it fine," Troy said. "A couple hours, we'll make it down there in the dark of the moon but these boys are going to have to fly to be out of Jerry land by daybreak."
Hitch, then Moffitt jumped into the track and sat against the steel side wall facing Troy and Tully. Major Grogan climbed into the car and buttoned the canvas flap on the van.
"Just a minute," Troy said abruptly, crawling across the car, raising and pulling the flap apart. He dived into the van and shoved the two rubber mattresses from the rear into the car. "Might as well be comfortable," he said, rolling back.
"That's what I thought," Tully said, pulling a box of biscuits and a tin of jam from his jacket. "I filled the canteens with hot coffee in case you didn't notice."
"I brought all the cigarettes I could dig out of the U-rations," Hitch said, emptying his jacket.
"I hope you left the Very pistols," Major Grogan said quietly, rebuttoning the flap. "I didn't realize how invaluable they could be until tonight. Good luck, men."
He hopped from the car without turning his head and walked toward the front of the van. A moment later the huge truck pulled slowly away from the oasis, turning in a great half circle back toward Bir-el-Alam.
"He knew it was us that took them Arabs," Tully said in a disbelieving tone.
"I'd of never believed it, the way he talked," Hitch said, awed. "Whadaya know, G2 has a sense of humor."
"Not officially," a new voice said with a chuckle.
They all looked toward the front of the car and Troy saw that a driver and another man had quietly climbed into the front seat. Both were wearing helmets and neither displayed any insignia of rank. The starter whirred and the motor sprang to smoothly purring life. The driver engaged the gears and the car pulled quickly away from the oasis. In seconds the car was in high gear and accelerating rapidly.
"I'm Lieutenant Cobble," the man in the passenger seat said, leaning his arm on the back and turning. "Your driver is Sergeant Damon. In a few miles, when we see we're running clear, I'll come back for a talk. We're both G2, by the way."
"You know," Moffitt told him, "I think all of us are beginning to feel that if we weren't the Rat Patrol, we'd rather be G2 than anything in the Service."
"Oh, but you are," Lieutenant Cobble assured him. "Not on record, but actually you are G2. You very much are." 
"How about that?" Tully said happily. "After all the 'shine I've run, me a kind of policeman-detective."
Troy settled comfortably on the mattress and stretched his legs, leaning his bared head against the side and watching the vault of the night sky that was light at the dome and shadowed as it neared the earth. The breeze was fresh, cool and swift. They were driving very fast and almost silently. This was a special car, he thought, with a high speed rear axle and finely tuned motor. He breathed deeply and closed his eyes. It was good to be out of the van and under the desert sky again.
A hollow far-off boom brought him quickly to his feet, searching the the flat land that stretched all about, Beside him, Tully pointed back the way that they had come. He saw a small fire seeming no larger than the flame from a match glowing in the distance. He brought up binoculars he had found in the van and not left behind and adjusted them on the blaze. He thought he discerned a vehicle circling it, although it seemed smaller than a fly and he could not be certain. He half turned to Lieutenant Cobble. The G2 officer was kneeling on the seat with night glasses at his eyes.
"Can you tell what it is?" Troy asked. He thought he knew.
"Major Grogan's van, I'm afraid," Lieutenant Cobble said.
"Damn," Troy muttered, sliding his back down the side of the car and sitting on the mattress. He wondered if Jerry, observing the oasis from a distance, had glimpsed him as he went back into the van and concluded the truck was returning personnel to Bir-el-Alam rather than bringing someone to the perimeter.
Lieutenant Cobble climbed over the seat and dropped to the bed of the car.
"Would one of you go up with the driver and keep a sharp lookout?" he asked.
"Tully," Troy said, handing the glasses to him.
As Tully went forward, Lieutenant Cobble sat on the mattress beside Troy and lighted a cigarette. In the flame of the match cupped in his hands, his lips were tight and thin.
"Grogan was almost my father-in-law," he said. "I'm engaged to his daughter. Well. Let's get on with it. Outside of Major Blakely and perhaps a colonel or a general, Sergeant Damon and I are the only ones who know where you are going to be for whatever period is required. We know because the two of us built and equipped this place for you. We do not know the nature of your mission although I guess we could predict more or less accurately. So far as we know, your mission has been one of the best-kept secrets in Intelligence. To further safeguard you, Sergeant Damon and I are being flown to Washington immediately upon our return to Bir-el-Alam." He paused and said dryly in an aside, "For this we thank you. Now, there are several things that recommend the place we are taking you. Day or night, you can't miss it so it eliminates the danger of anyone getting lost. About fifteen miles northeast of Agarawa, a strange rock escarpment pokes out of the desert. It is about two miles long and rises to a height of about two hundred feet. The desert sand about this strange formation is strewn with jagged rocks."
"Why, I know the place!" Moffitt exclaimed.
"You do?" Lieutenant Cobble said with some surprise. 
"Of course," Moffitt said excitedly. "The tribes regard the area as a kind of Nature's Devil's Garden and shun it." 
"Exactly," Lieutenant Cobble said. "Then you must be familiar with the superstitions they attach to the rock. There is a legend that a monster dwelt in a grotto beneath the rock. Sergeant Damon and I investigated and discovered that, as often is the case with myths, there was some basis in fact. Not that we found trace of a monster, but we did locate a grotto. It was covered over and partially filled with sand. We excavated it and concealed the opening with a steel sheet to which sand has been cemented. The grotto has good ventilation through a fissure and when the steel sheet is in place, defies detection. This entrance is located at the exact center of the escarpment."
"Incredible," Moffitt said. "This will be ideal. We could operate for the rest of the war from a base like that"
"You will find it adequately stocked for a one-week period," Lieutenant Cobble said. "We were informed that was the maximum period for your mission."
"Are you familiar with Jerry's staging area?" Troy asked.
"Scarcely," Lieutenant Cobble said. "It's somewhere west. From the escarpment we observed intensive patrol activity. Air cover is concentrated from Agarawa west." The mission was not likely to succeed, Troy thought wryly, if undertaken in the light of the moon.
"Hey!" Tully shouted from the front of the car. "We got company.'
"Stay down," Lieutenant Cobble commanded as Troy started to stand. He ran to the machine gun at the rear and swung it to the side. "You in front. There are grenades. Throw them when we get close enough."
"What is it?" Troy asked, holding his tommy-gun across his knees and gritting his teeth. It was going to be hard to sit this one out.
"Two patrol cars, half a mile south of us," Lieutenant Cobble said, checking his belt of ammunition. "We could outrun them but they'd comb the area for us and we don't have time for games tonight. We'll have to destroy them and get out before Jerry can send any others to this area." 
"If you're going to blast them, we can help," Troy said, getting to one knee.
"I told you to stay down," Lieutenant Cobble said crisply. "I don't want them radioing in a report of an armored car with six men aboard."
The car swerved and accelerated. The driver was maneuvering to avoid being trapped between the two oncoming patrol cars, Troy thought. He'd try to flank one on the far side and then turn back on the other. With his speed, he could probably manage it. Troy glanced at Tully. He was crouched with his right arm drawn back.
"We're closing," Lieutenant Cobble said quietly. He was hunched over the machine gun, gripping it with both hands. "They've fallen in line. We'll meet the two of them broadside. Lie flat, men. Hug the sides."
Troy stretched out with his head on his folded arms.
"When the shooting started, who was there, Sarge?" Hitch quipped. "You or me?"
"Nuts," Troy said with feeling.
A burst of slugs slammed into the side of the armored car above Troy, hammering just above his body. They did not penetrate the plate. A few feet back, Lieutenant Cobble was blasting with the machine gun that jumped in his hands like a jackhammer. An explosion ripped the air and flames leaped. Troy thought Tully must have hit one of the cars with a grenade although he had not seen him throw. Abruptly the firing ceased. The armored car raced on, then skidded in a reverse spin. When Troy lifted his head, Lieutenant Cobble was slumped forward over his Browning. Troy jumped to him, threw an arm around him and lowered him to the floor.
"Jack, see what you can do," he shouted, gripping the machine gun, squeezing off a short burst to check it and shaking the ammunition belt.
Ahead, one of the patrol cars was on its side and ablaze with black smoke putting a crest on the red flames. The other pig-nosed car was running toward them. Troy angled the machine gun and started firing as they met almost head on. He swiveled the weapon raking the three men who were firing light machine guns chest high. A grenade burst behind the patrol car as Tully missed.
Again, the armored car spun about, this time chasing after the patrol car that was speeding away. Troy could see only the driver. The souped-up armored car quickly drew abreast of the patrol car.
"Drop a grenade in it," Troy called to Tully.
They flashed by and a few moments later Troy saw the enemy vehicle explode in a flaming blast. He dropped to his knees beside Lieutenant Cobble. Hitch was holding a pen-light for Moffitt. The lieutenant's face was set and his teeth were clenched. Moffitt had ripped the fatigues from his shoulder and was probing the flesh. He flipped out a slug with the tip of his knife.
"Is he okay?" Troy asked.
"Painful but not serious, I think," Moffitt said. He shook sulfa powder from the lieutenant's first aid pack into the wound and slapped a bandage pad over it. "He caught it in the shoulder and the bone stopped it. May be a little stiff but it shouldn't interfere with his leave."
"We're approaching our destination," Sergeant Damon called.
Troy stood and peered ahead. Grim and foreboding like a great black fortress, the rock escarpment rose out of the sand to a towering height. The car slowed and crept between sharp-edged stones into the shadow at the base of the rock. Here it was so dark Troy could not see where the escarpment began but their way by the side of it seemed smooth.
"There's a pathway of sand about ten feet wide where there are no stones," Lieutenant Cobble said, breathing heavily as he stood beside Troy. "You can use it for getting in and out."
"But the tracks," Troy exclaimed as the car continued toward the middle of the rock. "There will be a trail right to the entrance."
Lieutenant Cobble laughed although the sound was harsh, as if his shoulder throbbed.
"We have a rake attachment on the rear that Damon has dropped," he said. "It drags out all marks. There are rakes on the jeeps. We'll drive out the other side and no one will know a car has been through."
The car stopped and Sergeant Damon jumped out. Troy saw the beam of his flashlight playing back and forth in the sand near the base of the monstrous rock wall. He bent and lifted what looked like a piece of the desert. A sand-covered, hinged steel sheet opened to a ramp about six feet wide that slanted into the rock.
"Inside quickly," he said, handing the flashlight to Troy as he swung out of the car. "Just lower the sheet when you're inside. We'll be off."
"Luck, men," Lieutenant Cobble called, getting into the front seat.
As Troy turned the light into the dark bowels of the earth, lowering the camouflaged sheet behind and backing down the sharp incline, he was wondering whether the interception of the armored car by the Jerry patrol had been accidental. It almost seemed that Jerry had been waiting for the armored car near the escarpment.
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After the sheet was in place, Troy stood hunched with his ear to the metal a few moments. He could hear the passage of the tires in the sand receding and then disappearing altogether and he nodded with some satisfaction. At least they had a listening post and need not be taken entirely unaware. Not that there was much chance of the hiding place being discovered, he told himself. Even Sergeant Damon who'd helped shovel it out and build it had had to look for the entrance.
He turned the beam of the flashlight down the short, steep ramp to Moffitt, Hitch and Tully, bunched and waiting at the bottom where there was the mouth of a cave in the rock. The sides of the ramp, he saw, had been shored and the top was braced under the hinged sheet. The sand floor was compacted. He turned the light into the cave and it showed a passage that appeared to widen.
"I don't know that I'm going to like this much better than the van," Troy grumbled.
"Cheer up, alley cat," Moffitt said lightly. "We'll let you out to prowl at night."
The black walls glistened in the beam of the flashlight. The passage angled back sharply for five feet, opening to a large circular chamber. Two jeeps, dappled yellow and gray, were lined one behind the other directly in front of the passage, but Troy paid scant attention to them. They were familiar items. He was curious about the dimensions of the grotto and the equipment that had been provided. He played the light on the black rock wall to his right and then flashed it quickly around. The chamber appeared to be about forty feet wide and fifty feet long, roughly circular but narrowing to what seemed to be another passage to the rear. He flashed the light up and saw that the ceiling was at least twenty-five feet above the stone floor at its dome although no more than ten feet high at the sides. At first glance it seemed clean, spacious and substantial, although it was damply cold inside the rock under the desert.
He brought the light back to more closely inspect the supplies and, he hoped, comforts that had been provided and found an acetylene lantern conveniently placed on the floor just inside the mouth of the cave. Tully lighted it and held it above his head. In the stark white light, the black-walled cavern almost seemed like a dungeon. Troy ran his flashlight along the wall to the right and about fifteen feet beyond the entrance against the curving wall found a wooden crate.
"Let's take it from that point and walk around the sides," he told Tully. Might as well find out what we've got and where things are. I'm going to douse the flash and save it."
It was funny, Troy thought, following behind the others, an acetylene lantern had always seemed to burn with a bluish white light in the open. Here in the black stone room, the white seemed tinged with green. The lantern's usually glaring light seemed pallid.
The wooden crate was large and probably had been used to bring in supplies. It had been turned bottom side up making a rough table four feet long and three feet wide. Folding camp chairs had been placed about it, one at each end and two along the side and there was a messkit and tin cup at each place. Another acetylene lantern stood in the middle of the table.
"Obviously our mess hall," Moffitt said and chuckled. He lighted the lantern and left it on the table. The chamber began to seem somewhat more cheerful in the augmented light.
About ten feet beyond the dining area, another wooden crate stood on its end with the open side facing the cave. It contained boxes of rations and on top of the crate stood a two-burner pressure stove similar to the one they'd had in the van. Seven five-gallon GI cans of water were lined against the wall on one side of the stove and on the other was a smaller crate with a lantern on it. Inside this crate were a case of canned beer, three bottles of bourbon, a bottle of Scotch, four cartons of cigarettes, half a dozen cans of condensed milk, a carton of loaf sugar, a good-sized coffee pot and a three-pound can of coffee. Not powdered or instant coffee, but vacuum-packed, honest-to-God ground coffee.
"I've seen everything," Troy said in amazement. "If we'd known this was waiting for us, we needn't have gone to Algiers."
"I'm going to make some coffee," Tully said excitedly. He handed the lantern he'd been carrying to Hitch and lighted the one on the crate. "To hell with that instant stuff I put in the canteens. Maybe the fire will take off some of the chill."
"Fix some supper, will you?" Hitch asked. "Fix something good to go with real coffee."
"Don't you want to look at the rest of the barracks first?" Troy asked Tully, laughing as he filled the picnic sized coffee pot with water from one of the cans.
"I got all day tomorrow to look around, Sarge," Tully said, shaking the can of coffee at him. "How long since you seen anything like this? I could buy me a Ay-rab girl for my share of what's in this can but I wouldn't trade for a harem. Yes siree, sir, we're going to have us some real, genuine, U. S. style homemade coffee. Yippee!"
Troy was amused. Not one of them had mentioned the beer or the booze.
Moffitt and Hitch were bent over a crate eight or ten feet beyond the stove. Two cardboard cartons were stacked against the wall but they were ignoring them, intent on something atop the crate. Before Troy reached them, the unmistakable sound of music reached him through the crackle of static. The music faded, the set cackled and then the music was back, loud and clear, Troy recognized the tune—"Waltzing Matilda."
"What do you think, Sam?" Moffitt swung around and asked. "A Signal Corps shortwave, battery-powered receiver."
"Did they give us a shortwave frequency for our messages?" Troy asked, surprised.
"Right-o," Moffitt said, smiling. "Shortwave and in the clear. It will seem perfectly harmless to Jerry."
"What do you have there?" Troy asked curiously, "BBC?"
"I think not," Moffitt said. "Probably some station in Algiers."
"That's something," Troy said and hesitated. The music sounded good to him. He didn't want Moffitt to turn it off. "You, uh, don't think it will run the battery down?" 
"Got a spare, right here," Moffitt said brightly, pointing to the side of the crate where a second battery stood.
"How are we getting such good reception, here inside the rock?" Troy asked, puzzled.
"Someone has thought of everything," Moffitt said. He pointed to a copper wire that stretched up the wall and around to the passage at the rear. "We've an antenna. You know, they said there was a vent hole. The G2 chaps must have weighted the wire and dropped it through."
"What about light showing through the fissure?" Troy asked quickly.
"The wire seems to go back into the passage," Moffitt said, following it with his eyes. "We'll investigate."
Four canvas folding cots were lined across the back of the cavern and three GI blankets were piled on each cot. Against the wall behind the cots was another large wooden crate with the top pried loose. Troy lifted it. Inside were Arabian robes, burnooses and German uniforms.
"They're here if we need them," he said, rifling through the garments. "Let's take a look at that passage."
Moffitt and Hitch went ahead and Troy glanced back.
Tully was stooped, sorting through the rations. With the lanterns burning beside the stove and on the crate that would serve as their dining table, the grotto looked cheerful. It was comfortable, almost homey, he admitted.
Hitch and Moffitt were standing just outside the passage. Moffitt was laughing and he pointed to a notice chalked on the wall. Below it, an arrow pointed to the passage that was no more than five feet high and two feet wide. The notice read: Shower and Latrine.
Hitch sidled in first, stooped and edging along the wall. Following Moffitt, Troy saw the copper wire stretched against the top. Ten or twelve feet behind the grotto the passage opened to another chamber. Before he reached it, Troy thought he heard the sound of trickling water.
Hitch was standing on a ledge of stone in a room that was about twenty feet wide and thirty feet long. He was holding the lantern high, staring with amazement at three shallow basins of water stepped one above the other. A thin stream flowed from a crevice near the rather low ceiling into the first bowl with the overflow spilling into the second and then washing into the third pools. Below the lowest sink the stone was eroded where a diminishing rivulet dribbled itself away over a distance of three or four feet
"I'll be damned," Troy gasped. He turned to Moffitt. "Where's that water coming from?"
"Rain," Moffitt said. "Either the rock is porous in spots or there are catch basins. Must be a rather considerable reservoir somewhere in this pile."
"Looks like we've hit the jackpot here," Troy said, grinning. "We'll reserve that top basin for drinking water if we need it. Second is for washing or bathing and the bottom one is the latrine. Hell. This place is a self-contained fortress."
Moffitt had turned from the pools and was studying the wall near the ceiling behind Troy. When Troy turned, he saw the copper wire extending into a vertical fissure that was V-shaped and four or five inches wide at the top. "Get the light out of here," he snapped.
"Just a minute, Sam," Moffitt said slowly. "Boost me up so I can get my arm in there."
Troy cupped his hands and Moffitt stepped in them. He thrust his arm into the top of the opening, leaning against the wall until his arm was in the hole to his shoulder. He pulled back and hopped down.
"No need to worry," he said. "That's the chimney. I could feel the air. But we've a bend in the stovepipe. They must have fished the wire out. We're in luck."
"It's kind of spooky," Hitch said, blinking behind his steel-rimmed glasses. He turned to Moffitt. "This crazy rock sticking up out of the sand in this flat country. How come?"
"Who knows what mountains and valleys, cities and civilizations, ancient lakes or seas are hidden by the sand of the desert?" Moffitt said quietly.
"Like I said," Hitch repeated. "It's spooky."
"That's exactly what keeps the natives away and makes it safe for us," Moffitt said.
"Let's take a look at the rest of the main chamber," Troy said.
When they squeezed out of the passage, Troy saw GI gasoline cans and boxes of ammunition piled on the side of the cave opposite the kitchen and dining area.
"Leave the lantern by the cots," he told Hitch. "If we don't have enough light, I'll use the flash. That's our arsenal and fuel dump over there."
Two dozen five-gallon cans of gasoline, cans of oil, crates of ammunition, pistols, tommy-guns, knives, grenades, plastic demolition charges, ropes, wires, smoke bombs, scaling ladders, rake attachments for the jeeps, and miscellaneous pieces of equipment such as compasses and flashlights were among the items they found in the boxes. Moffitt went through the containers hastily as if he were looking for something in particular. He removed a cardboard box from one of the last crates, ripped it open and sat on the floor staring into it. A look of preoccupation crept over his face and seemed to remove him from the grotto as he concentrated on what was in the carton.
"All right, Doctor," Troy called from the boxes of ammunition where he was slapping clips into the tommy-guns. "What do you have there?"
"A wire recorder," Moffitt said thoughtfully. "I was looking for a camera but they sent a wire recorder. With a tiny, but, I would imagine, extremely sensitive, microphone. It would work. Maybe G2 was a step ahead of us."
"What are you talking about, Sarge?" Hitch asked, looking over Moffitt's shoulder. "How's that machine with that spool of wire going to help us."
"What you got in mind, Jack?" Troy asked, watching as Moffitt lifted the small battery-operated wire recorder from the carton.
Moffitt looked up and his eyes were twinkling.
"Jerry will have a staff meeting before the offensive," he said. "The officers will be briefed. All we have to do is bug the room and get it on the wire."
"Jack, that's just not practical," Troy said wearily. "It's worse than your idea of photographing the plan. You'd have to find out where and exactly when the meeting was taking place, get in the room, bug it, run your connection to the machine and be right there to change the spools of wire. How long does a spool last? Maybe an hour at the most."
"Do you have a better idea, Sam?" Moffitt asked softly.
Troy was silent for a moment. He didn't have a better idea but he couldn't think of a worse one.
"Just take it easy, Jack," he said. "We'll think of something."
Moffitt nodded but he didn't take his eyes from the recording unit.
"Chow time," Tully called, his voice echoing in the chamber.
A smile flashed across Moffitt's face and he scrambled to his feet.
"That's the first order of the day," he said.
The heady aroma of the coffee was tantalizing and Tully had managed, even with rations, to prepare a breakfast, or supper, that matched the fragrant brew. The eggs were powdered but he'd used condensed milk and scrambled them with plenty of salt and pepper. The canned bacon had been fried golden crisp and somehow he'd contrived to toast the biscuits which he served with apricot jam. It was a little awkward sitting sidewise against the crate but it was a good deal better than gnawing cold rations in a slit trench. Troy lighted a cigarette and leaned against the wall. He was sleepy and for the moment content. He closed his eyes, letting his surroundings drift away as he listened to the nostalgic melody of "Sentimental Journey" coming to him here under the desert in the middle of a great thrust of stone somewhere in Libya, courtesy of an Algerian shortwave station. It was strange that he should be able to find time in the midst of the battle for North Africa to take a sentimental journey anywhere, especially to Margie, the girl he'd left behind on the banks of the Ohio. The tunes ran through his mind as he thought the phrases and he felt a mellowness within his shell that he thought he'd lost forever.
But there was something wrong, a disquieting foreign something, an irritant that scratched and worried him. He opened his eyes and sat stiffly upright, listening intently. A sound that did not belong had obtruded on his consciousness. Something, somewhere, moved stealthily and stopped.
Someone
paused to listen before he moved furtively again.
Troy's hand darted to the lantern, turned it out, motioned Tully to the lantern by the stove and Hitch to the one back by the cots. He slipped off his boots, beckoned Moffitt. They padded across the cavern and swept up tommy-guns. Hitch turned off the radio and the last lantern went out. Troy held the flashlight near the floor so the only illumination was a small circle of white on the black stone directly m front of his feet. He crept with Moffitt around the jeeps and out the mouth of the cave to the ramp.
They stood there listening to the silence. He thought, or perhaps imagined, that he could hear someone breathing heavily above him on the sheet of steel, but there was no movement. Not for many minutes. And then, distinctly, he heard the sound of footsteps over his head. Someone walked around the edges of the sheet. Someone was looking for the entrance to the grotto. It was a long time before he went away.
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It was oh-six-hundred hours when Troy motioned Moffitt to cover him and crept softly up the ramp. The two of them had remained silent and stationary for more than three hours guarding the mouth of the cave, waiting for the footsteps to return. They never had. The back of Troy's neck ached so badly he could scarcely hold his head up and his shoulders sagged under the weight of his tommy-gun. His legs were rubbery and uncertain, but not once during the long, tense hours had his head nodded. Moffitt's usually clear eyes were glazed and red-rimmed, but Troy was certain they had remained alert and fixed on the entrance. Now the sun would be rising. Whatever the risk, Troy had to crawl from the hole in the ground to see how many footprints there were and where they led.
Moffitt moved up behind him, taking Troy's tommy-gun. Getting his shoulder under the sheet of steel, Troy lifted the heavy cover and Moffitt popped out, dropping Troy's weapon and swinging quickly with his submachine gun ready at his hip. Troy crawled out, dropped the sheet, picked up his gun and backed to the rock, standing straddle-legged and searching the flat, stone-scattered sand.
The sun was rising red as blood in a hazed blue sky and the sands of the desert were pink. It was quiet, deathly quiet, quiet as the tomb in the rock below, and nothing moved. Not a creature on the ground nor a carrion-eater in the sky. It was as if the war had swept every living thing from the earth and its atmosphere and only the four of them within the rock had survived. Troy lifted his head and saw above only the sheer stone. Moffitt had dropped to his knees and was crawling around the edges of the sheet. He laughed abruptly. It was not a pleasant laugh.
"We're prize chumps, Sam," he said, dusting off his pants and smiling ruefully. "It should have occurred to me. Take a look."
Moffitt was pointing and Troy bent to examine the marks. The prints in the sand looked like the paw marks of a large dog. They wandered about the entrance and led off to the east along the base of the escarpment.
"Some kind of animal," Troy said, puzzled. "Out here in the bare desert? No water. No food. What is it, Jack?" 
"Hyena," Moffitt said disgustedly. "We're close enough to Agarawa. Probably a pack of them feeding off the garbage there. These tracks look like those of a loner. It must have sniffed out Tully's cooking."
Troy examined the sheet cemented with sand that covered the entrance to the cave. It extended over the bracing into the sand and was practically impossible to detect when in place. But the prints of the hyena showed where the beast had nosed around it.
"I don't like it, Jack," Troy said with real concern. He glanced swiftly about them again, not certain whether he was searching for the hyena or a Jerry patrol. "We're secure here, even from close observation, unless Jerry sees animals sniffing around in the sand and decides to investigate. Look." He pointed to the tracks. "They outline the entrance."
"The hyena is a nocturnal animal," Moffitt said. "They won't bother during the day and the tracks aren't discernible unless you're looking for them, but I expect it would be wise to pick up a goat and some poison and bait this fellow off."
"In Agarawa?" Troy asked, looking up and down the path of sand at the base of the rock. The rake behind the armored car had done its job and no trail remained.
"I presume we'll be going in," Moffitt said, looking sharply at Troy.
"I presume you want to talk about it," Troy said, laughing and stooping to lift the sheet. "All right. Now come aboard. Step lively."
Moffitt's teeth flashed in a smile and he crouched, stepping down the ramp and holding the sheet open.
"All right, put the lid on us again," Troy muttered, flashing the light into the mouth of the cave.
"You don't like being confined, do you, old man," Moffitt said, chuckling, as he walked into the cavern with Troy.
"It makes me feel like a sardine in a can," Troy admitted. He directed their way to the crate where they dined and lighted the lantern, turning the beam of his flashlight back to the cots. Hitch and Tully, blankets to their chins, were sleeping soundly. He laughed. "That's trust for you." 
"Shall we warm up the coffee before we turn in?" Moffitt asked. Without waiting for an answer, he lit a burner on the stove and the second lantern. "Hungry?"
"I'll eat a biscuit," Troy said, slumping at the table and pushing his messkit, still unwashed from supper, aside. "Let's talk about tonight."
"Right-o," Moffitt said, laying a box of biscuits and a tin of jam on the crate. He picked up two cups, rinsed them and poured the water into the messkits. "I fear G2 has failed us. No provision for garbage disposal."
"Frightful oversight," Troy mocked. "It must be fifty feet back to our latrine."
The coffee was rumbling in the pot and Moffitt filled the two cups with the thick, black, warmed-over coffee.
"What is your plan?" he asked, sitting next to Troy and pouring condensed milk in his cup.
"I thought we'd slip into Agarawa after dark," Troy said. "If the staging area is as near as they say, some Arab will have set up a bar and some of the Jerries will be there drinking. We should be able to pick up something."
"All of us go in?" Moffitt asked.
"Sure," Troy said. "We'll wear Arab robes."
"This is your show and I'm not telling you how to run it, Sam," Moffitt said, wrinkling his forehead. "But I think I ought to go in alone, or at the most with Hitch. I speak most Arabic dialects as well as German. None of the rest of you speak either. My chances of learning something and surviving, alone or with Hitch, are better than if the four of us go. Also, if you and Tully stay behind and something does happen to Hitch and me, the mission still has half a chance of success."
"I suppose you're right," Troy admitted grudgingly. "But I don't like it."
"What you don't like is the idea of staying in the grotto," Moffitt said and laughed. "You and Tully don't have to be shut-ins, you know. You can reconnoiter the area east from the rock."
"I have no intention of staying in this hole after dark," Troy said firmly. "Just one thing, Jack. If anyone even looks at you suspiciously, kill him and try to dispose of the body."
"I'll remind Hitch we'll need his garrote," Moffitt said softly.
Troy collapsed on his cot, exhausted in mind and body, and when he awakened the bouquet of fresh coffee greeted him. He inhaled deeply before he opened his eyes. A hand was rocking his shoulder and he sat up, squinting at Moffitt.
"It's eleven-forty-five," Moffitt said with a smile. "You've time for a quick bath, if you hurry, before we tune in." 
"Tune in?" Troy mumbled vaguely before he remembered. "Oh, sure, for any messages. Did they remember soap and towels?"
"There were two boxes by the receiver we didn't examine last night," Moffitt said. "We found towels, soap, razors, a cribbage board, playing cards and some paperback books. Amazing outfit, G2. They must have a basic requirement list. You'll find a steel mirror by the basin in the bath." The water in the pool was icy cold and shallow. Troy lathered and rinsed quickly, shaved sketchily, reminding himself next time to heat some water, and hurried back to find Moffitt had brought two stools to the receiver which was crackling. He sat next to Moffitt and lighted a cigarette.
"The frequency is thirty-point-five megacycles," Moffitt said absently as he flirted with it, moving a hair above and below the wave length to compensate for any wandering. "So far nothing—" he started to say and was abruptly silent as he picked up a voice, lost it, brought it back again.
"... no return of books necessary, stop." the voice said, and Troy looked at Moffitt in dismay. Moffitt cautioned Troy with a shake of his head. Above the static, the voice came back. "I will repeat the message for Library. The message reads: Have your request for algebras, stop. Our transportation facilities limited, stop. We did send geometries earlier, stop. If not satisfactory advise, stop. No return of books necessary, stop. Over and out. That is all for Library."
The receiver rasped and Moffitt shut it off. Troy looked at the pad where Moffitt had transcribed the message.
"'Have our we if no,'" Troy translated. "The first message and they've garbled it."
"Unfortunately not, Sam," Moffitt said grimly, his eyes narrowed. "This is Day Two of our mission. The second word of each group."
"'Your transportation did not return,'" Troy read with a sinking feeling. "Jerry killed Cobble and Damon."
"Killed or captured them," Moffitt said. "It's a warning to be careful."
In the dark hour of dusk before the moon rose, Moffitt and Hitch, wrapped in dark robes and hidden under burnooses, set out in one jeep for Agarawa. Troy and Tully, bareheaded and wearing field jackets over their suntans, drove straight east. Both jeeps dragged the trail behind them with rakes until they were far from the rock that sheltered them.
The night sky was filled with the angry drone of patrolling aircraft, and before the full moon cast its pale but revealing light over the desert, Tully had charted his course through the wadis and in the shadowed valleys between the dunes. It was a slow, leapfrog operation when they had to crest a hill. Tully would remain concealed below with the jeep idling while Troy snaked up the rise, surveyed the desert through glasses for anything that moved and then listened to the sky for an approaching plane. When the way seemed clear, he would stand, throw Tully a hand signal and the jeep would hurtle from the hollow, flying over the top of the sand hill and plunging into concealment where they'd wait tense minutes with Troy rigid at the machine gun.
The going would be the same with Moffitt and Hitch, Troy thought, at least on the way to Agarawa. He was lying in the warm sand on another rise and breathing the chill night air. Except Moffitt and Hitch would have to be even more cautious. There would be Arabs as well as Jerries to avoid. They'd have to leave the jeep under a camouflage net two or three miles from the town and steal in on foot.
He heard a clacking noise like a washing machine in the basement of the next house and laid his cheek to the ground. The pouring sands confirmed that a German patrol car was approaching. He pushed back from the top of the hill and back paddled halfway down the incline. The typical tappety sound of the Volkswagen rattled in his ears and an armored patrol car with its slant nosed hood and bathtub body rolled across the ridge above him. Its searchlight flared out, beaming into the valley on the other side of the dune and then swinging back as the car turned east to skim the top of the wadi where Tully waited.
Troy scrabbled to the top and watched through his field glasses as the car drove straight east, its searchlight flicking on and off as it ran the dunes and peered into the wadis. The sound of the planes came and went. They were flying very high, he decided. They were to protect against air attack or air surveillance. Jerry depended on the patrol cars for his ground security.
He motioned Tully up the hill and signalled a halt at the top.
"They're checking out the wadis," Troy said, jumping into the seat. "I don't think they'll be back this way tonight. Follow their tracks and let's see where they lead."
"You nuts, Sarge?" Tully protested, standing and looking over the hood. "How can I follow their tracks? There ain't enough light."
"You can't see them because you're on top of them," Troy said, pointing ahead. Half a mile beyond, the moonlight showed two thin dark lines in the sand, marking the way the car had gone. "Keep going as long as you have the marks in sight."
Troy climbed in the back as Tully started, checking the fifty-caliber Browning heavy machine gun. They were taking a chance riding the dunes, he knew, but they were deep in enemy territory and Jerry had hundreds of miles to patrol. His cars were not operating in pairs and Troy did not think the patrol that just had passed would double back.
Tully gunned the motor and the jeep raced over the ridges.
"Don't get too close," Troy called in warning. "Slow down."
The words still were hanging in the air when the jeep slewed half around and pitched off the dune. Troy hugged the machine gun and struggled upright as Tully skidded out of the valley and sped north.
"Hold on," Troy called. "Stop. What's this all about?"
Tully slowed but did not stop.
"I seen them coming back," Tully said over his shoulder. "I'd lost the tracks just when you yelled to slow down. Then I saw the car coming back toward us about half a mile off."
Troy swore. They'd been sighted. Even at half a mile, in the moonlight that now flooded the desert with an ice-blue illumination, the silhouette of the jeep with the machine gun in the rear was unmistakable. The question was, would Jerry report them immediately? Did Tully and he pick a spot and fight it out or run? Think like Jerry, Troy told himself as he watched for the patrol car to come shooting out of the dark valley behind. Jerry would say to himself, there's the Rat Patrol or at least, there's an enemy jeep. If Jerry reported he was giving chase and the enemy eluded him, there'd be hell to pay and he knew it. So he'd try first to take the jeep, capture or destroy it, and maybe win a citation. If he didn't report giving chase to the jeep and it got away, he could always radio in a sighting. Troy smiled crookedly. He hoped Jerry's logic would be as devious as his own.
"Hey, Sarge," Tully called warningly. "You better make up your mind."
"I was thinking," Troy shouted back and laughed aloud at the absurdity of his statement. "All right, head north and east. Away from the rock. Keep in the valleys when you can but let them see us now and then. When we spot the place we want, we'll lay an ambush."
"We're going to have to move faster than you been thinking," Tully muttered.
The jeep spurted forward and Troy spun around. He saw the Volkswagen stopped atop a hill less than a thousand yards away. Apparently Jerry had lost the jeep but now the patrol car shot down the sand hill after them again. As Troy stood ready at the gun, he saw the desert floor flattening and the dunes fading in the distance. He half turned and saw, perhaps a mile, perhaps three miles to the north, the undulating dunes pocked with dark wadis of another rolling stretch of desert. The flat bed over which they raced was bathed with moonlight. Troy knew what Tully had in mind. They'd find a wadi in the dunes and wait for the patrol car to come in. But meanwhile, it was a dangerous gamble. Troy wondered whether Jerry would call his HQ and ask for a plane to come down and strafe the jeep. The patrol car was not gaining on them but neither was it losing ground.
"Slow down just a bit," Troy called uneasily.
Tully eased his foot on the accelerator and imperceptibly, the patrol car slowed, maintaining the same distance between the vehicles.
"Give it all you've got," Troy shouted.
The jeep raced ahead and the patrol car speeded, trying to maintain the same space interval. The jeep had been within range of the Volkswagen and in the open but Jerry had not fired a shot. Troy looked ahead again. The hills were close now. He wondered whether Jerry was driving the jeep into a trap. Tully spun the wheel, turning and skidding, straightening, and the jeep spurted for cover in a valley.
They were caught in the blinding glare of a searchlight ,and Troy swung the machine gun at it, firing before he had the weapon on target. They had been herded into a trap, he thought, enraged, as he swiveled the gun and hurled burst after burst in raking sweeps at the searchlight. He put it out but the jeep was spattered with steel-jacketed slugs. Tully veered and shot up a dune. At the top he turned sharply west and Troy looked back. There was no blaze in the valley to indicate they'd damaged the patrol car nor was there any sign of the Volkswagen that had been pursuing them. Either the first car had joined the second in the valley, or it had swept around in a flanking maneuver.
"Watch it, Sarge," Tully shouted.
Troy jerked about as the jeep slewed and stopped, broadside to the tire-mounted hood of the first patrol car that had come plowing over the ridge. Troy riveted the windshield of the car with blast after blast. Slugs from three or four light machine guns whined about his ears and whammed into the frame of the jeep. For a moment the two cars stood slamming each other with everything each had, then from the corner of his eyes Troy saw Tully's arm fling out as the jeep sprang for the valley. An explosion rocketed flashes of white and red on the dune as Tully ran the jeep into the flat desert, circling back and climbing above the valley where they'd been caught in the searchlight by the second patrol car. Below it was dark and still.
"I'm going to pitch some grenades down there," Tully said.
"Strike them out," Troy shouted and opened fire with the machine gun. He fired blindly, working the black pocket methodically, traces stitching a pattern with threads of red. His fire was returned, short bursts coming from scattered locations and indicating that the enemy was trying to find protected positions.
A billowing white blast marked Tully's first grenade and showed the target he had missed fifty yards away. Troy picked figures in two positions and fired at the places. Tully's second grenade was close and revealed two figures prone on the ground and a third clawing up the sand hill on the opposite slope. Troy trained his machine gun in that direction. Tully's third grenade was on target. The Volkswagen burst into roaring flame. Troy saw a figure running out of the valley toward the desert. Tully spun the jeep and dived after the man. Troy cut him down with one blast.
The jeep raced west at the edge of the rolling hills, ready to dart into a wadi or valley for cover at the first sign of a plane or patrol. Behind, black smoke pillared into the cold moonlight night from the two flaming wrecks.
Troy remained in the rear at the machine gun. Whether or not the patrol cars had used their radios, the planes would be down to look at the fires and report them. Troy didn't know whether they'd blown their cover but even if they hadn't, they were a long way from their base, deep in Jerry land and deep in trouble.
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Moffitt watched the scraggly band of Arabs from a wind-rippled sand hill above the wadi where Hitch and he had hidden their jeep under a camouflage net. There were eleven of them, old men and boys, driving a herd of bleating goats on the old trade route toward Agarawa. Their robes were tattered and flapped as they turned and struggled to wrap themselves against the wind-driven puffs of sand. The evening was dusky and hazed and the moon had not yet risen.
"Come along," Moffitt told Hitch, who was lying beside him, snapping his gum. "They're a mangy lot from some poor nomadic tribe and they're taking those goats to market. Bury your cud. We'll fall in behind and enter the town with them."
When the shambling group was well beyond on the ancient trail that linked the desert marketplace, Moffitt and Hitch slipped around the dune and bent their heads against the stinging gusts.
"Sandstorm,
Ghibli
country east and south," he told Hitch.
Moffitt felt a strange urgency this night, but he restrained himself against an impulse to hurry. The mission had been painstakingly prepared to the smallest detail, but it was not going well. There had been too many near things. Jerry had been too well informed. Moffitt did not think the enemy was aware that the Rat Patrol was in the area on a mission, but he did know there was Allied activity behind his lines. Enemy agents had been operating all the way from Algiers to Bir-el-Alam and Jerry would have informers planted among the Arabs at Agarawa despite the fact that he controlled the town and all the surrounding territory.
Moffitt fretted at the fate of Cobble and Damon. They were decent chaps and if they'd been captured, something ought to be done about rescuing them. He smiled briefly. It was not entirely an unselfish thought. It wouldn't do to have them placed under compulsion. Jerry had persuasive ways of eliciting the information he desired. Intelligence had anticipated this and no man in G2 knew more about this mission than was essential for his phase of the operation. All that Cobble and Damon could reveal to the enemy was the Rat Patrol's rathole.
It was no more than two miles from the wadi where they'd concealed the jeep to the town. Within the first mile, Moffitt and Hitch had gradually moved up and they trudged the last mile as a part of the ragged group of Arabs. Aware that their fresh robes made them conspicuous, Moffitt bore himself proudly, aloof from the dispirited tribesmen.
Even from a mile off, Moffitt began to recognize familiar landmarks within the town. He'd visited it once briefly with his father on a trip to the Great Sand Sea and he sought and found the gracefully spired minaret of the mosque, the old prayer tower at the eastern comer of the white mud-brick wall that surrounded the town, the strange domed roofs of many of the buildings, even the tall white palace that towered proudly above all other structures except the mosque. There was not the air of gloom about Agarawa that seemed to descend on every community where Jerry laid his heavy hand. Moffitt decided that Jerry could not have occupied nor contained this place.
The moon had bloomed full and palely yellow and the wind had died. He watched the town emerge white and glistening from the haze and tried to remember Agarawa as it had been—what was it? good Lord—nine years before. It had been the year he'd entered Cambridge and there had been a girl, yes, a girl here at Agarawa. He'd been smashed on that silly bit of froth, that French girl whose father was an archaeologist—what was her name? Something strange yet meaningful, a name he'd thought he'd never forget. Ophelie? Octavie? Almost but not quite. Olympe, that was it. Olympia in English, although he preferred the French, Olympe. So, while her father, the archaeologist, and his father, the anthropologist, compared their notes on ancient forms and cultures, Olympe and he, teenagers who shared similar backgrounds and cast together in an alien civilization, found themselves in the agonizing throes of adolescent romance. Neither, they thought, could endure without the other, and they had sworn undying fealty. Which they each had promptly forgotten. Olympe Dalmatie, he suddenly recalled, remembering that he'd found the rhythm of proper name and surname irresistible and written impassioned poetry to her. While he was in the desert.
He smiled briefly and, he admitted, a little tenderly. He wondered what Fate, or the Jerries, had done with Olympe. The fate of all the French, he was afraid. The Dalmaties, father and daughter, had been living in Agarawa in those halcyon years before the war while Dalmatie père pursued his endless diggings. They'd lived in that towering white palace with the blue and gold fretwork and the mosaic tiled courtyard. Agarawa was the modem outcropping of several ancient cities built one atop the other, Olympe had told him, and you could descend through a tile in their kitchen into another world. It was true. Hamstrung by religious tenets and superstitions about disturbing the dead, Professor Dalmatie had leased or purchased the great and quite beautiful palace and undermined it with passages. At least the place had the distinction of being the only Arabian house of which Moffitt knew that had a basement.
His thoughts ran on about Olympe, released now in a flood after nine years during which he'd forgotten she existed. Of the nights they'd stretched on the tiled roof and marveled at the brilliance of the stars in the desert sky; and other times when they'd slipped secretly in and out the gate in the wall of the service yard by the kitchen. The gate was barred from the inside by an iron arm that fell into a bracket when the heavy wooden door was shut, but Moffitt had shaved an imperceptible slit in the joints between the planks that enabled him to insert the point of his knife from the outside of the door and lift the bar from the bracket. Olympe and he had prowled the bazaar and oasis in the center of the town unhampered long after Professor Dalmatie and Doctor Moffitt had thought them safely in their chambers.
He jerked from his reverie and found they were at the wide arched opening in the white wall of the town. A beady-eyed guard wearing a blue-banded white burnoose and blue tunic over his white robes, with a Mauser rifle and a leather bandolier slung from his shoulder to his waist, was subjecting each of the nomadic Arabs to a searching scrutiny as he passed through the gateway. The tribesmen bowed their heads and wrung their hands in dismay even after they'd been passed. Moffitt stood a little taller, lifted his chin and stared down his nose at the guard.
"Sabdh-el-Kheir,"
he said with sonorous dignity.
"Mass'-el-Kheir,"
the hawkeyed guard responded, touching his forehead as he inclined his head.
Hitch threw his shoulders back and walked past the guard without looking at him. When they were within the walls, he stopped and looked curiously at Moffitt.
"What did you say to him?" he asked.
"No more than good evening," Moffitt said with a quick smile. "It isn't what you say. It's how you say it. Or carry it off, the way you did. No more conversation, mind? I know of no Arab dialect that faintly resembles English. Now, let me see whether I can find my way about."
The street they were on, really a wide, paved pathway, was the old trade route and bisected the town, Moffitt recalled. There was another gate in the opposite wall and between were stalls, shops, public houses and inns. A grassy oasis with many palms and a free-flowing well formed a park-like area in the center of town. About it were the bazaar, marketplace, and on the far side, stables.
Moffitt and Hitch strolled toward the center of Agarawa. The recent heavy rains seemed to have washed away many of the hot and heavy odors that usually lingered about Arabian communities, and Moffitt savored the heady aroma of thick, sweetish coffee, the perfume of the herbs, the masculine odor of leather. The alleyway was crowded with robed men and veiled women, and many of the shops and stalls were open for business, the proprietors sitting cross-legged on pillows under awnings. Fat lamps burned on low tables at the coffeehouses where Arabs squatted, sipping from tiny cups and nibbling at pastries. From the squalid mud huts on other streets where the townspeople dwelt came the yapping of dogs, bleats of goats, shrill voices of women and cries of children. But in all, Agarawa seemed a peaceful place. Moffitt had not seen a German. That accounted for the tranquil atmosphere, but it puzzled him. He looked about for a public house.
Opposite the oasis he found the place he sought, a communal spot where the faithful could gather across tables over coffee and tea and where other beverages were served to infidels. As they stepped inside the smoke-draped, poorly lighted room, Moffitt's eyes darted about the old place. Here the proprietor had not made concessions to the nearby Germans. There was no stage for entertainment, no bar. As Moffitt's eyes became accustomed to the murky room, he saw the only Germans present were five officers seated at a table near the middle of the house. A long-necked bottle of French brandy was on the table and the men were drinking from proper snifters.
Moffitt led Hitch to an empty table next to the Jerries, settling himself cross-legged on a cushion and motioning Hitch to do the same. He ordered coffee for the two of them and bent silently over it when it came. The Germans were speaking softly, for their race, and it seemed to Moffitt they spoke conspiratorily. It was several moments before he could tune his ears to their conversations.
"Achtung,"
he heard in hushed but commanding tones and turned his head slightly within his burnoose to see a stern-lipped captain with eyes of granite leaning earnestly across the table. He was addressing a lieutenant with a flushed, pocked face and the other three officers in the group had fixed their eyes on him. The captain continued quietly but brusquely.
"This information is classified and most secret, but since you, Reinaud, leave tonight for Rome and there are only the five of us to hear, I shall entrust you with it. I warn you on the pain of death, Reinaud, you must guard this knowledge with your life."
Moffitt tensed expectantly before the hearty laughter of the officers told him the captain just had made a joke. The captain, however, was quickly serious again. He drew a notebook from the pocket of the tunic, wrote a few lines upon it and glanced at the lieutenant called Reinaud.
"Well?" the captain said harshly.
"I accept the terms, my captain," Reinaud said, reaching his hand for the slip of paper. "Now give me, please, the address of the most shameless and notorious harlot in all of Italy."
The captain seemed reluctant, hesitated. Reinaud snatched the paper from his fingers, tilted it to the lamp and read it swiftly. He laughed uncontrollably and pounded the table with his fist as he spoke.
"My captain tells me to go directly to the palace and inquire for the mistress of Il Duce," he cried.
"You will then discover the only use the world has for Italians," the captain said, chuckling appreciatively with his captive audience.
"Reinaud, I take pity on you," one of the others said. "Your time is short and you cannot afford to waste a minute of it. Here." He scribbled on the back of the paper the captain had used. "She is admittedly the most expensive Hure on the via Torino but the most cooperative as well. Greet her for me. She will not remember who I am, of course, but you will never forget her."
Moffitt laid twenty piasters on the table, pulled himself erect and glared at the Germans as he strode disdainfully from the public house. Hitch walked with equal dignity and elbowed through the bazaar to the oasis with Moffitt.
"Find anything out?" he whispered when they stood apart.
"Yes," Moffitt said with a wry smile. "When Jerry goes on leave, he thinks about the same tiling as every other soldier. Women. Military matters were not occupying them tonight."
"They're the only Jerries we've seen," Hitch said. "You think we've drawn a blank on our visit to Agarawa?"
"Most assuredly not," Moffitt said. "We've scarcely started. Let's use our ingenuity. I doubt they walked to town. Shall we see about their car?"
It would be parked outside the eastern gateway to the town, Moffitt thought, leading Hitch across the oasis, where chubby date palms squatted, their pineapple-like trunks scabby in the moonlight. A few nomads had pitched their tents on the far side and were sitting about small cooking fires. The fat smell of goat came from the pots and there was the sharp, clean smell of horses from the sprawled, low, mud-walled stables beyond. If they were in luck, the officers would have brought a driver and he would be stationed at the car to guard it.
A tall Arab with a Mauser rifle, dressed in blue and white like the sentry at the western gate, stood erect within the gateway. Moffitt inclined his head slightly. The guard stood aside and Moffitt and Hitch walked unchallenged from Agarawa. Some fifty yards beyond the walls a patrol car was parked, facing the trade route. A thousand years of camel trains, horses hooves and plodding feet had trodden the path hard and it lay, a dark finger pointing east in the moonlight. A corporal in a great coat slumped against the high armored side of the patrol car. Moffitt first walked about the car at a distance, clucking to himself, then he approached it, kneeling to examine the wheels, running his finger over the spare tire mounted on the hood.
"Fernhalten,"
the corporal said indifferently, as if he didn't care whether the tall Arab in the dark robes kept away, even if a miracle occurred and the man understood him.
"Jawohl, herr Leutnant,"
Moffitt said, bowing his head and backing off.
"Versteh?"
the corporal exclaimed, apparently so shocked he didn't at first note that he had been given a field commission.
"Ja, mein Leutnant,"
Moffitt said, stroking the broad front fender of the Volkswagen respectfully. He continued in German: "I am but a poor scholar in the desert, where learning is not rewarded, yet often have I wished that I might possess such a steed as this. Did you yourself build it?"
The corporal now stood erect as any officer, clicking his heels together. "The car was built in my country by people like me," he said proudly. "It is the people's car."
"It is true, then, that all the people of your country travel in such fashion and do not walk or depend on horses?" Moffitt asked in apparent astonishment.
"Soon this will be true," the corporal-turned-lieutenant pronounced in words that rang with conviction. "Der
Führer built the Volkswagen so that everyone might have one. Now we must use these cars for military purposes, but when the war is won, every family in the Reich will own one."
"Allah be praised," Moffitt exclaimed, touching his forehead. "I have watched many times from a distance and your vehicle is more fleet than any horse I have ever seen. How many hours did it require to ride tonight to Agarawa?"
"Hours?" the corporal said disdainfully. "Forty-five minutes only."
"But that was by the trade route," Moffitt said. "It would not be possible to maintain such speed through the drifting sands of the desert."
"That is not so," the corporal said indignantly. "Only the last 16 kilometers were by the trade route. The first 24 kilometers were through the desert where there is no track." 
"It is fantastic," Moffitt said, "but I shall believe because you say that it is so."
Hitch touched his arm and Moffitt glanced at the entrance to the town. The five German officers from the public house were clustered about the guard. He was waving excitedly toward the car.
"Danke, Lebewohl, mein Leutnant,"
Moffitt said hastily, backing away with his head bobbing as he warily eyed the five officers. The guard was apparently in Jerry's pay and he'd told the officers that two strange Arabs had gone directly to the patrol car and engaged the corporal in conversation. That in itself was enough to make them suspicious. When the corporal reported the conversation that had taken place in German, the Jerries would be hot after Hitch and him.
The German officers walked rapidly from the entrance toward the car. Moffitt and Hitch turned and strode toward the southern corner of the wall where a prayer tower on the eastern side lifted its platform above the battlements. Moffitt was satisfied with the information the corporal had given him. The staging area was ten miles east from Agarawa on the trade route, and then fifteen miles south across the desert. Now all Hitch and he had to do was to get safely back to the rock with their knowledge.
He looked over his shoulder. The officers were talking with the corporal. Moffitt did not think that the guard at the gateway would leave his post, but in a minute or two the Jerries would be racing toward Hitch and him in the patrol car. He lengthened his step and Hitch trotted beside him. Moffitt studied the prayer tower. On the outside corner, prayer sticks had been mortised between the bricks, roosts where wandering souls could rest.
"Give me your rope," he called to Hitch, running toward the tower. "The sticks weren't meant to carry weight but I'll try to fly up them and drop the line to you."
Nimbly Moffitt mounted the old stick ladder that stretched to the top of the tower. The pieces cracked and splintered under his feet but he leaped from one to the next before each broke and sprang from the top roost onto the platform outside the tower. He lashed the rope about a parapet and dropped the end to Hitch. Hand over hand on the nylon rope, Hitch walked up the wall and tumbled over the top as the Volkswagen lurched toward the prayer tower with its searchlight flaring and plucking him from the shadows.
"Now we're in the porridge," Moffitt said, slipping the rope from the parapet and wrapping it around his waist. "Jerry will tell the guard we came up here. We've broken their prayer sticks and profaned a sacred place. They may not know who we are, but we're not believers. Jerry will be watching for us and the whole town will be up in arms. We've got to get out of here and find a place to hide."
"Lead on, Doc," Hitch said. "I'm with you."
Under the circumstances, the remark struck Moffitt as absurdly amusing and he chuckled. Lead on where? They were running now and there was no time. He stepped through the opening into the tower, feeling with his toe for the steps and finding steep treads that clung to the wall. He started down with Hitch touching his shoulder in the dark. They came to a landing and the steps reversed and went down the opposite wall. There was one place, only one possible place he knew in Agarawa where they might conceal themselves. That was in the basement Professor Dalmatie had excavated under the kitchen of the palace. The imposing structure was probably now occupied by some tribal chieftan or even by a high-ranking German official, but in either case, Moffitt did not think the man would have paid much attention to the back room where food was prepared. All he and Hitch had to do was slip into the kitchen, locate the big tile in front of the oven and drop into hiding, ten centuries remote from the present. Was the way to the kitchen still open through the service gate with the slit under the bar?
Moffitt and Hitch slipped from the tower and flitted across the paved yard, away from the mosque into an alley that paralleled the trade , route. The open windows of the tiny one-room houses were dark, but Moffitt felt eyes following as they stole down the narrow lane. A dog snarled and nipped at Moffitt's robe. He kicked and the animal yelped and pattered away. They came to a cross alley and turned into it, now moving toward the bazaar. At the edge facing the oasis stood the palace, almost as large as he remembered it. The main iron gate in the white wall fronting the oasis was closed, but warm, yellow light spilled from two tall arched windows onto the small garden between the palace and the wall. They were the windows of a large, formal chamber, Moffitt remembered, which Professor Dalmatie had said was used for entertaining dignitaries.
No hue and cry had yet been raised. Business was being transacted in the stalls as usual, the time-honored haggling uninterrupted by alarm and search. The Arabs at the coffee shops were sipping with deliberate pleasure and the people moved leisurely about the oasis. Moffitt led Hitch calmly to an alley at the side of the palace. The wall stood ten feet high at one side, and on the other, low, flat-roofed huts were silent and dark.
The door was a dark shadow in the moonlighted wall, recessed in an arch. Moffitt drew his knife and probed up and down the joint between the first and second planks with it. He jabbed where he thought the slit should be, met tightly joined wood and moved the point. A babble of voices erupted on the other side of the oasis and Moffitt felt beads of perspiration pop on his forehead. Jerry had sounded the tocsin. There were infidels and traitors afoot in Agarawa.
He inserted his thumbnail in the crack and pushed it down from where the bar should be on the other side. He felt a small place in the joint where something gave under pressure and dug at it with the tip of his knife, The slit had been discovered, puttied or cemented and painted over. The blade slid through the planks and he lifted the bar.
"Shoddy workmanship," he murmured in an aside to Hitch as they stepped into the service yard and he closed and barred the gate again.
A wall separated them from the main courtyard. Reflections of light showed across the top of the wall and a bar of music hung faintly in the air, but the service yard and kitchen area of the palace were lighted only by the moon and not a whisper disturbed the silence within the walls. From the direction of the bazaar, however, Moffitt heard cries. He quickly led Hitch to the arched opening and stepped into the palace kitchen.
Moonlight through one window fell in a shaft across a floor paved with large tawny colored tiles. Each was almost two feet by two feet. Moffitt moved silently to a brick stove with a grilled bed for charcoal and ovens at either side that covered one side of the room. The stove and ovens still breathed warmly of coarse Arab bread and goat meat stew. He bent to the tile at the middle of the stove, hearing as he did the heavy Germanic accents of a man's voice. A woman said something lightly, also in German. The words were indistinct and he could not understand what they were saying, but they were not far away.
He ran his forefinger along the base of the stove, found a groove in a brick that permitted him to hook his finger under the tile. He was prepared for a struggle to wrest the tile from the floor but it lifted easily. The voices were more distinct. They must be coming from the foyer between the formal chamber and the small salon at the front of this part of the palace that Professor Dalmatie had used as a library.
"In you go," he whispered to Hitch. "There should be a tunnel about four feet down. Crawl off a few feet and wait. I'll be on your heels."
"I'd hoped you would be," Hitch muttered and lowered himself cautiously. He touched bottom, stood upright a second with his head and shoulders above the floor and then dropped out of sight.
Moffitt jumped in the hole after him, easing the tile back in place. He groped, touched Hitch's arm and gripped it in warning. Shoes clacked on the tiles in the kitchen. He cupped his ear against the tile and heard the tones of a man's voice and the sound of a woman's voice but again he could not distinguish the words. The sharp rap of feminine heels crossed the floor, came back and then both pairs of feet moved from the kitchen. A Jerry and his woman, Moffitt thought, a high-ranking German official and his mistress occupied the palace. They'd come to the kitchen for another bottle of wine or brandy. He smiled quickly. At least Hitch and he should be secure enough in their hiding place.
The blind black tunnel was narrow and he could not squeeze by Hitch.
"You'll have to crawl ahead," he whispered. "About ten feet from here, you should come to the end of this passage. There's a drop of three or four feet to a clear space where we can stand. When you come to the ledge, ease yourself over it until your toes touch the floor."
"I sure hope you know what you're doing, Doc," Hitch said, starting forward. "I like more room to operate."
Moffitt followed on his hands and knees, a few feet behind Hitch. After only a few moments, Hitch stopped and Moffitt's hand touched his shoe.
"I'm at the edge," Hitch whispered. "I'm going to try to squirm around and hang onto the top."
"Right-o," Moffitt answered. "Touch your feet before you let go."
He heard Hitch wriggling. There was a quiet moment, then a grunt and a thud.
"Are you all right?" Moffitt asked quickly.
Another grunt answered him. Moffitt pushed off feet first, landing on the balls of his feet with his knees bent. He started to stand. His arms were jerked and pinioned behind his back and a hand slapped his mouth and sealed it.
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The plane, a Messerschmidt Bf-109E Troy recognized from the square wing tips and stepped up canopy behind the sleek, pointed nose, skimmed the rolling dunes at the edge of the flat, moonlighted desert. Its altitude was no more than five hundred feet and it had been searching now for more than half an hour, sweeping an area of about ten miles east and west from the two German patrol cars that still burned, bright orange in the pastel-shaded night. Jerry wanted the vehicle, patrol or unit that had struck so suddenly behind his lines and drawn blood. The plane would maintain its vigilance until ground patrols could seal off the area or the fighter itself discovered and destroyed the attacker.
Troy had watched the shadow that concealed the jeep in the wadi where he and Tully had taken cover shrink as the moon soared high. Now the moonlight was touching the blunt front of the hood and soon it would shimmer on the flattened windshield. He listened to the stuttering engine of the plane as the pilot came back for yet another look, throttling down to almost stall speed.
"We're going to have to make a break for it," Troy said to Tully, looking out across the three miles of open desert that lay between them and the dunes to the south. "By the time the plane reaches us next time, we'll be lit up like a pin ball machine."
"We can't get across that stretch without him nailing us," Tully said and tossed away the matchstick he'd been gnawing.
"No," Troy said decisively. "This calls for action."
He clambered to the back of the jeep, limbered the machine gun and trained it in the direction of the explosively spluttering aircraft, waiting for it to come into view. He did not want to shoot down the plane. He had not wanted to destroy the patrol cars. He did not like alerting Jerry to this penetration but in each instance it was a matter of survival at the moment and tomorrow would have to tike care of itself. Troy did not think they were near the staging area and at least they were some distance from the rock. The loss of two patrol cars and a plane might confuse the enemy about the strength of the attacking force and draw patrols from other areas to this section.
"Break for the other side the minute we catch him," Troy shouted.
The plane loomed, seeming to hang overhead at Troy's right and he caught it in a burst that raked from nose through fuselage. It burst in a roaring puff ball of white hot flame a thousand yards beyond them and crashed to the desert in thousands of flying splinters. The jeep skittered out of the wadi and fled for the dunes three miles away.
From far above, Troy heard the changing pitch of another airplane's engine and a distant throbbing beat became a piercing shriek as it dived toward the Messerschmidt burning brightly. The second plane streaked over the wreck and climbed steeply. The jeep was halfway across the open sandy bed, but the fighter would be back in a minute or two, Troy knew, and it would not be a sitting duck as the first aircraft had been. This time the jeep was the easy target and the twenty-millimeter cannon mounted in the wings of the plane would blast them from the desert. The pilot must have glimpsed the speeding jeep as he dived and he'd be after them until he caught them.
Tully hit his brakes, skidding sidewise into a depression and caroming along the bottom of it. The plane dipped back low, but it flew a straight course a mile and a half away across the middle of the flat land. Tully gunned the jeep over a dune and into a saucer, waiting until the plane started its climb before changing his course and hopping the dune to the west. This time the plane dived straight at them with both its cannons pounding.
"He sees the tracks on the dunes," Troy shouted. "Drop the rake."
Tully spun, changing his course again and turning due east. The rake shouldn't have slowed them much, but Troy could feel its drag. They seemed to crawl into another pocket as the Messerschmidt howled by but its cannons still were firing into the hollow they just had left.
"Hold it here," Troy yelled, snatching the five-gallon can of gasoline from the rack and leaping out
"Watch it, Sarge," Tully cried. "Don't get caught." Troy's feet slipped and skidded in the sand as he tried to run, half tottered over the dune and slid toward the hollow. He tore off his field jacket, saturated it with gasoline, wrapped it around the opened can which he dropped near the middle of the shallow dip. The plane was coming in again as Troy scratched up the hill and threw himself over the top of the dune to the other side. He flattened himself in the sand. The plane flashed by with its cannon smashing at the hollow. Apparently none of the shells hit the gasoline can and Troy ran back swearing, jerking his forty-five from its holster and firing in the dark toward the spot where he thought he'd left his fire bomb. A sheet of flame spouted and burned fiercely. He dug up the hill and was in the jeep before the fighter returned, this time a little higher. Tully and he huddled, fearful that the leaping flames would reveal them, as the plane circled once and then leveled off, heading back for the other side of the smooth desert bed. Tully shot out of the pocket but with the rake dragging, only pulled slowly over the next dune. He hesitated as he swung around a sand hill.
"Can't I lift that thing, Sarge?" he asked. "I'll try to keep off the ridges."
"Can't chance it," Troy said grimly. "When Jerry finds he's been fooled by a gasoline can, he's going to comb the sand for tracks. Head in our general direction and keep in the valleys as much as possible, but leave that rake down."
They rolled over another hill and Tully found a depression that snaked southwest and was partly in shadows. He followed the winding course silently for a mile or two, fishing a new matchstick from his pocket and chewing it.
"You think we've had it, Sarge?" he asked at last without turning his head to Troy.
"We're not giving up, if that's what you mean," Troy snapped. He took a breath and said more calmly, "Sorry, Tully. I've no cause to bark at you. This caper is rough. I don't think Jerry is looking for the Rat Patrol, yet. He wouldn't want to believe that even two jeeps could take two of his patrol cars and a plane out of action. He's picked up Cobble and Damon in an armored car. I don't think they'll talk. The logical German mind is going to reason that the Allies are probing and he's going to worry like hell about how many units we've thrown in here. It's going to put him on guard and it's not going to make it any easier for us. That's what I think."
"Aw, Sarge," Tully said with a chuckle. "We wouldn't like it if it was duck soup."
"Maybe not," Troy said glumly, "but I could do with a break or two." An idea flashed across his mind and he frowned and then laughed. "At least there's one place he won't look for us."
"The rock?" Tully asked doubtfully. "We can't get much done if we stay holed up."
"No, not the rock," Troy said impatiently. "Inside his staging area. If Moffitt and Hitch come back with the information they went after, we'll get into the enemy camp tomorrow night and carry the ball from there."
"Moffitt and Hitch will have the dope," Tully said confidently.
Everything hung on it, Troy thought. He, himself, Troy, leader of the Rat Patrol, had called entirely too much attention to them by his activity tonight. And they had nothing to show for it. They had gained no useful knowledge except that the area was patrolled and guarded, and this they already knew. He should have used discretion, stayed buried under the rock, drinking coffee, listening to the radio, playing cribbage with Tully. This was a critical mission and he was bungling at every turn. Now the caper depended on how much Moffitt and Hitch had learned this night at Agarawa. Tomorrow night they had to get into the staging area.
The long valley through which they had been driving ended in a cul-de-sac and Tully stopped the jeep. For several minutes they sat listening to the faintly humming aircraft. They seemed to be flying high altitude cover again. Troy crawled the slope to the top of a dune to scout for patrol cars. He lay on his stomach examining every square mile of desert in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle through his glasses. He found the black out-thrust of their rock slanting from the desert four or five miles away and studied the land between. There could be patrol cars hidden below the dunes or even against the rock itself, he knew, but he could see nothing. Far behind, three glowing spots marked the two cars and the plane. Nothing burned at the place he'd fired the gasoline.
"Run straight for the rock from the top of the dune," he told Tully when he returned to the jeep. "We'll have to take a chance that whatever Jerry has near here is concentrated back by the wrecks."
Tully let out the clutch and the jeep moved up the hill. Troy could understand Tully's feeling about the rake. It was like sailing with the anchor out. The last five miles seemed like fifty but no one intercepted them and at last Tully pulled onto the path at the side of the escarpment. It was dark and they were protected. Troy blew his breath noisily and looked at his watch.
"Tomorrow already," he said. "It's oh-one hundred hours on Day Three. Wonder if Moffitt and Hitch are back. Think you can find the entrance?"
"Checked it coming out," Tully mumbled, holding a penlight against the odometer. "Exactly 1.07 miles from here."
The jeep moved slowly toward the middle of the rock. When Tully checked again, they'd traveled one mile and he shifted to second gear. Ahead, a shadow slunk away into the rock-filled sand.
"You don't have to check," Troy rasped. "That's your entrance. The damned hyena has been back."
He jumped from the jeep, running ahead so the rake would tear up his prints, and got his fingers under the steel sheet on his second try. Tully circled off to the edge of the path and slanted the nose toward the ramp as Troy held the sheet against the rock. As soon as the jeep was at the bottom, Troy backed into the opening and lowered the camouflaged trapdoor. Tully turned on his lights and drove into the grotto.
"Nobody's home," he called, swinging the jeep around in the large chamber and parking it headed out, far enough back from the mouth of the cave for Hitch to drive by.
"Wonder what's keeping them," Troy said, eyes wandering about the black-walled cavern. Illuminated only by the lights of the jeep, it seemed unreal. "They roll up the sidewalks in towns like Agarawa long before midnight. Moffitt and Hitch should be back."
"Hell, Sarge," Tully drawled. "We didn't even go to town and look how long it took us."
"That's what worries me," Troy said. "All we need now is for Moffitt and Hitch to stir up as much trouble as we did."
He turned on his heel, walking to the big crate they used for a table and lighting the lamp. Tully switched off the headlights and sauntered to the stove.
"Feels good to be home," he said. "Coffee? Something to eat?"
"Yeah," Troy said absently. He shivered. It was cold in the cave. He'd sacrificed his jacket and he was tired. "Light both burners. Let's drag our stools up to the fire."
Tully got the coffee started, looked at Troy a moment, frowning, and went to the crate with the rations. He pulled out a bottle of bourbon and handed it to Troy.
"You're pooped, Sarge," he said. "Better have a jolt." Troy looked at the bottle a moment, started to shake his head. If he had a drink, he'd go to sleep. And why not? he asked himself. Sitting up waiting for Moffitt and Hitch wasn't going to do any good. He took the bottle, unscrewed the cap and gulped. The whiskey burned satisfyingly down his throat and the fire spread across his chest. He returned the bottle to Tully, tilting back on his stool and lighting a cigarette.
"Thanks," he said. "It warms the blood."
"How about some beef stew?" Tully asked. "You can soak it up with biscuits."
"Sure," Troy growled. "Just stop clucking over me like a brood hen."
They wrapped themselves in blankets and Tully turned on the radio while the coffee simmered and their supper warmed. The Algiers station came in clear. Bing Crosby was singing "Three Little Words" and Troy wrinkled his nose. It was a nostalgic, pre-war melody that smelled of lilacs on a balmy spring night and a girl named Margie. Sentimental stuff. He wondered whether they still had band concerts in the park on Thursday nights. Songs like this were subversive. They made some of the younger men and boys go soft inside. "Three little words, eight little letters, that simply mean, I love you," he sang in his mind. He'd enlisted in the Army when Margie got herself engaged to that college boy. He wondered whether she'd married him. This kind of music was for morons, he thought grumpily. A fighting man needed the martial strain of a brass band.
The food, the music, the whiskey were lulling him and Troy's eyes closed. His head drooped. He jerked himself awake, shaking his head and lighting a cigarette.
"Hit the sack," Tully said. "I slept last night while you and Moffitt were standing guard. I'll wait for him and Hitch and wake you up when they come in."
"Thanks," Troy said. "I'll take you up on that."
As he'd done the previous morning, he collapsed on his cot and fell asleep while he was pulling the blankets over himself. Tully shook him awake and he sat up, looking around the cavern. The second jeep had not come in. 
"Are they coming?" he asked, getting to his feet.
"No," Tully said, wrinkling his forehead and taking a breath uncertainly. "I hate to bother you, but it's oh-five hundred and they ain't come back yet. Another hour and it'll be light."
"I shouldn't have let them go in alone," Troy said, feeling hollow inside. He walked to the stove, where a flame still burned under the coffee pot and poured a cup. "The Rat Patrol shouldn't split up. We should have gone along to cover for them if they needed it."
"Moffitt said they stood a better chance alone—," Tully reminded him. "And that if anything did happen, the mission still had half a chance if we stayed behind."
"We've got the chance of a snowball in hell if they don't get back," Troy said, slumping at the big crate and staring at the lamp. There wasn't anything Tully and he could do but wait, damnit, sit inside the rock and wait. Maybe Moffitt and Hitch had been captured by the Arabs or Jerry. Tully and he could not go in after them. They'd have to carry on as best they could without Moffitt and Hitch. Maybe Moffitt and Hitch hadn't been captured. If they'd run onto something or someone important, Tully and he might spill whatever they had brewing. Nothing to do but sit and wait. There'd already been too many mistakes.
"Sarge," Tully began. He stood beside him, hesitating. 
"What is it?" Troy asked shortly.
"Whyn't you let me take the jeep and go out a ways to have a look."
Troy silently studied Tully. He was a good man. He knew that if Moffitt and Hitch had fallen into a trap, it was baited for anyone who tried to rescue them, but he wouldn't hesitate to try.
"Thanks," Troy said. "But it's too late. It would be daylight before you got into Agarawa and you don't speak the language."
"I know, Sarge," Tully said resignedly. He slouched against the wall. "It's just that I feel useless here inside. Maybe if we could just go out and watch for them—" 
"Sure." Troy stood at once. Any kind of activity would help. Neither of them wanted to think of what might have happened. "We'll wear robes."
"You think we need to disguise ourselves?"
"Who's wearing them for disguise?" Troy said. "I used my field jacket to build a fire, remember? I don't want to freeze."
Troy strapped his forty-five outside the loose Arab robes and hung his binoculars around his neck. Tully carried his submachine gun. They closed the entrance to the ramp behind and stepped back against the ramp, wearily searching the desert before they moved. There was no pad of feet to indicate the hyena had returned. The moon had set and the sun had not yet begun to streak the sky with pink. It was dark but not pitch black. Not seeing any moving objects, they walked close to the rock until they reached a place near the end where they could climb on it. Picking their way carefully over the broad but jagged surface, they crawled halfway up and Troy brought his glasses to his eyes. The desert looked peaceful and empty. To the south, no jeep raced toward them from the direction of Agarawa.
Moffitt and Hitch would not voluntarily have remained away so long, Troy was certain. They knew that if they did not return before the sun rose, they would not be able to come back until night and they also knew the mission could not be delayed. They had been captured or killed, Troy admitted to himself. He pounded his fist in the palm of his hand.
"We'll get into the Jerry camp tonight," he said harshly. "We'll load the jeep with demolition charges. Maybe we can't get the campaign plans, but we'll blow up so much armor they'll think a battalion has attacked them."
"Sort of looks like the end of the Rat Patrol," Tully said quietly.
The red rim of the sun poked over the horizon and the morning sky was chalky gray and streaked with pink. The sudden appearance of dawn startled Troy. He looked down. It was at least fifty feet to the ground.
"We've stayed too long," he said. "Lie on your back and slide down to where you can jump. We don't want anyone seeing us now. There's a big job to be done tonight."
Tully gave himself a little shove and scudded away. Troy lifted his glasses for one last look. In the distance to the south, from the direction of Agarawa, a thin cloud, more haze than dust, hung above the desert. His heart jumped and he kept the glasses on the wispy banner, waiting for the rising sun to reveal a jeep speeding ahead of the telltale trail. At last he could make out what was kicking up the tenuous cloud on the floor of the desert. It was a camel caravan, a train of the burdened beasts in double file. Otherwise, the desert was empty.
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Scarcely had Moffitt's arms been yanked back and pinned behind him in the room under the palace than he was blinded by the glare of a flashlight held close to his face. A hand roughly swept the burnoose from his head. He squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head. Someone laughed.
"Let him go," a voice that was somehow familiar said.
"Lache prise,"
another voice said raspingly in French.
He was released. The light left his face and dropped to the floor. He saw Hitch sprawled at his feet.
"They both are friends," the first voice said. "Let's give that boy there on the ground a hand."
Moffitt knelt and pulled the cloth away from Hitch's face. His eyes were closed and he was breathing heavily.
"He's okay, just knocked out," the voice he'd heard before said easily. "We didn't know who was coming. You didn't give the password. They couldn't take a chance."
Moffitt's head whirled. What kind of a cell had they stumbled into where men spoke French and English and a familiar voice called them friends? Hitch squirmed, opened his eyes and sat up rubbing his jaw.
"Who are you?" Moffitt asked, squinting into the light.
"Oh, sorry," the first voice said and laughed. The light swung from Hitch and flashed from one face up into a second. Sergeant Damon and Lieutenant Cobble smiled at Moffitt.
"Damon! Cobble!" Moffitt exclaimed and stood. "Delighted, old chaps, but fancy meeting you. We were informed that you hadn't returned, but what are you doing here? Is this another of your hideouts, part of your operation?"
A candle was lighted and Moffitt looked around the room in the ground in the flickering yellow light. Three dark-eyed and swarthy-faced men in short-sleeved khaki shirts and khaki shorts faced him. They were standing against a masonry wall of buff-colored stone that had a window opening in it. It looked like the wall of some kind of building. The candle was dug into the dirt floor of the underground room and the other three walls were sandy clay. Cobble and Damon were still wearing their helmets and fatigues and their hands and faces were streaked with dirt. All five men were carrying tommy-guns.
Cobble squatted beside Hitch and held a canteen to him. He swallowed and shook his head.
"I'm okay," he said. "What's it all about?"
"Yes," Moffitt said. "What are you doing here?"
"I should ask you that and in a moment I will," Cobble said. "It is fantastic. Jerry clobbered us half an hour after we dropped you off. Shot up the car and took us prisoner. He was pushing us toward his car when these three men sprang out of nowhere and mowed Jerry down. They brought us here for safekeeping until they can slip us out." 
"Who are they?" Moffitt asked, looking at the men again. They were as dark-skinned as Arabs, but apparently were Europeans, dressed in what looked like British desert issue.
"French Foreign Legionnaires," Cobble said. "When Germany overran France and moved into North Africa, they went underground. They kept moving back, ahead of the Nazis. Jacquot, Henri and Paolo. Three saboteurs. Jacquot speaks English."
"But here, what are you doing here?" Moffitt asked, remembering the voices he'd heard upstairs speaking German.
"This seems to be their headquarters," Cobble said. "Not this room. We'd only been here a short time when you dropped in. There is a buried city here that has been partially renovated. A whole series of buildings connected by tunnels. They have one building near the center of the complex where they live. We came in through the bottom of a dry well that's in ruins and looks as if it hadn't been used for centuries. It's outside the walls."
Moffitt nodded. That would explain how Professor Dalmatie had disposed of the earth as he dug. "But why have you come here, to this room? There's a house above—a palace, really—and it's occupied by Germans."
"It's occupied by someone who sympathizes with the Free French," Cobble corrected. "We're going out tonight, or early in the morning. Whoever he is, this person wanted to talk with us. Maybe there's something we can do for him, get for him. Anything he wants he can have, and we'll get it to him. With these three men, he's been conducting his own private war behind the lines."
"Who is this person?" Moffitt asked.
Cobble shrugged and lifted his hands. "Jacquot will not speak of him. He says it is up to him to reveal what he chooses when he comes to speak with us."
"But the people upstairs are Germans," Moffitt insisted, eyes sliding to Jacquot. He did not distrust the Legionnaires. They hardly would kill Germans to rescue the two Americans, only to turn them over to Jerry again. "We heard them talking, Is Jacquot aware the enemy is in the house? Is his collaborator safe?"
"Oui, m'sieu,"
Jacquot said, dark eyes sparkling as he smiled. "There is no need for concern."
"Maybe the man is a German," Cobble said. "He would not be the first to become disenchanted. Whoever he is, we shall find out soon. Now that we have explained ourselves, what are you doing here?"
Moffitt spoke to Jacquot. "I believe the guard at the east gate is working for the Germans. He grew suspicious and reported us."
"Oui, M'sieu,"
Jacquot said, eyes flashing in the candle light. "We know. It is better that we permit him to live a while longer. We know his habits and he is predictable." 
"You are a man of rare intelligence," Moffitt said in French and looked back at Cobble. "We came to Agarawa to get some information. The guard talked to the Jerries and they gave chase. The Arabs took it up and we came here to hide."
"But how did you know where to come,
m'sieu?"
Jacquot asked softly. "I was not aware that anyone but the three of us and one other knew of this buried city."
"I have been here before," Moffitt said, "but your secret is well kept."
"Well, that's the gist," Cobble said. "We wait until our host shows up. I assume you'll be wanting to leave with us." 
"It will come as a shock to our host," Moffitt said with a chuckle. "But you are entirely correct." He turned to Jacquot. "Do you mind if I take your light and look about these diggings while we wait? I've a rather uncommon interest in them,"
Jacquot shook his head. "I am sorry,
m'sieu,
but that is a request I am not in a position to honor. It is not that I do not trust you. It is simply that I am not the one who gives permission."
"Of course, I understand," Moffitt said and looked at Cobble. "How's the shoulder?"
"A little stiff, apparently no infection," he said with a rueful smile. "At least, it doesn't burn. How did you learn we'd run into trouble?"
"We're in contact," Moffitt said, glancing at the window in the wall. He wondered what Professor Dalmatie would think if he knew the use to which his diggings were being put. It was an entirely practical employment of an archaeological discovery and Moffitt thought the old gentleman would approve. The professor had done a great deal of work before fleeing Africa. Nine years before, there had been only a few passages extending from this room.
It was nearly midnight when Jacquot listened intently a moment, then snuffed out the candle. Moffitt heard the tile drop into place on the kitchen floor and a light flashed in the passage.
"Damon," a voice whispered from the tunnel.
"Someone is calling me," Sergeant Damon said. He sounded bewildered.
"It is the password," Jacquot said, laughing. He called, "Pythias."
The light advanced by hops along the floor of the passage. Moffitt watched with increasing interest for the appearance of the Free French sympathizer in this Arabian town behind the German lines. He wondered whether he could be a friend of the Dalmaties who might give him news of them. Jacquot relighted the candle. The flashlight reached the edge of the ledge, beaming quickly around the room. Moffitt saw a pair of small, sandled feet and legs clad in green fatigues swing over the ledge. He had the impression of a slight person dropping lightly to the floor and the beam was in his face again.
"Where did this one come from?" a feminine voice gasped in French.
"The Arabs and Germans were pursuing him and his companion," Jacquot answered. "I do not comprehend but he knew of this place and came here to hide."
"But of course he knew," the woman cried. She turned off the flashlight and stepped near the candle.
As Moffitt's eyes adjusted from the glare of the flashlight to the dim light of the candle, he saw a young woman with short-cropped black hair, soft brown eyes that were wide with wonder, high-boned tanned cheeks and a full red mouth in an oval face.
"Olympe!" He caught his breath for a moment without words. "Olympe, you still are here."
"I am pleased that you remember, Jack," she said softly, standing very still. "I am pleased that when you were in danger, you remembered and came to me for shelter."
"You are old friends?" Jacquot asked.
"Very old friends," Olympe murmured, not taking her eyes from Moffitt. "It was you and your companion who escaped from the Germans and came into the town through the prayer tower. They are searching for you everywhere. You must leave with the other two this morning. Very soon. I shall talk with you in a moment, Jack. We have much to say. But first, listen carefully to my instructions." Sergeant Damon and Lieutenant Cobble had been watching in amazement.
"This is the collaborator?" Lieutenant Cobble asked. "And she is a friend of yours?"
"Yes," Moffitt said, still stunned. "Now she will explain how we shall escape."
Olympe smiled tremulously and laid her hand on Moffitt's arm. He thought it was shaking but she pulled it quickly away.
"You will leave two hours from now, at two o'clock," she said in English, speaking to all of them. "A caravan arrived several hours ago outside the eastern gate. It is carrying bags of cotton, two to each camel. Jacquot, Henri and Paolo will take you out the well and conceal you in the bags. They will replace the drivers of the camels who accompanied the train this far. I own the caravan and it has a safe conduct pass from the German commander in this area. The caravan is destined for El Agheila but it will be diverted to Bir-el-Alam when it passes from the German-held territory. I trust that the four of you will have no difficulty in establishing the loyalties of Jacquot, Henri and Paolo with your commanders. They will not return to Agarawa and would like to fight with you."
"We'll take care of them, miss," Lieutenant Cobble said heartily. "And our warmest thanks to you. Will you remain here? Is there anything we can do?"
Olympe shook her head; a little sadly, Moffitt thought.
"I must remain," she said. She lifted her hand toward the window wall. "This buried city was my father's lifetime work. I must protect it and wait for the day when the war will be over and a friendly government will wish to preserve its priceless heritage. As for sending me anything—" She shook her head. "A transmitter? Explosives? Equipment for guerilla warfare? They would be dangerous to what usefulness I have. If the opportunity presents itself again, as it did a year ago when Jacquot and his friends appealed for sanctuary, I shall offer it. In the meantime, I am here, a resident of long standing and a scholar, above suspicion. You may have need of me another time."
Moffitt blinked and swallowed. He was very proud of Olympe.
"One thing," he said. "My friend Hitch and I are in the neighborhood, temporarily. We have a jeep hidden two miles beyond the town. We'll slip out the well with the others and be on our way afoot."
"You will leave with the caravan," Olympe said firmly. "The Germans will have patrols all about the city. When you reach your car, the caravan will form a double line of camels and you will drive between them. Do you have far to go?"
"About fifteen miles," Moffitt said. "But we can't endanger the safety of the caravan."
"You should reach your destination while it still is dark," Olympe said. "Between the camels, you will not be observed." She stepped to the three Legionnaires.
"Au revoir, ma petits,"
she said warmly, clasping each by hand and kissing him lightly on his lips. To Jacquot, she said in French, "Take the others with you now. Be certain everything is in readiness. I must have a few moments with my dear friend. I shall bring him to you when the hour of departure is near."
"M'amselle,"
Jacquot said huskily, inclining his body slightly from the waist. He directed the beam of his flashlight into the window opening and said in English, "Come along, the rest of you.
M'sieu
will join us directly."
Olympe stood silently beside Moffitt as the six men, with Jacquot in the lead, disappeared over the window sill. When the last was gone, Moffitt faced Olympe. His heart was racing and he was filled with tenderness.
"Olympe," he said and took her hands.
Her face went soft and her eyes filled with tears. "Jack, Jack," she said with a little sob and threw her arms around rim, pressing her cheek against his chest.
They clung to each other a moment, then Jack lifted her chin with his fingers and bent to softly kiss her. She held his mouth with hers and it was filled with hunger and fire.
"Oh Jack," she said with an almost hysterical little laugh. She pushed away, tossing her head. "I just can't believe it's you. But we don't have to embrace in the cellar. Come upstairs where it's comfortable. You needn't leave for more than an hour. At least we shall have that much."
It was a very strange thing when you encountered a love of your childhood, he thought, crawling after Olympe through the tunnel toward the kitchen. When the long-ago parting had been tender and your memories sweet, it was easy to reawaken the emotion that once had coursed wildly, enflaming your body and mind. At this moment, he could swear he was in love with Olympe.
She led him from the moonlighted kitchen up service stairs at the back of the palace to an Oriental but feminine boudoir that overlooked the courtyard. She pulled white damask drapes across a vaulted window and lighted a graceful brass lamp on a low marble table. The lamp burned softly with an exotic fragrance. A rich Turkish rug of scarlet and crimson covered the tiles and bright pillows were piled by a divan of yellow striped satin. A brass cigarette box and ashtrays were on an onyx table to the side.
Olympe glanced at the overalls she was wearing and brushed them with the tips of her fingers.
"At least, let me be feminine," she said and laughed; nervously, Moffitt thought. "There." She put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him to the divan. "Sit there and talk while I change. We can't waste a moment of this precious time."
She brushed through an opening draped with sheer silk that fluttered after her.
"Your father?" Moffitt began, lighting a cigarette. The tobacco was Turkish and heavy, not unpleasant to his taste.
"Father died four years ago," Olympe said softly. "He saw what was coming and feared it. It would have crushed him to see what has happened to France."
"And you, Olympe?" Moffitt asked uneasily. "You sympathize with the Free French and yet you live here unmolested in enemy territory."
"And you wonder to what degree I cooperate to stay in their favor," she said seriously. "I suppose that is natural enough. The Germans have not been here long, Jack, no more than two months. I have been reasonably friendly but only because it has served my purpose, which is to preserve my father's work. And only to a point, silly goose, if you are concerned enough about me to wonder whether I have taken a German lover."
"I'm happy, Olympe," Moffitt said simply. "I did wonder. There was a German here with you earlier tonight. We heard him from the kitchen."
"Yes," she said readily. "He is the commander of the armored unit they are assembling nearby. He has been kind to me and understanding, for a German. It was he who issued the safe conduct pass for my caravan. He is devoted to his family and it is lonely for him. He comes occasionally for supper or just to talk. He has never made an improper suggestion or advance and his friendship stands between me and other German officers, who might be demanding or even compelling. When the searching party came to my gate tonight, it was Captain Dietrich who sent them away."
"Captain Dietrich!" Moffitt exclaimed, standing excitedly and crushing his cigarette in the tray. "Captain Dietrich is in charge of this armored unit?"
"Yes, Jack. Are you acquainted with him?"
"Our favorite enemy," he said with a short laugh. The campaign in this sector would be something special with Dietrich running it. "We'd wondered what had happened to him. I don't suppose he discusses military affairs with you?"
"I don't think he has said anything that would be of value," she said slowly. "You may ask questions, Jack. I shall answer if I can."
''We're interested in his campaign. I doubt you'd know anything of that. His strength, what armor he is assembling, when and where he plans to strike."
"I can tell you only that you have little time," Olympe said and he heard her moving in the bedroom. "I asked him to come to supper tomorrow evening. He declined because tomorrow evening he is having a meeting with his staff officers to brief them on a new offensive. Now, if we are finished with disagreeable topics, I am coming out." She swept through the curtains and Moffitt drew his breath in quickly. She had brushed her hair in a ragged gamin bang across her forehead and her large brown eyes were faintly accented with shadow. He did not know whether her warm tan cheeks were flushed or rouged but she was wearing no lipstick and her darkly red lips were inviting. Beneath a diaphanous peignoir, her breasts were high and pointed and she lifted them as she took a breath and stood before him, waiting.
He pulled her to him and kissed her, gently and lingeringly. Then they moved to the divan and she laid her cheek to his.
"Olympe," he said chokingly and reached for a cigarette. "I must ask another question. Have you ever been to German headquarters? Do you know where Dietrich will bold his staff meeting?"
"I should be angry," she said, lighting his cigarette and me for herself. "All right, we shall talk for a few minutes only. Then no more. I have never been to the German camp. No one is permitted within the staging area. He has told me how he lives because he finds his quarters bare and uninviting. The Germans have erected a masonry building for headquarters. On one side at the front, there is a large general room for officers and that is where he holds his meetings. Behind it is his office and at the rear, his bedroom. I know this because he has complained that the only time he can get away from the military is when he comes here."
"Do you know if he came to Agarawa tonight with five other officers?"
"They generally come in a group," she said, snuggling against him "They do not like to travel alone in this country even though they occupy it. Now, no more questions about anything that is military. Why did you never write me, Jack?"
Moffitt slid his arm around her waist and drew her closer. "Children sometimes have notions that become convictions," he said. "I was certain you had forgotten me the moment we left Agarawa. I kept building the pedestal under you higher and higher until I could no longer reach you. Then there was the university. I was immersed. Now the war."
"No other girl?"
"No," he said honestly. "No, there is no other." He smiled reflectively. "I didn't write letters, but I did write passionate poetry to you."
"Do you remember the words?" she asked, smiling at him.
"Yes. All of them," Moffitt replied, holding her close to him. "But I can say all of them with a kiss."
 
It was oh-one-forty-five when Olympe, dressed again in the green, fatigue-like coveralls, led Moffitt through the passage beneath the kitchen. She flashed her light on the window in the masonry wall and he stepped into the building ahead of her. It had been only partially excavated and they walked across the room in a crouch. He could see the faint tracings of geometric decorations at the cornice of a plastered wall. They crawled through a ten-foot tunnel into the next structure which was large with fluted marble columns reaching from the dirt to support an ornate ceiling. Tunnels crossed several flat tiled roofs and then they stepped down into a room that had been excavated to a marble floor. Blankets were strewn on the door and there were utensils and the charred remains of a fire.
"Jacquot, Henri and Paolo lived here," Olympe said, lowering the flashlight to her feet. She whispered, "Hold me, Jack. Kiss me again."
His lips touched hers and he was filled with love.
"Come with us now," he urged. "We have a place where you can hide and wait. After we've been to the German camp, we'll come back for you and take you to Bir-el-Alam. From there you can go to Algiers and wait for me until the war is over."
"Jack, Jack, Jack," she said lightly, skipping ahead and out the building. "I have explained why I cannot leave Agarawa. I shall be here, if you still want me." She laughed. "Come back, at least to see this buried city, when you have more time."
They crawled through a long tunnel that was shored, and Olympe pushed aside a stone. They were in a rubble heap at the bottom of a cistern that had been covered. The stones had been arranged so they formed a crude stairway up to the star sprinkled sky that vaulted the dark desert.
Jacquot was waiting for them, muffled in tattered robes. Two dozen or more ungainly, long-legged, humped camels were strung in a train beyond the well. They smelled richly ripe and Moffitt shuddered at thought of the long, hot trip that lay before Cobble and Damon. He didn't see either of them, or Hitch. They must already be tucked away in the great lumpy bags that draped the beasts on either side.
"Everything is in readiness," Jacquot said softly. "The guard at the gate is enjoying his customary nap. I shall place
m'sieu
in a sack on one of the last camels, next to his companion. We shall not go through the town but around the walls. When we have traveled two miles on the trade route, we shall stop to make the train in two files. I shall help you from the sacks and you will drive your car between the camels until you reach your destination. I am told that we shall leave the trade route and travel north for some distance until we reach the area of the great black rock. We cannot take you directly past it because these stupid goats of natives fear its spell. Are we understood?" 
"We are understood," Moffitt said, remembering the goat and poison he'd meant to get. There'd be no need to bait the hyena away from the grotto now. The Rat Patrol had spent its last night in the rock. He turned quickly to hold Olympe and to kiss her once more.
She held him tightly for a moment and stepped away. "Be careful! Oh, please be careful," she said with a little catch in her voice.
She ran to the well and was gone.
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The steel sheet that concealed the ramp to the cavern banged against the rock and daylight flooded the front of the grotto. Troy snatched his submachine gun and ran to the mouth of the cave. Tully started to turn off the lantern on the crate, grabbed his tommy-gun instead and darted to the opposite side of the entrance from Troy. A motor roared and a jeep shot down the steep incline. Troy jumped aside as Hitch braked, slewed past the other jeep and swung in beside it. Apparently he hadn't seen Troy and Tully.
"Hey, where is everybody? Asleep?" he called, looking from the big crate back toward the cots.
The sheet clattered into place and Moffitt piled headlong into the now dimly lighted chamber.
"Where you been?" Troy called in a great shout, catching Moffitt by the shoulder and throwing his arms around him. He stepped back and examined him. Moffitt's robe was awry and stuck with white tufts. "You been sacked out on a mattress with a ripped ticking? What you been up to? Where'd you come from? We'd given you up. Do you realize it's daylight? We were upstairs watching until a few minutes ago. There was nothing in sight except a caravan. How'd you get in without our seeing you?"
"Take it easy! One question at a time," Moffitt said, half smiling as if he were embarrassed.
"Yeah, treat him gentle, take it easy with lover-boy." 
"What!" Troy roared. "We've been up all night worrying, trying to figure out what to do—"
Moffitt flushed.
"Hey, Sarge," Hitch said, laughing. "You got it wrong. I didn't mean what it sounded like. We got back as quick as we could. Under the circumstances, we were lucky to get back at all."
"What do you mean?" Troy demanded, swinging to Hitch. "What happened? Where have you been? What have you found out? How did you get in without our seeing you?"
"Let's sit down and go over everything calmly, Sam," Moffitt suggested. "We've a lot to tell you and a lot to do." 
"I'll make some fresh coffee," Tully drawled, winking at Hitch.
"All right," Troy bawled. "Just explain first how you got here."
"Hey!" Tully objected. "You sound like a drill sergeant." 
Troy glared at him and then he burst out laughing. "You're right, Tully." He laid his arm across Moffitt's shoulder. "Fact is, I'm so damned relieved to see the two of you, I'm not acting normal."
"Yes you are, yes you are," Hitch chanted delightedly. "Always shooting off your mouth, yapping at us, telling us what to do. We have to put up with it all the time."
"Aw, knock it off, Hitch," Troy said gruffly.
"Yes, we'd best get down to cases," Moffitt said, smiling now, "But I will explain how we arrived without your detecting us. We came in with that camel train. We were driving the jeep in the middle of it, between the lines of camels. We dropped behind them just north from here so the rock would conceal us from them when we used the entrance."
"How did you get mixed up with a camel train?" Troy asked helplessly. He walked to the crate and dropped on a stool. "No, don't answer that one. Just give it to me once over lightly. Hit the high spots. What did you find out?" Moffitt sat at the other end of the crate and Hitch went to the stove with Tully.
"Fix the coffee and something to eat," Troy said over his shoulder to Tully. "But listen to us, both of us." 
"You might as well be lavish, Tully, if there's anything special in the rations," Moffitt said, glancing at Troy from the corners of his eyes. "This is probably the last meal we'll eat here."
"Spill it," Troy growled.
"Right-o," Moffitt said, leaning forward. "Jerry's camp is ten miles east from Agarawa on an old trade route and then fifteen miles south. We won't go in that way, of course, but it enables us to pretty much pinpoint the location. Second, I think you all will be pleased to learn that the commander of this armored unit is none other than Herr Hauptmann Dietrich."
"What!" Troy half stood, banging the crate with his fist. "We should have suspected it. This is going to be a pleasure."
Tully whistled and said, "Wonder what he's cooking up." 
"You didn't tell me that," Hitch complained. "When did you find that out?"
"Third," Moffitt said, eyes leaping to Hitch and back to Troy, "Dietrich is meeting with his staff tonight to brief them on the coming offensive. The meeting will take place at a room in front of his office at his HQ which is a masonry structure. I am sorry I cannot give you the precise time of the meeting."
"That's some load you've just dumped," Troy said. "Now we have everything we need except time. I suppose you're still thinking the way to get the plan is to bug their meeting room."
"Is there any other way?" Moffitt asked quietly.
"Not that I know," Troy admitted. "You make it about forty miles from here to the staging area. We'd never reach it by the jeeps in daylight. Tully and I managed to stir up a hornet's nest last night. The desert will be crawling with patrols today."
"We also contributed," Hitch observed. "It isn't going to be healthy around Agarawa."
"Then it looks as if there can be no argument about our procedure," Moffitt said cheerfully. "We shall have to commandeer a Jerry patrol car."
"That's what I was thinking," Troy said, a smile flashing. "Hitch, quit bothering Mother when she's cooking. Go look in that crate by the cots and see what rank they gave us with our Jerry uniforms. See if we've got a private or a corporal in the box."
"I'm with you, Sam," Moffitt said, laughing. "No one's going to pay too much attention to an enlisted man. Right?" 
"Right," Troy said, looking steadily at Moffitt. "And because you're unfortunate enough to know the language perfectly, I'm afraid that enlisted man will have to be you, Jack."
"I knew you'd see things my way, Sam," Moffitt said and his eyes crinkled when he laughed.
"You won't be alone," Troy said. "The rest of us will go in with you and we'll be there to give you cover. All you have to do is plant the mike in the meeting room." 
"Once we get there," Tully mumbled from the kitchen. 
"That's right," Troy said briskly, consulting his watch. It was, oh-six-thirty. "We'll need to schedule ourselves. We'll eat a good meal now, if Tully can provide it, and sleep until noon. Moffitt and I will tune in for any message and Hitch and Tully will shinny up the rock with field glasses and find an isolated patrol car. We'll take it, bring it back here, stock it and drive to the staging area, arriving about dusk. Any suggestions?"
"We'll leave the jeeps here?" Tully asked and Troy looked over his shoulder, sniffing. Something was beginning to smell good, "We'll have to come back here tonight to pick up the jeeps?"
"Yes," Troy said. "Any objections?"
"No, none at all," Tully said with a slow smile. "It means we get a chance at another good meal. I'd hate to see all this coffee and food go to waste."
"Don't count on it," Troy said. "We'll grab a handful of biscuits and eat on the run. If things break right, we'll be in Bir-el-Alam by morning."
"And be eating mess hall chow again," Tully moaned. 
Troy looked across at Moffitt and smiled. "For the first time since we started this caper, I have the feeling that things are going our way. I think we can afford to indulge in a small way."
"I'm with you, Sam," Moffitt said with cheerful promptness. He went over to the crate beside the stove and brought back a bottle of bourbon and the Scotch. "How many ditches? I believe that's what you call bourbon and water. Will anyone join me in Scotch?"
"I'll try," Tully said. "I never tasted it."
"I'd rather have a beer," Hitch called. "There's a private, a corporal, a lieutenant and a captain in the box and all the trimmings. The captain's even got an Iron Cross." 
"Good," Troy answered. "Pick up your beer on your way. It shouldn't be too warm. It's like an icebox in here." 
"My beer won't be too warm," Hitch said, going back to the passage. "I put the whole crate in the bathtub yesterday afternoon."
Moffitt dumped water in three cups and poured Scotch in two of them. Hitch sat at the table with two cans of beer. Troy absently poured bourbon. Now that they were ready to go into action, he felt relaxed and confident. Moffitt and Hitch had come through, as they always did, with exactly the information that was needed. The caper wouldn't be a pushover but they'd pull it off, he thought and smiled.
"Can't do nothing now, just let it cook," Tully said, sitting at the table and sipping his Scotch. He made a face. "It tastes like medicine."
"You'll acquire a taste for it," Moffitt assured him, "by the time you've emptied that cup."
"What are you fixing?" Hitch asked. "I smell hungry." 
"Chicken stew," Tully said, trying the Scotch again and shaking his head. "We'll have some biscuits with it. At home on Sundays, we always had chicken stew and biscuits."
"Here's how," Troy said contentedly, lifting his cup.
"Cheers," Moffitt responded genially.
"Say, Hitch," Tully said, "what was that lover-boy routine you gave us about Moffitt?"
"Nothing much," Hitch said, grinning, "We ran into an old girlfriend of the Doc's. We hid in her basement and she smuggled us out of town in some bags of cotton. That's how we got the white stuff all over our robes. Hey, we forgot to tell you. Cobble and Damon were there. Some Frenchmen rescued them from the Jerries and are taking them back to Bir-el-Alam."
"Well, that's good news about Cobble and Damon," Troy remarked absently from the top of his mind. He was considering the implications of a woman in Jerry territory who knew Moffitt. "What about this woman, Jack? Who or what is she?"
"As Hitch said, an old friend," Moffitt said, a little stiffly, Troy thought. "A French girl. Her father knew my father."
"What is she doing at Agarawa?" Troy asked, growing uneasy.
"Her father was an archaeologist," Moffitt said, beginning to withdraw. "They lived here for many years before the war. He had made some important discoveries."
"Her father is dead," Troy stated flatly.
"Yes, he is," Moffitt answered formally.
"And now she's living here alone," Troy said, beginning to burn. "This is German territory. There's a camp next door. And Jerry permits her, a French girl, not only the right to live here but the freedom to operate."
"She has remained to protect her father's discoveries," Moffitt said icily. "As a scholar, she poses no threat to the Germans."
"As a scholar, Jerry would watch her," Troy snapped. "Did you get your information from her?"
"Why are you grilling me?" Moffitt asked angrily, composure breaking. "Yes, I got my information from her." 
"And how did she get the information?" Troy demanded. "It was given her so she could use it. There is only one reason a French woman would live alone here. She's playing footsie with Jerry."
"She is not playing footsie with Jerry," Moffitt barked and his eyes blazed,
"Is that what she told you?" Troy shouted.
"That is what she told me," Moffitt said remotely, getting himself under control again.
"Hey, Sarge, lay off," Hitch protested. "This girl's okay. She had three French Legionnaires she was hiding out. They rescued Cobble and Damon from Jerry. They're the ones who brought us here with the caravan and when they get to Bir-el-Alam, they're going to join up with us. Both the Arabs and Jerry were looking for Moffitt and me and she sneaked us out."
"Dames! I just don't trust them," Troy muttered. He'd been foolish to blow up at Moffitt although he was convinced the girl was working with the enemy.
"Anyway," Hitch continued, "we got the location of the staging area from a Jerry who'd just come from there." 
They had to move, Troy knew, and they could not operate as a team if there were friction.
"You're satisfied the girl was friendly and telling you the truth?" he asked Moffitt abruptly.
"I am convinced of it," Moffitt said stiffly.
"All right, Jack, I trust your judgment," Troy said decisively and smiled. For the first time, he did not trust Moffitt's discernment. It would be up to Troy to watch for the trap. "Sorry I questioned you. There's so much hanging on this caper, I'm jumping at shadows. We'll proceed with the plan."
Hitch and Tully relaxed but Moffitt remained distant and reserved throughout the meal. His conversation was fragmentary. He answered or acknowledged direct questions, but there was no further discussion of how the Rat Patrol would operate when they got to Jerry's camp. Troy was worried and discouraged when he threw himself on his cot.
Moffitt was sitting by the receiver, dressed in the shirt and trousers of a German enlisted man when Troy awakened. A shapeless fatigue-type cap with a long bill was pushed back on his head and his pants were tucked into his heavy shoes. Hitch and Tully still were sleeping and Troy walked over to Moffitt.
"You'll do," Troy growled, "if you'll climb off the Rock of Gibraltar."
Moffitt looked up and his lips began to twist into a smile that reached his eyes. "As bad as all that, eh Sam?" he said and chuckled. "Now that I've slept on it, it seems that I was rather stuffy. You'd every right to question my source of information."
"You had every right to expect that I would accept your information without reservation." Troy grunted self-consciously. "Let's get on with it."
"By all means," Moffitt said heartily and turned to the receiver.
Its static was scratching in Troy's ears as he went back to awaken Hitch and Tully. The storm cloud that had hovered over Moffitt and him was gone. Moffitt wouldn't hold a grudge. Everything was dandy again, except Troy felt that somehow Moffitt had been had.
"How would you like to be a captain?" he asked Hitch when he'd shaken him and Tully awake.
"It's okay if it's temporary," Hitch said yawning. "What do I have to do?"
"Nothing, naturally," Tully said. "Can I be a lieutenant?" 
"Not today," Troy said. "You're going to be a corporal and work. You'll drive the patrol car." He glanced at his watch. "Fifteen minutes before we monitor for a message. Let me take the first bath. When you're dressed, get up on that rock and find a vehicle we can get at."
He turned toward the passage and Moffitt called to him. "There's hot water in the stew can if you're going to shave, Sam," he said.
Troy felt guilty as he used it, ashamed of his conviction that Moffitt had been gullible. But he couldn't shake it.
Moffitt had made fresh coffee, Troy discovered as he was belting himself into his tan officer's tunic with epaulets on the shoulders and a black band with the words AFRIKA KORPS in reverse on the right sleeve. Moffitt stepped to the cot, clicked his heels and presented a tin cup of hot coffee which he held with the fingertips of both hands.
"Kaffee fur mein Herr Leutnant,"
he said standing stiffly. "Take it quick, Sam, it's damned hot,"
Troy took the cup and looked at it critically.
"Und where is
der schnapps, dumkopf
Moffittberger?" he bellowed.
"I say," Moffitt shouted gleefully. "You pass inspection with colors flying. Do you want some whiskey in your coffee?"
"No," Troy said, chuckling, "but let's wash the label off the bottle and take with us. It might ease us through a spot." 
"We'd best take the Scotch," Moffitt said, nodding his head. "I don't believe Jerry enjoys your bourbon."
Tully goosestepped past the cot, feet slapping flat on the floor. He was wearing a sloppy shirt open at the collar with big inverted stripes on the sleeves and a fatigue-type cap like Moffitt's. Hitch strutted after him with captain's boards on the shoulders of his tunic and an Iron Cross dangling over his left breast pocket. He had his desert glasses pushed Rommel-fashion above the visor of his cap. His GI canvas belt was in his right hand and he was laying it across Tully's back in mock rage.
"You stole my bubble gum, you swine," he cried in falsetto. "Now I take you to Berchtesgaden where you will learn to chew rugs."
Moffitt shook his head and burst out in laughter. "We've an uncommonly rough go at hand, and still they can indulge in antics."
"Yes, Private Moffittberger," Troy said mildly. He was determined not to let any of them suspect his doubts. "But the captain has made the mistake of reminding me of something." He shouted: "Hitch, leave your gum on the crate. You can pick it up when we come back."
"Spoilsport," Hitch grumbled and emptied his pocket. Tully took field glasses and a tommy-gun and he and Hitch left the cavern. Moffitt had the set tuned and the fingers of one hand rested on the dial as he watched the second hand on his watch jerk toward twelve-hundred hours. On the dot, a voice blared and he quickly adjusted the volume, picking up paper and pencil.
"Library," the voice said without preliminaries. "Do you need anything, stop. We have data books, stop. Can ship immediately, stop. I will repeat the communication for Library."
Moffitt left the set on but turned the volume lower. "In case there's another message," he said absently, looking from the paper to Troy. He wrinkled his forehead and his eyes narrowed. "Need Data Immediately," he decoded the message Troy already had read. "Why send us that? They know we'll rush back the moment we have the plan."
The voice had repeated the message only once and now there was nothing but a hum coming through the receiver. Moffitt lifted his hand to switch off the set.
"Leave it on," Troy said sharply. "Wait until twelve-oh-five. There may be more."
They had been too punctual with the message, Troy thought. There had been too much urgency in the voice. The code was so simple a child could break it and after the activity on the desert and at Agarawa, a commander like Dietrich could guess who Library was. Dietrich did not know what their mission was; or did he now? Troy wondered, glancing quickly at Moffitt. How much had he told the girl? The message might well have come from Dietrich in the hope it would bring them out in the open at once. He waited tensely for his suspicions to be confirmed by another message of an entirely different nature. Nothing else did come through and that didn't mean a thing either. HQ would only make contact when they had something important to say.
"That was it," Moffitt said and turned off the receiver. "Did it strike you as odd?"
"Let's say unnecessary," Troy tried to say easily. A hand had grabbed his stomach and twisted it into knots. "Maybe the general didn't have anything to do and wanted to feel important. Maybe they think we're out here playing pinochle and wanted to give us a goose. Hell, Jack, I don't know. Let's get ready to move."
Moffitt shot a puzzled look at Troy but all he said was, "Shall we take both jeeps?"
"Why? We're not going into battle," Troy said brusquely. He slapped the black-holstered Walther nine millimeter P-38 automatic at his hip. "Hitch and I have side arms. We'll take four tommy-guns and four shovels."
Troy drank another cup of coffee while they sat at the crate waiting for Hitch and Tully. He avoided Moffitt's eyes, leaning against the wall with his lids closed, looking into the cup when he sipped. He knew if he looked at Moffitt, Jack would ask questions and Troy didn't want to talk. He couldn't justify his suspicions and he wasn't going to rupture any more relations by arguing. Whether it was Dietrich who was nudging them along a path he wanted them to take or not, they had to go to the staging area and try to get the plan. Right or wrong, he was warned and he'd take every precaution that he could.
Sunlight splashed across the floor, the sheet slapped the rock. Troy turned off the lamp. Tully ran into the cave, swung into the first jeep and started the motor. Moffitt ran out the mouth of the cave and Troy hopped into the seat next to Tully.
"We've got one," Tully said, pushing the gears into four-wheel drive and low. The jeep angled steeply and climbed up the ramp. "West about two miles and north about five and traveling alone. Hitch is watching they don't change course."
Moffitt lowered the sheet, brushed away his footprints with his cap and stepped into the back. Rake down, Tully drove west on the path of sand. Near the end of the rock, Hitch dropped into the back with Moffitt.
Tully moved the car into high gear and they raced from the shelter of the escarpment into the open desert. The sun had burned the color from the sky. Dust and heat lay over the gray sand in hazy layers that rose and fell like undisturbed cigar smoke in a shaft of light. The wind was dry and hot, blasting Troy's face stiff and he pulled his field cap over his forehead to his goggles.
"How did it look?" he shouted, turning half around to Hitch. It startled him to see Hitch sitting erect on the camouflage net, looking every inch a Teutonic warrior with his peaked Afrika Korps cap, medalled tunic, breeches and black boots. Beside him, Moffitt in his field cap and open-collared shirt that bagged over his belt, slouched, hung his mouth open and gawked. Troy smiled crookedly. "You both look real enough to give me the jitters."
"You look real pretty too, Sarge," Hitch said, laughing. "Ahead about a mile and a half are some rolling dunes. You can't see it from the level ground, but there's a shallow valley on this side of the dunes and a flat stretch of desert on the other side. Right now, a Jerry car is coming south on that flat stretch. The valley goes southwest at a slant along the dunes until it runs into the flat country after about five miles. If we take the valley, they won't be able to see us and we should head them off."
"Was there much else in sight?" Troy asked.
"Not much," Hitch said, frowning. "It surprised me. After last night, I thought the desert would be crawling with patrols. We saw one car way off east and another to the south. That's all. We're in the clear here except from the >air and the planes all are flying so high we couldn't see them."
Troy turned to Tully. He would have felt better if Hitch had reported a dozen or more patrols probing every mile of the area. It looked as if Dietrich were deliberately making it easy for them.
"The minute you hit the valley, pull up the rake and step on the gas," he told Tully. "We'll get the jeep out of sight, take that patrol car in a hurry and get moving. We're not going to have time to capture another car if we miss this one."
They were approaching the dunes and Troy could see the dip in the desert in front of the hills. It was only ten or twelve feet deep and not much wider and wound lazily southwest like the bed of a river. Tully angled down the slope and lifted the rake. He threw the jeep in second gear to pick up speed in the loose sand, and when they were taking the turns at thirty miles an hour, he went back into high and pushed the speed up to forty-five miles per hour. Sand whipped Troy's face as they slewed through the valley. He glanced over his shoulder at the cloud of dust that trailed them. It hung low and he did not think it would be visible on the other side of the dunes. Ahead, the depression was widening as it opened on a great plain of the desert. Tully slowed and Troy looked for a nearby pocket where they could hide the jeep under the camouflage net.
"Over here, Sarge," Tully called, pointing to a trough in the slope at their left.
"Take it," Troy said.
Tully drove past it, braked, reversed and backed into the slot. Moffitt and Hitch tore at the camouflage net, unfolding it, and Tully and Troy dragged it over the jeep. Each except Moffitt took a tommy-gun. He pulled off his cap and goggles and ran his fingers through his hair, tousling it. Troy high-stepped to the top of a dune overlooking the haze carpeted desert and lay on his stomach, shielding the lenses of his glasses from the sun with his palm and searching north for the patrol car. It was coming toward their position at a leisurely speed, about a hundred yards away from the dunes, still a good two miles off. He ran back to the others.
"All right, Jack, get out there," he said to Moffitt. "Crawl out on your belly about fifteen yards and lie flat until Jerry gets up to within a thousand yards."
"Right-o," Moffitt said with half a smile. He ran to the end of the valley, dived into the sand and started pulling himself into the desert with his elbows.
Troy swung to Hitch and Tully, pointing after Moffitt "Go to the bottom of that dune where you can cover Moffitt," he said. "I'll go to the top and take the car from behind. As soon as I open fire, mow down whoever is on the desert. Get them with your first burst. Moffitt's going to be a pigeon out there."
They started for the bottom of the dune and Troy sprinted up the slope. Near the top, he fell to his stomach and edged up, not risking his glasses this time but shading his eyes as he looked north. The car was less than a mile away. He glanced swiftly over his shoulder and saw Moffitt sprawled face down in the sand. Troy turned his attention to the car again. There were three men in it, the driver and another man in the front and one man in the back. The car carried no mounted weapon but Troy knew they probably were armed with machine pistols or light MG-42 machine guns. Now the passenger in the front was standing, pointing over the windscreen toward the bottom of the dune. Without turning his head, Troy knew that Moffitt had staggered to his feet, stumbled a few feet, just long enough to let Jerry see the uniform, fallen to his knees and collapsed. The car came in toward the dune, slowed and stopped about fifty yards from Troy. The man in the back stood with his light machine gun at his shoulder, swinging from side to side, looking ahead for a moment. Then he jumped from the car and started slowly in the direction of Moffitt, his machine gun angled across his body.
Troy rose to a crouch, ready to spring. The other two men in the car were standing, looking in the other direction. Troy glanced swiftly toward Moffitt to gauge his timing before he sprinted, and fell flat on his face. A second patrol car had come in from the south and was less than five hundred yards away.



14
 
Troy back paddled off the dune and raced to Hitch and Tully.

"Hold it," he said in a hoarse whisper. "There's another car moving in."
They turned to him, stunned.
"Hitch, take the second car and whoever is in it," Troy said quickly. "Blow it up if you have to. Anything. Tully, get up there where I was and go after the first car when I start shooting down here. I'll take care of whoever comes up to look at Moffitt."
Tully started scratching up the hill and Troy fell prone and crawled to the edge of the dune. Hitch remained where he was, waiting for Troy's signal. Troy brought his knees forward, ready to spring to his feet shooting. Now that there were two cars, everyone would feel safe and except for the drivers. They'd all walk over to have a look at the man who'd apparently met disaster in the desert. Troy knew he would have to cut all of them down with his first burst or one of them was sure to kill Moffitt.
The man with the light machine gun from the first car had reached Moffitt. He knelt on one knee and turned him over on his back. The Jerry glanced away from Moffitt and Troy looked with him, seeing that the second car had stopped and all three of the men from it were walking toward Moffitt. Their machine guns were at the ready in their hands. The man with Moffitt laid his gun on the ground, slid his arm around Moffitt's shoulder and lifted him halfway up. He reached to his hip for his canteen. Troy gritted his teeth. The three men from the second car grouped around Moffitt, then all squatted as the first Jerry held the canteen to Moffitt's lips. Troy could not fire.
The first man aided Moffitt to his feet and supported him as they started toward the patrol car. Moffitt stumbled and dragged his feet. The three men from the second car followed. Troy stood, standing straddle-legged with his gun at hip, ready to fire if an opportunity presented itself. Moffitt pitched suddenly forward, sprawling on the sand. Before any of the Jerries could bend to him, Troy squeezed and held the trigger back as the gun chattered and tried to jerk up in his hand. He stitched the four men in a long burst. They crumpled and sank to the ground as Troy released the trigger and found his hand was shaking.
Troy heard a submachine gun firing near the first car as Hitch darted toward it from the valley. The two men who'd stayed with the car had leaped out when Troy opened fire and they now were stretched on the desert.
Moffitt slowly pushed himself to his knees and then to his feet. He stood, shaking his head as he looked at the carnage. Troy, Hitch and Tully each seized a pair of legs and dragged the bodies toward the depression. Moffitt sighed and bent to the first man who'd given him water. He dragged him away with the rest.
Troy and Moffitt went back for the last two bodies and Hitch and Tully got into the Jerry patrol cars and drove them into the valley beyond the camouflaged jeep. They jumped down, lifted out the shovels and still without speaking since the firing started, started scooping out sand for six shallow graves. Troy and Moffitt threw out sand with them and working together, they lifted the bodies into the trenches.
"More than we bargained for," Troy muttered as they started tossing in the fill.
"Looks like we eliminated patrol activity in this area," Hitch said. "What are we going to do with the second car?"
"We're going to the Jerry camp with both cars," Troy said. He'd been considering the situation as they buried the Jerries.
"You think we should separate and approach from different directions?" Moffitt said, nodding his head in approval and smiling for the first time since the action started.
"No, Jack," Troy said firmly. "We aren't going to split the Patrol again if I can help it. We need all the support we can give each other. Instead of sneaking around and getting into the staging area by some back way, we're going straight into the camp on the trade route from Agarawa, just as if we were a legitimate two-car patrol that is returning. If Jerry is suspicious or watching, I think that will be convincing enough to throw him off balance.
"It's audacious," Moffitt said appreciatively. "I like it. You're taking a lesson from Hitler's Big-Lie psychology." They gathered the Jerry light machine guns and threw them in the patrol cars, shoveled over the site of the encounter and started back to the grotto. Tully drove the jeep, sandwiched between the armored Volkswagens. Troy drove the first patrol car and Moffitt the other. Hitch, the captain, sat beside Moffitt, the private, and smirked.
Troy slowed before they reached the rock and motioned Tully to go on ahead. He did not know whether the entrance was large enough to take the patrol cars and even if they did get them into the cave, Troy was not at all sure the Volkswagens had the power to climb the steep ramp. Tully tossed the camouflage net from the jeep when he stopped to lift the sheet and brought out the second net after he'd run the jeep into the cavern. With the patrol cars parked and covered beside the rock, they all went inside. Troy checked his watch. It was oh-one-thirty.
"I was worried about time, figuring it would take us a while to get to the Jerry camp," he said, "but it looks as if we could revise our timetable. If we leave here about sixteen-hundred hours, taking the route that Jerry uses and driving at a moderate speed, we should get to the staging area about dusk. Let's have something to eat and heat up the coffee before we load."
"Heat the coffee, Sarge!" Tully said indignantly. "Are you some kind of nut or something?" He grabbed the pot from the stove and started toward the passage. "We're going to have fresh coffee with our breakfast."
"'I guess you're right," Troy said, smiling quickly. "No point leaving a can of coffee for the hyena." He turned to Hitch. "I think we ought to post a guard, or at least an observer, Captain. Do you mind standing first watch?" 
''Lieutenant," Hitch barked. "I are aware of my duties." He stalked to the crate by the cots and came back with a dark robe and burnoose over his uniform. "How's this? It ought to make me look like a rock on a rock."
"You mean a bone on a stone," Tully drawled. 
"Insubordination," Hitch spluttered.
"We'll spell you in half an hour," Troy said and Hitch slipped from the cave like an Arab.
Tully fit the flame under the coffeepot and started going through the rations, laying packages and cans aside in two piles.
"Going on a picnic?" Troy asked curiously, stooping to pick up two five-gallon water cans.
"Potted meat, biscuits and cheese," Tully said, making a face. "We're done eating high on the hog. I know we ain't going to get to eat when we drop by for the jeeps tonight. That one pile is to take along on our ride to the Jerry camp, in case our exercise makes us hungry. The second goes in the jeeps for our trip back to Bir-el-Alam. In case of a detour."
"You should have been a mess sergeant," Troy said. "All you think of is food."
"Knock it off," Tully growled, mocking him.
Troy started to stock the jeeps for the run to Bir-el-Alam. He replaced the water cans, filled the tanks with gasoline and placed extra cans in the racks, checked the radiators and oil. The machine gun in the jeep that Moffitt and Hitch had used had not been fired, but in the second jeep he replaced the ammunition. He stowed crackers, potted meat and biscuits in each vehicle and placed tommy-guns with extra clips of ammunition and grenades in them. G2 had included a case of smoke bombs and he put this aside to take in the patrol cars. The jeeps were equipped with smoke screen devices.
He went to the back of the cavern, took four GI blankets from the cots and placed two in each jeep. And that should do it, he thought, stepping across to the receiver and trying to bring in the shortwave station at Algiers. All that came from the speaker was a snapping crackle that sounded like a string of ladyfinger firecrackers. He turned the dial idly, caught a snatch of music, stopped and re-tuned bringing in a number he recognized.
"Lili Marlene."
A husky female voice was singing the words in German and Troy hummed along with her, then sang in English:
"Underneath the lamplight 

By the barrack gate 

Darling I remember 

The way you used to wait...
He broke off as Moffitt walked over and stood beside him. "Got a Jerry broadcast," he said.
Moffitt's smile was amused. "Did you know that some of our British generals have forbidden us to sing, whistle or even listen to that tune?" he asked.
"Why?" Troy said.
"They say it's bad for morale," Moffitt said. "Claim it makes strong men weep."
"It's a funny damned thing," Troy said, smiling wryly. "Some of the sentimental twaddle from the U.S. gets under my skin but I like this Jerry song. I guess it's because it doesn't have any associations for me."
Moffitt stared at him for a moment, as if in disbelief. Then he smiled warmly. "You know, Sam," he said, "you can live with a man, fight beside him day after day for a year. And then one day you suddenly wake up to the fact that you've never known him."
"Yeah, sure, Jack," Troy muttered. "Shall we load the Volkswagens?"
"Let's check them first," Moffitt suggested. "No point carrying anything suspicious if we don't really need it."
The hot breath of the desert staggered them and Troy gasped as they stepped from the cool, dark cavern into the dazzling sun.
"Hitch will fry up there," he rasped. "I'd better relieve him."
"I'll go," Moffitt said. "You know better than I what ought to go in the patrol cars."
Troy crawled under the net that draped the first car, turned on the ignition and checked the fuel gauge. It registered half full. He found Jerry's gas can, emptied it in the tank and rechecked. The gauge showed almost full. He checked the dip stick for oil, saw the level was down and went to the second car. Hitch walked by, cheeks moist and flushed. His Jerry uniform looked properly limp and soiled.
"Doc's under the robes now," Hitch said. "I thought those things were supposed to keep out the heat."
"The Arabs don't wear uniforms under them," Troy said, coming out from the net. "Anything stirring?"
"Not a thing anywhere," Hitch said as they stepped onto the ramp and Troy lowered the lid. "You'd never know there was a war on. It's so peaceful it makes me nervous." 
"I know," Troy said.
He filled the crankcases of both cars, refilled the Jerry cans with gasoline, poured out the warm drinking water and refilled the containers with cool water from the cave. Jerry had at least one advantage, he thought: the Volkswagen motors were air-cooled and didn't constantly require water in the desert.
He left two MG-42 light machine guns in each car with extra drums of ammunition and discovered there was a box of stick grenades in the back seats. He removed potato mashers from the boxes and laid a layer of GI pineapples on the bottom. The German stick grenade was a high explosive weapon, but Troy had not used them often enough to build up confidence. When he pulled the pin and threw a GI grenade, he knew it was going to explode.
Smoke bombs, the rations Tully had provided, a loop of braided, slender but heavy-load-bearing nylon rope, plastic demolition charges, flashlights, compasses; he ticked the items for each car off on his fingers.
The bottle of Scotch, he reminded himself. It was almost full, down just about an inch below the neck. He shrugged and filled it to the cap with bourbon. If Jerry noticed at all, he'd think it was bad Scotch. He washed the broken seal off the neck and screwed the cap on tight. There it was, good as new. Might be handy. He placed the bottle of Scotch in the car Moffitt had driven and the opened bottle of bourbon in the other. Then he went into the cave and got the box with the wire recorder. He looked at it and hesitated.
"I'm going to send Moffitt down," he told Tully. "After you've eaten, come up and see if I'm done."
The dust-laden heat choked him and he gagged as he moved along the rock.
"Jack," he called softly as he neared the end.
Moffitt dropped lightly beside him and pulled the burnoose from his head. He shut his eyes and wiped the moisture from his lids.
"The desert looks like the Dead Sea today," Moffitt said, "With that briefing scheduled for tonight, I'm beginning to think Dietrich has pulled in almost everything and will attack tomorrow."
"He'd have scouts out," Troy said.
"Maybe he has," Moffitt said. "We wouldn't be likely to see them here. He did have two patrol cars in this area which he certainly must have assumed were adequate." 
"We'll soon find out," Troy said, checking the time. It was fourteen-thirty hours. "I think everything is ready but you'd better check out the wire recorder and take any tools or equipment you think you might need."
He wrapped himself in the dark robes and mounted his perch on the rock. The stone was scorchingly hot on his stomach and the sun burned on him from above. His eyes swam with mist as he put the Jerry ten-power binoculars to them and surveyed the limitless land. After he had examined the full sweep of the desert, he turned his attention south, listening for aircraft as he did. They'd bypass Agarawa, he decided, and pick up the old trade route east of the town. He thought they would be permitted to reach the staging area without interference.
If Dietrich had been advised of them, as Troy felt certain he had, and perhaps even the nature of their mission, he would be waiting to take them soon after they entered his camp. They would have to be ready to run at the first suspicious action, not to escape, but to break for his massed armor and blow up as much of it as they could. They might not accomplish the purpose of their mission but at least, he thought with grim humor, the Rat Patrol would go out in a blaze.
He heard Tully calling his name and glanced at his watch in surprise. Tully was relieving him after only 15 minutes. Troy was silently grateful and rapped Tully's shoulder as he gave him the robe. When he'd ducked back into the cave, he stood for a moment just inside the mouth, eyes closed, gulping the cool air.
There was hot beef hash and biscuits. Troy picked at the hash, not hungry, and after a swallow, pushed aside the coffee.
"All set?" he asked Moffitt and lighted a cigarette.
"The recorder checks out. It's a sensitive unit with an ear plug for monitoring. Plenty of wire and extra batteries. Everything we need, once the microphone is in place."
"There's three full bottles of bourbon and almost a case of beer," Hitch said. "You going to leave them behind?"
"I'd forgotten about them," Troy confessed. "If you want, put a bottle of bourbon in each jeep and divide up the beer. We'll leave one bottle behind with the rest of the rations in case we or someone else comes this way again."
Spelling one another at thirty-minute intervals on the rock, they rested until sixteen-hundred hours. The sun was getting brassy as it dropped toward the hazd horizon when they lowered the sheet over the entrance, folded the camouflage nets and started to pack them in the slant-nosed compartments at the fronts of the rear-engine cars. Troy looked west along the sandy path at the base of the rock, smiling and shaking his head.
"We were lucky no one was around this afternoon," he said, pointing out the tracks the patrol cars had left. "It just shows how easy it is to be careless and how fatal an oversight could be."
They packed one camouflage net and he sat on the front of the second car dragging the net in the sand as they backed from the rock into the desert. With the second net stored, the two cars started in file toward Agarawa. Moffitt, in the uniform of a private, drove the lead car. Hitch, minus his GI glasses, sat stiffly beside him with his arms folded over his chest. In the second car with Tully at the wheel, Troy was silent and thoughtful. He glanced once over his shoulder at the rock. He did not think they would see it again.
Nearing the white walls of Agarawa, the cars circled to the east to pick up the trade route beyond the town. Jerry would almost certainly have stopped for a drink, Troy thought, wondering whether their failure to pause would call attention to them. The desert town seemed unusually quiet just as the desert had been all day. A few men in robes loitered near the east gate which Troy observed through his glasses. Some camels were kneeling outside the walls near a piled up jumble of stone and a man with two goats was coming out of the town. A guard with a rifle stood in the entrance but no patrols were in sight.
Moffitt had said ten miles on the trade route, Troy remembered, glancing at the odometer. The path was narrow but well packed and the cars maintained a steady speed of about twenty-five miles an hour. It was hot and dry and uncomfortable, and the long flat stretch of gray desert was monotonous. They neither met nor saw anyone, which Troy thought was a little strange. After almost thirty minutes of dull, doze-inspiring driving, Moffitt slowed and Troy saw him turning his head to the side. Troy scanned the sand and soon saw tracks that left the trade route and crossed the open desert; to infinity, it seemed. Moffitt turned off the trace and followed them.
It was the last stage of their journey, fifteen miles from the trade route to the camp, and now Troy stiffened as he watched the horizon for the first outposts of the staging area. The sun was an orange globe almost touching the floor of the desert to their right when Moffitt altered his course, turning from due south to the east. He was heading straight for a mud and wattle hut that must be a guard post. He could have gone straight and avoided it, Troy thought a little impatiently, but as they neared he saw that bales of barbed wire were twisted between steel posts in an impenetrable hedge that contained the vast empty desert beyond.
A Jerry in a pot helmet, wearing a baggy shirt and trousers like Moffitt's, and armed with a machine pistol, stepped from the hut and Moffitt slowed to a stop beside him. Troy lifted the MG-42 from his lap, expectant and ready.
Moffitt leaned over the side of the car and said something. The guard stepped back and saluted. Troy saw Hitch touch the visor of his cap, and Moffitt drove slowly ahead. Tully came to a rolling stop, Troy lifted his hand as the guard saluted again, and without being challenged they drove into the tightly secured area where Jerry was preparing for his new offensive. Was Dietrich playing with them? Troy wondered. Luring them on until he was certain they could not possibly escape?
"If we are jumped and have to run, head straight for the camp and the armor," he said to Tully and reached over the seat for the box of grenades and plastic demolition charges.
As they drove on, the desert tipped gradually upward. The incline was so slight, Troy did not think he would have noticed it if Tully hadn't shifted to second at the slow speed they were traveling and called it to his attention. Here as before, there was nothing in the desert, nothing except the fighter planes that droned overhead at ten-minute intervals to indicate they were near a military installation.
Ahead, the desert seemed to disappear in the sky. Moffitt stopped his car and they drove up beside him. They were at the rim of an enormous bowl, a huge hollow in the desert. The sides eroded with wind-worn gullies, sloped to the bottom that was many miles wide. Dietrich's staging area and camp spread before them, a camp city with hundreds of large pyramid tents. Far to the right was a white, barracks-like, flat-roofed structure which Troy thought must be HQ. It was apart, near the south slope of the bowl. Beyond the avenues of tents was an enormous, pavilion-like structure with a canvas top.
Troy's eyes swept the panorama quickly, coming to rest on the armor massed in the open far beyond the tents to the north. In the few moments before the shadow that was running across the bottom of the bowl covered them, Troy saw a horde of PzKw IV medium tanks mounting seventy-five millimeter guns lined in columns that seemed to stretch for miles. There must be more than two hundred and fifty of them, he thought with a cold, shrinking feeling. Then he noticed with horror the tank that loomed at the head of the column. The PzKw was a twenty-seven-ton tank, but the behemoth that was to lead this armored unit was at least three times larger and its cannon looked like a heavy artillery piece. It was the largest tank Troy had ever seen. It was, he knew suddenly and with a certainty, the monster tank that Colonel Wilson had told them was being tested at the Great Sand Sea.
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Dusk shrouded the bowl as Tully followed Moffitt down the long, sweeping slope on a staggered track that avoided the cavities. The complex of tents and buildings, HQ and the large pavilion were more than a mile away to the right, the tanks at least a mile to the left, but for the moment they disappeared in the dark. Then Troy heard the hum of generators and lights appeared like magic in the valley. He heard an approaching aircraft and saw marker lights string out along a strip far across the hollow.
Moffitt apparently decided Jerry would use his headlights under the circumstances, and Troy saw the path ahead faintly illuminated by the patrol car's slitted lamps. Tully noticed and put his hand to the switch.
"No." Troy reached for Tully's arm, stopping him quickly. "We're going to have to turn these cars in to a motor pool. Get up to Moffitt and nudge him."
Tully tapped the rear end of the other patrol car three times lightly. Moffitt stopped and Troy ran to him.
"Unless we hide one of these cars, we won't have any way out," he said hastily, "Not only that, if they find the stuff we're carrying when you pull into the motor pool, we're sunk."
"Damn!" Moffitt exclaimed. "We're so used to keeping our jeeps, I'd forgotten. We'll transfer the equipment and drive on in. Where shall we rendezvous?"
"I think that's HQ, that flat building off by itself," Troy said. "We'll meet you at the far side in half an hour." He consulted his watch. "At eighteen-forty-five."
"Can you bring us the recorder?" Moffitt asked.
"And my rope," Hitch added.
Quickly but carefully they removed all contraband including the camouflage net from the first car and Moffitt drove on down the trail. Tully angled uphill along the slope in the dark. After a few minutes, he stopped.
"I can't see where I'm going," he said. "I'm afraid we'll drop into one of these holes and get stuck."
"All right, stay here," Troy said and hopped from the car. "I'll explore on foot and come back for you."
He walked ten paces and fell into a sandy ravine. Checking its width, he found that it was wide enough and crawled forward to the mouth. A tongue of sand extended to the slope. He turned left and walked back to the car.
"Can you see me?" he asked Tully, standing by the left front fender.
"I can make you out," Tully said. "Go ahead, walk me in."
Again, Troy counted ten paces, turned up the spit of sand and brought Tully into the ravine. Taking one of the lengths of white nylon rope from the back of the car, he laid it across the opening.
"That will help me find you," he said. "I'm going to pace this off from the trail."
It was fifty paces from the trail to their hiding place. He lined the ravine with the top of the pavilion, turned his penlight on his compass inside his tunic and took a reading. Satisfied they could find the car, he picked up the rope, wound it around his waist under his tunic and went back to the car.
"Do you have your Bowie knife?" he asked Tully.
"On a belt inside my shirt," Tully said.
"We'll take only the recorder," Troy said and paused. "They didn't give us the Scotch. Well, no harm. It won't get us into trouble. Whoever finds it will take it and keep his mouth shut. But it might have been useful. So, the recorder and the rope for Hitch. I've got a pistol but that's only dressing. In an emergency, it's bare hands or the knife and hide the body."
They pulled the camouflage net over the car and stood looking down on the camp. Troy forced himself to relax and be calm, hanging his head and letting his muscles sag until all tension had left his body and mind. Then he lifted his head, observing and listening to this great German camp. He could not see the lines of tanks now, but they were poised and ready to move in right behind the horrendous monster. The rest of the staging area, however, was clearly indicated by the myriad lights. The tent city was large enough to accommodate three or four thousand men. The pavilion particularly drew his attention. It was well lighted and open-sided, although he could not see into it from above. It seemed to be the center of activity and a continuous, high-pitched whine or a screech sounded from it. It was some kind of mechanical noise and vaguely familiar but he could not identify it. One very large tent must be a mess hall, he thought, focusing his binoculars on the double line of men waiting outside it. Between the pavilion and the building he was sure was HQ, a spotlighted area seemed to be the motor pool. Troy was surprised to find only half a dozen patrol cars, a few motorcycles and banged-up sedans that must be staff cars parked. Had Dietrich sent most of his patrols to some area away from Agarawa along the route he would take when he launched his attack?
He turned the glasses to the HQ building. It was about two miles away and lights showed in the windows across its front. The planes patrolled overhead with such regularity that he scarcely noticed them any longer.
"Let's go," he said to Tully more easily than he'd spoken all day. They started along the pocked side of the incline making a wide sweep of the camp.
They were inside. Not only were they unchallenged, but Troy was beginning to think they were unexpected. Dietrich did not underestimate the Rat Patrol, Troy knew from past experience. They had escaped from him on many occasions and Troy did not think Dietrich would have permitted them even a glimpse of his staggering array of armor if he were aware of them. He thought briefly and guiltily that he must have misjudged Moffitt's friend. His suspicions, he thought with a glimmer of hope, had been unfounded. Somehow some of them were going to get out of this with the information they'd come after.
Now, in addition to the campaign plan, they would have to get into the armor, make a physical count and examine the monster. Troy wondered how Dietrich could possibly have assembled this tremendous tank striking force without any reports ever reaching Allied Intelligence. It was a staggering build-up. Even if the Allies diverted everything in the entire Cyrenaica peninsula to meet it, Troy did not see how they could hold against such overwhelmingly superior force. He shuddered to think of what the monster tank would do. If its armor matched its size, shells would bounce off it like hail.
Again and again, the piercing shriek from the pavilion sliced through the night, overriding all other sounds. It was an eerie, spine-chilling scream like the screech of a banshee. It unsettled Troy. He wondered whether Dietrich's devious mind had devised an awesome new weapon to complement the monster.
High on the side hill, they circled in the black of the early evening until they were back of HQ, and then silently started down through the sand. It was nineteen-hundred hours and they were fifteen minutes overdue for their meeting with Moffitt and Hitch. Moffitt would have precious little time to get into HQ and bug the room before Dietrich's staff meeting started.
Eyes well adjusted to the dark, Troy saw the sentry walking his post at the bottom of the slope more than a hundred yards behind HQ. He looked quickly ahead to the side of the building and saw two figures hugging the wall. The sentry about-faced and started walking back toward the side of the building where Moffitt and Hitch lurked. Troy grasped Tully's shoulder, pointed at the guard. Tully gave him the box with the recording equipment and slunk down the slope.
Troy waited tensely, eyes jumping from the guard to Moffitt and Hitch. The sentry paused, bringing his rifle from his shoulder and looking down at HQ. A figure sprang from the shadows. The guard struggled briefly and disappeared in the night. Troy ran swiftly to the spot where Tully had struck. Tully was pulling the man up toward a trench the wind had scooped.
"Take his helmet, jacket and rifle," Troy said tersely. "Walk his post. We'll come out this way when we leave." He crouched and ran toward the back of HQ. A light showed from a window at one end but otherwise the rear of the building was dark. It was substantial, built of mud bricks painted white, and the roof was flat. The windows, he noted, were fitted with glassed sash to keep out the wind and the sand.
Moffitt took the box from him, kneeled and rummaged in it. Troy unbuttoned his tunic and unwound Hitch's rope. Moffitt removed a button-sized microphone attached to a cord and handed the box to Hitch.
"Get the recording unit on the roof," he told Hitch. "Then come down and around to the other side of the building. I'll toss the cord out the window when I've the bug planted. Run the cord to the recorder. I'll join you if it's possible."
"Tully has replaced the sentry back of HQ," Troy said. "Go out that way."
"You were right about the motor pool," Moffitt said, sniffing the mike and cord in his pocket. "I dropped Hitch off near HQ and was directed to run the car in."
"We forgot to transfer the Scotch," Troy said. "That's lost to us now."
"Oh, I didn't forget," Moffitt said and chuckled. "I had it in my pocket. I've large plans for that bottle."
"Good," Troy said. "Any questions?"
"I'm sure they're not aware we're here," Moffitt said. "Where will you be?"
"I don't like to split forces," Troy said, "but if you and Hitch, with Tully to back you up, can handle it here, I'm going to make a physical count on those tanks and see what I can find out about the monster. I'll come back here and check out through Tully if all goes well. We'd better set a time limit."
"This should be over by midnight," Moffitt said. "At least we'll have all we need by then."
"Ample time," Troy said. "If I'm not here by then, you know what to do. Get back to Bir-el-Alam with what you have."
"Likewise," Moffitt said. "Good luck, Sam."
"Oh, Jack," Troy said, fumbling for words and blurting, "Your girl is okay."
"Thanks, Sam," Moffitt said. "I'm really delighted you feel that way. There may be a day when I want you to stand up with me."
Troy gulped, for a moment speechless, then said, "Then you'd better take care."
He started toward the front of HQ.
"Sam," Moffitt called softly. "The same goes for you. You'd better take the long way round. There's a nasty sergeant stationed in front. Not much respect for rank. He ordered Hitch away from the building. Might be suspicious, your popping out from the back."
Troy nodded. Moffitt and Hitch flattened against the wall as Troy broke, running up the hill and through Tully's post.
"We check in with you at midnight," he told Tully. "Not one minute later. Take off then with whoever is here, or by yourself if necessary. Don't attempt any rescues if some of us are picked up. Just get back to Bir-el-Alam and report what you've seen."
"I'll be right here until then," Tully said. "Even if I'm relieved, I'll still be right here, walking this post."
Troy nodded and went up the slope. He knew what Tully meant. He went on until he was above the pavilion where he heard the screeching again and stopped. He wanted to slip down, find out what was going on in that large canvas-covered place, but the tanks were more important. He'd check them first and then, if there was time, he'd try to get back and discover what it was that was making the piercing, nerve-shattering cries.
The bowl was like an amphitheater and the slope like the bleachers on a rehearsal night. There was a lot of activity down there on the stage, even to the rehearsal, Troy thought, but the stands were deserted. A good half-mile from the nearest tent, he walked on, slowing, thinking as he neared the place where the car should be. He stopped, took a bearing on the top of the pavilion, turned uphill and walked straight to the car. It was well camouflaged and he did not think even the moon would reveal it when light spilled into the bowl.
The valley, however, would be drenched with luminescent light and he'd have to be well hidden then or walk openly. He hurried under the netting. He could not risk walking where anyone could see him with the packages he would be carrying. He took four plastic charges from the box he'd placed between his feet in the front. They were small packages but they contained highly explosive cellulose nitrate demolition charges, fused to detonate under pressure. Each was powerful enough to blow up a bridge. He thought he'd find a place to use them.
Looking again with concern at the pavilion where the shrilling continued unremitted, Troy angled gradually down the slope. The slit eyes of a car peered from the darkness and he fell gently, cushioning the charges he held in his hands. The Volkswagen clattered past, then a second, probably with poor brakes because it came down in gear, and a third and a fourth. Troy lay in the sand waiting, wondering. Were these returning patrols? Had these cars been scouting a route for Dietrich's armor? Were the six men they'd buried in the desert due back at the camp at this hour? He hoped he'd never know the answers to any of his questions. He rose to his knees, inspected the rim of the desert, ran crouching across the track and continued working his way around the side of the bowl rather than going directly to the phalanx of tanks. He would, he had decided, first examine the monster tank and then make his count of the mediums.
The moon had shot up, well above the opposite rim of the hollow. He had not noticed it because its light was still feeble, but it was enough to outline below him, row on row of stubby tanks. He recognized and respected the PzKw IVs. In 1941, an armada of them had demonstrated their superiority in Jerry's first desert battle with the British, driving the English forces from El Agheila past Tobruk to Salum. They were highly maneuverable, carried good armor plate and were well-armed. They packed a powerful blow from short seventy-five millimeter howitzers mounted in shallow, closed turrets on the center of low, wide chassis. This was a formidable array of power, a striking force the Allies had not anticipated. Led by the monster, it was a killer pack.
The monster stood well ahead, at the center of nine tank columns. Troy slipped down the slope between the front line of medium tanks and the mighty machine. He crawled toward it on his belly, dragging himself along with his elbows and holding two charges carefully in the palm of each hand. He could not take his eyes from the tremendous tank that dwarfed everything in the valley, even the broad bowl itself. He thought he detected movement in the sand and lay rigid, listening. He did not hear the streaming run of trickling sands he expected and moved ahead again, but he was watchful and wary. Even in the middle of the fenced and guarded area, he was certain there would be a guard or sentry somewhere near the giant tank, if for no other purpose than to keep curious enlisted men from chalking initials and messages on its massive sides. He smiled thinly at the thought. He wondered whether Jerry ever unbent far enough to be fanciful or humorous. It seemed that whenever he wrote on walls, it was to splash a political message or smear the side of a building with a swastika.
The moon was climbing and he crawled more rapidly on the flat. The tank was aptly called the monster. He thought its great turret must stand at least twenty feet above the ground and the long-barreled gun it mounted must be at least eighty-eight millimeters. Undoubtedly the tank carried a variety of smaller weapons, perhaps even deadly new rocket launchers.

Again he heard a warning sound and this time the sands trickled. He heard footsteps approaching and froze, moving only his eyes from side to side. He saw legs and shoes coming toward him and his muscles coiled tightly. The guard halted abruptly. Troy's hands left the packages and he sprang, instinctively and surely striking for the throat. His fingers closed on flesh and his thumbs dug into the base of the neck near the windpipe. He did not see but only felt the butt of the rifle smashing his jaw at the same moment he fastened on the man and toppled with him, eyes going foggy, mind getting gray, insides falling away. He still was clinging to neck flesh when his body hit the ground and awareness shut off.
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Hitch wrapped the rope crosswise and lengthwise around the box with the recording equipment and took the end of the line in his teeth. Moffitt stooped with his hands cupped to boost Hitch to the sill of the window at the dark side of the HQ building. Moffitt watched Hitch stand on his toes stretching his arms toward the edge of the roof. His reach was at least a foot short.
Moffitt pushed Hitch's boots over on the sill, placed his own palms flat on the soft bricks and lifted his body straight up and then forward until his shoulders were high over the ledge. He leaned his left shoulder hard against the brick in the window well, grasped Hitch's boot with his right hand as he braced with his left and pulled himself agonizingly and slowly upright in the recess. He squeezed to the side, and steadying himself with one hand, he reached into his pocket. He shoved the microphone and cord into the saddle bag pocket of Hitch's tunic.
"I didn't know it would be so difficult getting to the roof," he panted. "Drop the mike outside the front side window on the other end of the building. Perhaps you can drop the rope and help me up. Now step on my shoulders and try to make it."
Clinging to Moffitt, Hitch crawled up his back. Moffitt braced himself against the sides of the window with his feet and his hands, trying to hold firm against the weight that threatened to topple him from his perch. Hitch's boots scuffed at his hips, scraped on his spine. Hitch kneeled on his shoulders, stood to one foot and hoisted himself onto the roof.
Moffitt stood in the window for a moment, watching absently as the box on the end of the white rope swung before him. His arms and legs were shaking and his face was cold with sweat. He dropped to the ground, breathing hard and picked up the bottle of Scotch. He took a deep breath, smiling although his lips trembled, and shook the full bottle. There was no broken seal to reveal the bottle had been opened and the cap was on tight. It was odd, he thought, how often either he or Troy anticipated what the other would do without a word being spoken.
He gave Hitch a moment to cross the roof and drop the microphone while he combed his mind again for some excuse to present Dietrich with the bottle. He had to get inside the room where the staff meeting would be held and it was better that he do it openly with some covering explanation if he were discovered. Although Dietrich had seen and, indeed, interrogated him on several occasion, he did not think the risk of recognition was great. The face of a private would receive small attention when he held a bottle of fine English Scotch in his hands.
He chuckled softly. There were simple ways to change one's appearance. He settled his dusty field cap low and square on his forehead, just above his eyebrows, and limbered his jaw until it hung loose and his mouth was thick-lipped. That should do it, he told himself, circling the back of HQ and approaching the building from the direction of the tents. He had time, he thought. While Hitch and he had waited, they had heard no one enter the building and there still were no officers in sight. Lights were on in the front of the building on either side of the entry. The windows were closed and shades drawn at the windows to the right. That would be the meeting room, he thought, and the room at the back on that side of the building where the light burned was Dietrich's bedroom.
The sentry, a stockily built sergeant, barred the door to HQ. He held a machine pistol at his side and wore a pot helmet. Moffitt slouched up to him, hung his head to the side, let his jaw go slack and stood looking at the halflighted face.
"Was willst?"
the sergeant said roughly.
"Ich habe eine Gabe fur Herr Hauptmann Dietrich,"
Moffitt said, simpering, holding the Scotch bottle gingerly in the palms of both hands.
"Mir gibt,"
the sergeant ordered, holding out one hand.
"Nein, nein,"
Moffitt cried, hugging the bottle and backing away.
"Es ist fur Herr Hauptmann Dietrich allein."
"Du bist ein Esel"
The sergeant harked. "The captain is busy about plans for his staff meeting and will scarcely thank you for disturbing him even for a bottle of schnapps." He eyed Moffitt suspiciously. "Who is sending such a gift to the commander?"
"The lieutenant called Reinaud," Moffitt said indifferently but inwardly hopeful that he'd get the name he must have.
"I know of no lieutenant named Reinaud," the sergeant said curtly and took a threatening step toward Moffitt. "Just what is going on here?"
"It is the one who left last night for Rome," Moffitt wailed self-pityingly. "He wished to show the commander his gratitude so a request for an extension of a day or two will be looked upon with favor, perhaps."
"Ach, ja, ja,"
the sergeant said, bobbing his fat-enfolded chin and even smiling craftily. "Lieutenant Reinaud Langenscheidt."
"Well, how can a man remember such an impossible name?" Moffitt said sulkily.
"Go in and be done with it," the sergeant said abruptly. "The meeting commences within half an hour. You will not disturb the commander but leave the bottle on the table if you are wise."
"I must tell him who sent it," Moffitt insisted stubbornly. He had no desire to confront Dietrich. "Or perhaps you would tell him if he asks."
"Can you not write?" the sergeant asked.
"Well, I can print a little," Moffitt said.
"It is plain to see why I am a sergeant and you the lowest rank permitted in the Army," the sergeant jeered. "Well, I shall tell him for you. Now hurry on with you."
"Danke, danke,"
Moffitt muttered, walking past the sentry and turning unhesitatingly to the door at his right.
The room was long and bare but well-lighted. Two tables had been pushed together in the middle and five chairs were ranged at each side with one at the head by an easel. A map with arrows was tacked to the board, Moffitt saw from the comers of his eyes as he walked directly across the room to the side window. That map would bear scrutiny but only after the microphone was placed. Before lifting the window, he looked at the door in the wall at the end and listened intently. He heard no movement, lifted the shade away from the glass, opened the window a few inches. Looking back over his shoulder from door to door, he groped with two fingers for the microphone and cord. He touched it, pulled the button onto the ledge and closed the window until the bottom of the sash rested lightly on the microphone holding it in place.
"What are you doing at that window?" a voice demanded harshly and Moffitt spun around.
Captain Dietrich, dark eyes flashing and lips pressed tight, stood in the doorway of his office. His tunic was loose and unbuttoned, his shirt opened at the neck. His face was flushed, either with the pressure of work or anger.
"I just entered from outdoors, my captain," Moffitt stammered, "and the room smelled of stale air and disuse. I thought how the smoke from cigarettes and cigars would smart in your eyes and make your nose sore with dryness." He shrugged helplessly and looked down at his feet. He lifted the shade without turning his head. "So I opened the window one inch only. Shall I close it?"
"In the first place, what are you doing in this room?" Captain Dietrich snapped.
"I came bringing you this gift," Moffitt said, still hanging his head but showing the bottle.
"Why did you not knock at my door?" Captain Dietrich asked.
"The sergeant said you were working and I should not disturb you," Moffitt explained. "I was going to leave the bottle on the table."
"Who sent you to me with this bottle?" Captain Dietrich asked suspiciously.
"Lieutenant Langenscheidt, my captain," Moffitt said. "He went last night to Rome."
"Yes, yes, I sent him," Captain Dietrich said impatiently. "Well, this is uncommonly thoughtful of him. And why did you not bring the bottle to me before?"
"I have been on duty," Moffitt said in an injured voice. 
"All right, come here," Captain Dietrich said. "Let me see what Langenscheidt really thinks of me."
Moffitt hung his jaw and worked his tongue over his lower lip. He walked diffidently to Captain Dietrich and held out the bottle, bowing his head as he did.
"Well! Well, well," Dietrich exclaimed as he took the bottle. "White Horse Scotch." His voice rose in astonishment. "I wonder where the devil he got it." He unscrewed the cap and sniffed. "Excellent bouquet. Trust a lieutenant," he laughed, "or a private, to manage far better than his commanding officer."
Moffitt was studying the map from the comers of his downcast eyes. It was a map of northern Libya and showed two sweeping arrows converging on Bir-el-Alam, one extending north and west from Agarawa in what seemed to be a direct, frontal attack, the other extending north from Sidi Abd and striking at Bir-el-Alam from the west, or the rear. He felt Dietrich studying him and shifted his eyes.
"You're rather a remarkable fellow," he told Moffitt. "I do not think I would have entrusted an enlisted man for an entire day with a bottle of Scotch. Here, man, look up at me, let me see your face so I can remember it."
Moffitt let his jaw sag but he looked Dietrich straight in the eye.
"Yes, yes," Dietrich said, "I know you. I've seen you about, of course. Now, what is your name?"
"Berger," Moffitt said.
"Very well, Private Berger," Captain Dietrich said, still studying Moffitt's face. "I must have seen you often. Your face is very familiar. I don't quite place it, but you know, with so many men—Thank you again, Berger."
Moffitt saluted, about-faced and walked away from Dietrich. He could feel Dietrich's eyes fixed on his back and knew he was struggling with his memory. It made Moffitt's spine tingle. He had reached the end of the tables when Dietrich called to him shortly.
"Berger!"
He wanted to bolt but he turned. Dietrich's lips held a faint smile. Moffitt forced himself to answer calmly, "Yes, captain?"
"Open the front window an inch, will you? It really is quite stuffy in here."
The sergeant was waiting for him, a smirk twisting his lips.
"I could hear Herr Hauptmann Dietrich all the way out here," he said and laughed noisily. "You should have given the bottle to me."
"Ach, you were so right," Moffitt admitted and strolled away with his head downcast.
As soon as the sergeant's head was turned, Moffitt scurried up the sandy hill and came around to the other side of HQ. He stood by the window where Hitch had climbed to the roof. Hitch had seen or heard him coming and dropped the rope. Moffitt braced himself out at an angle and walked up the wall. As he rolled onto the flat roof, Hitch grunted and sat up shaking his arms.
"There wasn't anything to tie that rope onto except my waist," he said. "You almost pulled my arms out of the sockets. Anyway, the mike is okay."
"We came in so you could understand us?" Moffitt said, relieved.
"Hell no, I couldn't understand you, Doc," Hitch said. "You came in clear enough but I didn't know what you were saying. Were you talking to
him?"
"Yes," Moffitt said, chuckling. "It bothered him that he couldn't quite place me. Let's get settled at the equipment. His briefing will start shortly."
Moffitt inserted the phone plug in the drum of his ear and turned the set to monitor. For several minutes as he lined up extra spools of recording wire, he heard nothing but the live silence of an open circuit. Then a door opened and closed, footsteps sounded across the floor and something was placed on the table. Moffitt thought it was a tray with glasses. The gurgle of liquid pouring from a bottle was unmistakable. There was a pause, then a faint smack of lips and a grunt of satisfaction.
Again a door opened and closed. Dietrich greeted a Captain Nehring informally. They scarcely had exchanged meaningless commonplaces when two more officers came in. The rest of the staff arrived by twos and threes. When Moffitt had counted ten men by the names Dietrich called in greeting, the captain cleared his throat. Moffitt pushed the record button and the spool of wire turned noiselesly.
"Gentlemen," Moffitt heard Dietrich say. "Before we enter the serious business of the evening, let us drink a toast to the success of the coming campaign."
There was movement and some confusion as glasses apparently were handed down the table.
"To victory in North Africa," Dietrich said, and as an afterthought, he added, "Heil Hitler."
Heils rang in Moffitt's ear, glasses clicked to the table, feet shuffled, chairs scraped and finally it seemed all must be sitting at the tables.
"That was Scotch," someone commented, sounding surprised.
"Where was such a prize liberated?" another asked.
"That is what I have been wondering," Dietrich said. "This is as much a surprise to me as anyone. Lieutenant Langenscheidt sent it over tonight."
"I thought he was in Rome," someone said.
"He is. Left last night, as a matter of fact," Dietrich said. "I returned in the same car from Agarawa with him after waiting an hour while he and Captain Nehring with three others chased after two Arab thieves they insisted were spies. I suppose the bottle was to ease his conscience or to express gratitude I didn't send someone in his place to inform our Italian allies of the campaign that will be underway by the time he confers with them. He sent the bottle around by one of his men."
"He could have asked me to bring it," Captain Nehring said, sounding injured.
"Oh, yes, but he wanted the bottle delivered intact," Dietrich said and there was general laughter. "This man, a Private Berger, was quite a remarkable and trustworthy person. His face was almost unnaturally familiar but I just can't place him in the circumstances that first brought him to my attention. Oh, well, it will come to me in time." 
Moffitt smiled in the chill moonlight on top of the roof. 
"Now," Dietrich said in a brisk, military tone, "let us go into the details of the offensive for which we have been preparing and the critical part this unit will play in achieving such a sweeping victory that the enemy will be crushed and driven from all of the territory he occupies in Cyrenaica.
"First, I shall briefly review what all of you already know. The importance of our phase of the offensive is indicated by the fact that the mightiest tank of the Reich and the only one in all of North Africa has been assigned to us. This is the awesome new eight-ton King Tiger which will lead us into battle. The tank mounts a high velocity super eighty-eight millimeter gun and its turret is protected by eight-inch armor that is impervious to seventy-five millimeter shells.
"Behind this true monarch of the desert, our three hundred especially built tanks which are unlike anything the enemy has encountered will roll westward and never stop until we come to the sea. Let us look at the map, gentlemen, and see how the pincers of our movements will throw the enemy into confusion and panicked retreat. As you are aware, tomorrow is our D-day, and the day after, the second phase of the operation will start from Sidi Abd.
"An understanding of the deployment from Sidi Abd is necessary to fully appreciate the critical nature of the assignment which we planned and requested and for which we have prepared."
Moffitt felt giddy. He swallowed the bitter taste that leaked in his mouth. Even knowing the enemy's offensive plan, his D-days and the phases of his attack, the Allies did not have the strength in Cyrenaica to meet or withstand the assault by three hundred medium tanks led by the monster King Tiger. And that was to be but the opening phase with another armored force from Sidi Abd striking from the rear when the Allied forces were already committed against overwhelmingly superior forces.
He stared numbly at the spinning spool of wire that was recording a dire prediction of inevitable defeat in the desert for the outnumbered, outweaponed and outwitted Allied forces who had waited to find out what Jerry was up to before pushing on with the war.
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Half blinded and crushed to the ground by a weight that held him pinned, Troy came to consciousness by slow, painful degrees. His jaw ached and his fingers were paralyzed with tension. He tried to roll his body, moving his head from side to side as he attempted to shake away the fogginess that clouded his thoughts and actions. It took a long while before he realized that a person held him down but it was a lifeless burden. His fingers were clamped deep in the man's throat. He twisted and kicked, arched his back, flinging himself suddenly to one side and tearing his hands from their death grip by the force and the pull of his body. He examined his hands in the pale, cold moonlight and his fingers were clutched like claws. One by one, he unhooked the fingers of his left hand and then he straightened the right. He sat, clenching and unfolding his fists until the stiffness left his fingers. He looked slowly around, reactions still fuzzy, and saw he was alone with the dead German sentry near the monster tank far out in the desert. He thought it was the faint but wild shrieking from the pavilion almost two miles away that finally penetrated his sluggish brain cells. Charges coursed through his nerves to their apses and he reacted normally again. Or thought he did.
He looked once more about him, made sure he was undetected, stood stiffly and grasped the body of the sentry under the arm pits. He would have to bury the man, he knew, digging his heels in the insubstantial sand as he backed toward the slope. Tully had left the man he'd killed in a trench and Troy wondered whether he'd remembered to cover the evidence with sand. So much to remember when you waged informal warfare, he thought, still lightheaded, and tittered uncontrollably. The thought and foolish giggle were enough to shock him this time to icy-eyed awareness and steely control.
He used the Jerry's own helmet to scoop out a wind-washed depression near the bottom of the slope and heaped sand over the body with his hands. When the job was done, he returned cautiously to the monster tank, walking first around it, looking at its high heavy turret and long, big-bored gun. He squatted in front of the treads and measured them with the palm of his hand. They were—But he could not believe what he'd calculated and measured them carefully again allowing four inches for the knuckle to knuckle breadth of his hand. Incredible as it was, the treads measured thirty-two inches across.
The glacis plate in the buffer area below the great gun that projected at least twelve feet from the turret was at least six inches thick. The turret armor, he was certain, was even thicker. The monster was indestructible. An ordinary six-pound shell would not even dent it. He climbed to the turret but could find no way into it and slid down to the tread guards and jumped to the ground. He sat staring in unashamed horror at the monstrous machine. The massed might of the hundreds of medium tanks alone would be devastating, but this impregnable fortress with its massive firepower would annihilate everything that lay in its path.
There had to be a vulnerable spot, he thought. Even such a monster must have an Achilles heel. As the thought passed through his head, an idea flashed into his mind. The treads, of course. The lion was helpless and prey to the jackal when his legs were broken. He remembered the plastic charges he'd left on the ground when he leapt at the sentry and ran back toward the front line of medium tanks. He brushed the ground with his finger tips as his eyes darted from side to side. He found the four packages and returned to the tank, this time more carefully examining the treads and their rollers. The treads were linked as all tank treads had to be. He buried two charges between the treads and front rollers on both sides of the tank. The first inches the treads moved would detonate the plastic explosives and the tank would be immobilized here in this bowl, far from the battle. The loss would not alter Jerry's plans nor halt the advance of the medium tanks but at least the Allies would not have to contend with the indefensible, morale-shattering knock-out punch of the monster.
Troy crawled on his stomach toward the front line of nine medium tanks, prepared to count them. Something about their appearance bothered him and before he'd reached the first tank, he saw what it was. They were mounted on wheels, on ordinary rubber tires. Was this another new weapon Jerry had devised? A highly mobile, tanklike version of an armored car? They were not halftracks. He wondered how wheels could possibly bear the weight, and he stood beside one of the unusual armed vehicles. When he touched the armor, it was not cold to the touch like steel. It did not feel right. It seemed lightweight under the pressure of his fingers. He rapped against the surface with his knuckles. It was wood. He gripped the edge of a panel that partially covered the wheels. It was lightweight plywood. He went to the back, opened an ordinary enough wooden door and crawled over the rear engine into a Volkswagen patrol car. This tank was a mock-up, a wooden dummy. He jumped out and examined the gun. It had no bore. It was a solid post that had been turned in a lathe to the appearance of a seventy-five millimeter howitzer. He ran down the front line of vehicles, thumping the armor of each as he passed. Each was like the first, a flammable wooden box that had no firepower.
He trotted up and down the lines of vehicles, checking all to make sure that real tanks were not a part of the ruse. They all were alike. Three hundred dummies. He no longer needed to visit the pavilion. Long ago, from the first moment he had discovered that the armor plating was only plywood, he had identified the peculiar whining shriek that had haunted him. It was the sound of the saw, or saws, being used to cut the panels to fit over the Volkswagen chassis. He understood why so few patrol cars were on duty in the desert. The start of the campaign was imminent and Dietrich was adding every last one of them to augment the apparent striking force of his unit.
At the end of each of the nine columns of thirty-three tanks to a line stood a truck with an airplane motor mounted on an open low bed, Troy scarcely had to glance at them to know their purpose. He already had read Dietrich's entire strategy. The tracks with the airplane motors were dust-makers. They'd tail along behind each string of dummy tanks with the propellors kicking up such a great trail of dust that it would appear the first thirty-three tanks in each column were merely the spearhead of an inconceivably powerful force.
Troy sat on the bed of one of the dust-makers and considered the proportions and implications of the hoax. Dietrich's unit was a phantom phalanx, in a real sense a Trojan horse. It was designed to be observed as it approached the Allied perimeter, to draw all the strength the enemy could muster from all their positions in Cyrenaica to meet an unexpected and staggering threat. Meanwhile Jerry's real power would race through to the Allies' rear, cutting communications and supply lines and attacking in full armored force. The maneuver would create havoc, spread panic. It was cunning. It undoubtedly would work.
The master touch was the monster tank, the unstoppable giant far out in the front, ranging the battlefield with its mammoth cannon. After shells fell harmlessly on it, gunners would fall back in retreat. As well might a hundred or more tanks faced by the crushing numerical superiority of Dietrich's indominitable fleet. The damned wooden wagons could conceivably have a victory to savor without a shot being fired.
Well, it had been a good night's work and now it was time to collect the various members of the Rat Patrol from their assorted positions, get out of the staging area and roll. The campaign plan still was important because it would tell where and when the other force would strike, but even without it, the Allies could deliver a death blow to the Afrika Korps in Cyrenaica.
Troy checked the time, saw that it was twenty-three-hundred hours, and decided to be cautious and return to Tully the long way around. It appeared the only guard had been the man stationed at the monster tank and Troy walked back toward it along a row of the wooden tanks, or paper tigers, marveling at the ingenious plan Dietrich had devised. It was Dietrich's idea, he had no doubt, and he gave the man full credit, at the same time feeling almost sorry for him. He could, at least, understand and sympathize with him for the shattering defeat he would suffer when his brilliant stratagem collapsed.
He walked once more around the monster tank, shaking his head at its power and size. When the tracks blew, Dietrich would be warned well in advance that his secret was out but it would be too late. The unit was aligned in offensive formation and there would be no maneuvers until D-day sent them across the desert. The deception was part of a master plan with a timetable and Dietrich would move out on schedule. He'd leave the monster behind but he'd carry its weight with him in apprehensions and forebodings.
Troy's eyes roamed over the bottom of the bowl and then roved the sides to the rim. The moon had passed its zenith and the upper part of the slope was shadowed. To the south, the lights of the camp seemed to shimmer in the desert night air. The saw still was screaming while engines of ME-109s or Folke-Wulfs sang basso profundo as they soared overhead. They was nothing, absolutely nothing that moved on the desert where Troy stood in the fading moonlight beside the hulking tank. Not even silent shadows where sentries walked their posts or the blackout lights of patrol cars coming down the track into camp. He could safely walk the thousand yards to the beginning of the slope, he told himself.
And yet he did not walk, but fell on his stomach and crawled in the sand, raising eddies of dust that seeped into his nose, caking dryly. He realized he was thirsty and his throat burned. His elbows were chafed. He continued on his belly, a few feet at a time. It seemed foolish and several times he started to get to his feet. Each time some compulsion like a hand that was guiding him pushed him back down and held him flat. Experience and training, he thought, that had created an instinct. He snaked forward and stopped, went ahead and listened with his cheek to the sand. He was almost at the bottom of the slope now, near the place where he'd buried the sentry. He'd walked then, he thought suddenly, it had been much earlier, the moonlight much brighter. There was no one within a mile. What was he, an unthinking animal that trusted only responses to environment and was unable to reason? He started to push himself up to dash through the moonlight for the shadow near the rim when he heard the quiet purring of automobile motors.
He lay on his cheek looking toward the outside line of Volkswagen tanks. Two sedans, probably staff cars, drove slowly without lights to the front of the monster tank, stopped for a moment, then went on to the last line of wooden armor. Troy stayed where he was for a moment breathing deeply. It had been close. He thought Dietrich must have concluded his briefing. He'd brought his officers out here for a look at the formation, perhaps a final word. It could be, he thought, that D-day was dawning. He crawled up the slope a torpid chameleon until the shadow near the rim reached out and covered him.
He'd spent half an hour reaching the top of the incline and now he moved rapidly, trotting although one foot continually slipped lower than the other on the slanting sand hill. He crossed the automobile trace, stopped running, walked fifty paces and moved down. He had no trouble finding the patrol car although it was now hidden in shadow as well as by the net. For a moment he debated whether to wait there for the others. He decided against it. He'd told them he'd return and check out through Tully. If he didn't show up they would be concerned. They might disobey his instruction and wait for him, or even foolishly set out to find him.
He trotted again high above the bottom of the basin. The hand of his watch crept to twenty-three-fifty hours. He'd make it with a few minutes to spare, he thought confidently, as he came abreast the pavilion below. Something suddenly seemed strange and after a moment he smiled. The saw no longer screeched its mechanical wail. They'd built all the tanks they were going to this night, or maybe forever. The lights went out in the pavilion. All over camp, they were turning off the lights. The tents were dark and quiet. The motor pool was no longer illuminated. Now the only light that showed in the valley was at a single window in the back of HQ. The building was less than five hundred yards away and he still had five minutes. He sighed and relaxed. No alarm had been sounded, no cars or cycles had rushed out from the camp, no one had shouted and not a shot had been fired. The mission was almost completed and Moffitt and Hitch would be waiting with Tully for him.
His left foot came down, lower than the right foot, as usual. Much lower. He trod air seeking footing, waving his arms trying to maintain balance, and then he toppled, falling free in a cleft. It was black in the declivity, he noted as he dropped, but not nearly as black as the world when he slammed to the bottom and the air gushed out of his lungs.
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Herr Hauptmann Hans Dietrich had nodded his head and smiled with satisfaction as his desert-worn staff car drove by the King Tiger tank. It was an imposing sight in the cold light of the moon but even more fearsome when seen by the day. Behind in the darkening night was his impressive but impotent tank force in formation, ready to roll out of the desert at dawn. He supposed it was unnecessary and perhaps a little vain that he had insisted his staff view the unit once more when the briefing was concluded. Each was thoroughly familiar with the dummy tanks and aware that Dietrich himself had evolved the daring plan.
When the rains had started, Dietrich had less than a hundred tanks and armored halftracks left in his force at Sidi Abd and Rommel could spare him no more. Defeat when the Allies began their spring offensive seemed certain and Rommel had ordered him to make plans for withdrawal. Retreat, indeed! When Dietrich had outlined his plan, Rommel had eagerly provided the Volkswagens and plywood and had even flown to Berlin to demand the King Tiger tank. It was a convincing touch that would lend credence to the might of the unit it led.
"Well, Anton?" he said, turning to Captain Nehring who was crammed in the back seat with four other officers. Nehring was a stiff-necked Prussian and a stickler for conventional warfare. He had scoffed at Dietrich's idea from the beginning.
"I yield," Nehring grunted. "I now am convinced. It is a stupendous sight. The enemy will not rush out to meet it but will draw on his reserves for defense. I think now the campaign will be rewarded with victory. The outnumbered force from Sidi Abd will have everything in its favor. It will chew the enemy to pieces, bit by bit, if he does not retreat. The enemy will not be willing to divert from the main force it believes it is facing behind the King Tiger. It is the King Tiger, of course, that is the master stroke and assures the success of the plan."
Yes, Dietrich agreed. Without the King Tiger, although the offensive would achieve its goal, the Volkswagen tanks and their crews would be sacrificed. But, he thought, bristling, why could Nehring not simply say the plan was a good one without emphasizing the King Tiger? Everyone knew that the mammoth tank was Rommel's contribution.
The two staff cars drove down the last line of tanks, turning behind the dust-makers and returning to headquarters. Everything was in readiness, Dietrich thought. All that possibly could be done was finished, even to running the carpentry shop up to the final hour. Now the machinery was in motion, nothing could be changed and nothing could be stopped. The plan was operational. At oh-six-hundred hours the next morning, even if it rained—and he had been assured it would not—the great unit would move across the desert, trailing dust for miles behind, and strike directly for Bir-el-Alam. At first the slowness of the cumbersome King Tiger tank had disturbed Dietrich. It had a top speed of only twenty-seven kilometers per hour which meant the force would expend one entire day reaching its objective. But now this appeared to have decided advantages. The force would be observed, of course. The unit was designed to be seen. The enemy would have almost twenty-four hours to summon all of his strength to the Bir-el-Alam front. The campaign timing had been based on this interval. While the Allies were massing their armor at Bir-el-Alam, the tanks and halftracks from Sidi Abd would race to the north and then west to strike swiftly at the flanks and the rear.
It was truly amazing, he thought as the cars stopped at HQ, that he had been able to maintain security with only twelve aircraft at his disposal. He'd kept eight of them in the air constantly and had lost only one in the recent flurry of activity which he'd expected with the fair weather. The enemy had probed but only halfheartedly. The Allied forces apparently thought his unit had been weakened, as it certainly had been, and did not attach much importance to the military establishment near Agarawa. They had not even sent the troublesome Rat Patrol to harass him and his secret had not been discovered.
"As you know, gentlemen," he said, turning outside the door to HQ and facing his staff, "the camp will be blacked out at midnight while the planes are grounded for maintenance so they may provide us with cover tomorrow. If you have occasion to leave your quarters, kindly observe the restriction on lights. Good night and rest well."
The sergeant on guard duty stood at attention as Dietrich turned to enter the building. Dietrich took two steps and stopped. Concerned as he'd been with the upcoming operation, the familiar face of the private who'd brought the whisky had continued to annoy him.
"Sergeant," he said. "Do you know the man who brought the Scotch whisky tonight from Lieutenant Langenscheidt?" 
"Not by name, Herr Captain," the sergeant answered with his chin tucked into his neck. "I am sorry he disturbed you. I told him to leave it on the table."
"That was quite all right, Sergeant," Dietrich said. "And I know his name. Private Berger. It is just that I think that sometime before he has come to my attention and I cannot place the man."
"Perhaps on some charge?" the sergeant suggested. "He did not impress me as being overly bright."
"You thought he was stupid?" Dietrich said with a faint smile. "I do not think he has been before me for disciplinary action. I surely would remember anything serious enough to be brought to my attention. No, there is some other association. Well, good night, Sergeant."
He started through the general room toward the door to his office, remembered the windows and turned back. If they were left open, the room would be covered with sand by the morning. He closed first the one at the front and then the side window. It had been thoughtful, not unintelligent, of Berger to open the windows for ventilation, Dietrich thought, but it was not the sort of thing an enlisted man ordinarily would do. He switched off the lights and walked through his office to his bedroom at the back.
It was ridiculous to be concerned with the face of a private on the eve of a crucial campaign, he irritably told himself, sitting on the edge of his cot and pulling off his boots. Berger was beginning to make him uneasy. He closed his eyes and concentrated, bringing Berger's face to the front of his mind. A slack-jawed man, really a dolt in appearance, but that was belied by eyes that were sharp, quick, almost cunning. Recollection of Berger's eyes, covertly examining the map on the easel, was unsettling and Dietrich got to his feet and paced the concrete floor in his gray socks. Damn it! He had to put the man in place or he'd never sleep.
Impatiently he walked to the table that served as dresser and poured two inches of brandy in a glass. He carried it, sipping from time to time, as he walked from door to window. One of Langenscheidt's men, Dietrich reflected. Langenscheidt had a desk job in Supply which was why Dietrich had been able to spare him on the eve of the operation. Abruptly he looked at his watch, saw there remained a half hour until midnight and walked in his stocking feet to Headquarters' general office on the other side of the building. He switched on the lights and took the Supply roster from the file. No Berger was listed.
Dietrich dropped to a chair and sat drumming a desk with his fingers as he tried to recall every word of his conversation with Berger. The man had not said he worked in Supply or even was assigned to Langenscheidt, only that Langenscheidt had given him the Scotch. But it did not seem likely that Langenscheidt would entrust a bottle of Scotch to a man. he did not know. Well, perhaps Berger had been transferred. Dietrich went back to the files and found Finance's master roster for the unit. There was a Berger, yes, a Sergeant Gustav Berger, a cook. Dietrich's stomach grew hot and his eyes turned cold. He slapped the roster back in the file and strode to the door. No sergeant would say he was a private and no cook he'd ever known could be trusted five minutes with a bottle of any kind of schnapps. He stepped outside to the guard.
"Sergeant," he snapped. "Run, don't walk, to the mess hall and find out where Sergeant Gustav Berger bunks. Bring him to me immediately, dressed or undressed. I want him right now."
The sergeant shot one look at Dietrich and took off in a rolling trot. Dietrich stood in the doorway, both angry and disturbed, mind focused on Berger's features. Dark, intelligent eyes. You might even say crafty. A good straight nose, and that revealed breeding. Close the mouth and set the jaw firmly as it should be held and the face assumed an entirely different appearance. It belonged to a person disconcertingly familiar but still unrecognizable.
Sergeant Gustav Berger must have been on duty. He was wearing a white apron and cap. He was short and fat, his face was red and round, and his blue eyes were alarmed. Sergeant Berger was not Private Berger.
"Very well, that is all," he told the two sergeants as they came to attention before him. They looked at him helplessly befuddled. He turned on his stockinged heel and went back to his bedroom.
After he'd filled his glass almost to the rim with brandy, he went to his office and sat at his desk. He tried now to recall the tone of Berger's voice. He had the distinct impression that he'd talked with Berger before, but it had been different somehow. He sat straight and still, eyes growing hard. Talked with Berger? Talked with Berger not in German but English? He had it and the answer infuriated him. Berger was that Englishman attached to the Rat Patrol.
His fist crashed to the desk upsetting his glass. He swept it and a handful of brandy flying to the floor where the glass shattered. The Rat Patrol had penetrated the camp. One had walked right into Headquarters and calmly opened the window so he could listen to the briefing while the others undoubtedly looked over the tanks. They knew everything and were probably out of the camp by now.
He snatched the receiver from the telephone and shouted for the guard post at the only entrance to the camp. The bales of wire that enclosed the area concealed an electric warning system and since there had been no alarm, the Rat Patrol must have entered and left by the gate.
"Who has left the camp tonight?" he demanded when the guard was on the line.
"No-one, Herr Captain," the guard said promptly.
"Who came in?" he shouted.
"At what time. Herr Captain? I have been on duty only four hours until now."
"Look at the record," Dietrich hollered. "Go over it quickly for any names you do not know."
"A moment, I will check," the guard said and left him. A minute or two later he came back. "There are the four men who arrived in two cars from Sidi Abd at eighteen-hundred hours. They were Captain Hotchklein, Lieutenant Troble, and their drivers, Corporal Gruman and Private Berger."
"No one, do you understand, no one is to leave this camp tonight without a written order from me," Dietrich roared into the phone. "If someone does have such an order, call me at once to verify it. Be prepared to shoot anyone who tries to break out. I shall send a squad of reinforcements at once to the gate."
He banged the receiver, glancing at his watch as he put the phone back into service and called his security officer. It was midnight.
"Fromann," he raged, "the Rat Patrol is in the camp. I want them taken if you have to rout every enlisted man and officer and put him on duty. Sound the alarm. Turn on the searchlights on the towers. Turn on every light we have. Yes, yes, I know, get the planes back in the air. I want patrols on the fence and a squad sent to the guardpost immediately. Go over every square inch of the camp from one end to the other. Bring in anyone whose identity is doubtful. The Rat Patrol is in German uniform. They must be taken. Dead or alive, I do not care, but keep searching until you have all four of them. Now move at once, you understand?"
The receiver slipped from his hand onto the hook and he shook with the most terrible wrath he ever had known. The disaster he faced was so awful he dared not think of what he'd do should the Rat Patrol escape.
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The night had grown cold and dark, but Moffitt had felt cheerfully warm although he was wearing no jacket. He lay beside Hitch on the roof of headquarters and watched the two staff cars depart for a final, and totally unnecessary, inspection of the dummy tank force. Dietrich wanted to be certain his staff fully appreciated his genius. Moffitt had translated for Hitch as he monitored the recording and they both were smiling.
"Jerry has gone out of his way to be helpful this evening," Moffitt said softly. "Now he has conveniently left the premises so we may remove the microphone with ease."
Hitch laughed under his breath and they crawled back to the recording unit. Moffitt put the four spools of wire, on which all the plans of Dietrich's campaign were reported, in his pockets. Hitch pulled the cord from the set and dropped it to the ground. He placed the set in the box, tied the rope around it and stole across the roof with Moffitt. When the box had been lowered, they hung from the edge of the roof and dropped to the ground.
"Remove the mike from the window, will you?" Moffitt asked Hitch. "I'll fade back to Tully with the receiver."
Hitch slipped along the back of HQ and Moffitt ran up the slope toward the post Tully was walking. They had Jerry's number proper this time, he thought, and in a matter of days he could go openly to Agarawa and visit Olympe.
"Where's Troy?" he asked, going prone and crawling past Tully.
"It ain't midnight," Tully said, stopping by Moffitt, unconcernedly. "I wonder what I'm supposed to be guarding besides HQ. There's been nobody come by here all night. Maybe I should of gone off duty."
"The same man is still on the post at the front," Moffitt said. "You'll probably be relieved at midnight but I hope we're on our way before that hour's up. It shouldn't have taken Troy four hours to count the tanks."
"One thing you can be sure of," Tully said, "he ain't wasting his time or taking a nap."
"You're right, of course," Moffitt said a little shamefully. "It's just that we have all we need and I'm anxious to be off." He laughed quietly. "It's amazing, Tully. That tank force we saw when we entered is an enormous hoax. Jerry has wrapped his patrol cars with wood to make them look like tanks. Only the big fellow is real. They plan to strike at us from Sidi Abd while we're cowering before these dummies. We'll hold all of Cyrenaica when we finish with Jerry this time."
Hitch crept up the sand hill and stretched out beside Moffitt. "Where's Troy?" he asked.
Moffitt laughed. "I just asked the same thing and got properly told. I wanted to be moving but perhaps it's just as well we wait until the camp is blacked out. They're doing all the things right for us tonight."
"How's Tully going to drive without lights?" Hitch asked. "It's getting darker and the hill is full of holes."
"We'll use the ropes," Moffitt said.
"You mean, pull the car out?" Hitch asked. He sounded shocked.
"Of course not," Moffitt said lightly. "We'll attach one rope to each side of the bonnet and the two of us will walk ahead. The lines are white and Tully will be able to see them. Once we're over the rim, there should be enough light to see."
"They're going to hear the motor," Hitch said.
"I don't think anyone will be alerted," Moffitt said. "It has a distinctive chatter and they'll recognize it as one of their own. Unless it's Dietrich, I don't believe anyone will climb out of bed to investigate. Each will assume it's a patrol car going about some business it's been assigned. If anyone comes after us, we'll just have to make a run for it."
"And the guard?"
"All of a time, you're a bit of a worry body," Moffitt chided. "We shall try to talk our way out, just as we came in. If he chooses not to cooperate, we shall simply have to remove him and make it appear that the Arabs have been in the neighborhood."
The staff cars drove to HQ and after a moment, turned in the direction of the motor pool. The light went on at the back of the building in Dietrich's bedroom, but bit by bit the camp was going dark. Several of the aircraft had already landed, but four or five still circled above. It still was half an hour until midnight, and although Moffitt knew there must be good reason for it, Troy's absence annoyed him. Remaining within the enemy camp after their mission had been accomplished seemed foolish and they had no time to fritter away. If all went well and they encountered no patrols to delay them, it would take at least four hours to reach Bir-el-Alam.
Moffitt now saw light reflected on the ground at the front of HQ, at the other side of the building from the room where the briefing had been held. It aroused his curiosity although it did not trouble him. He supposed Dietrich had thought of some detail he wanted to check out. He did lift his head when the sergeant on guard duty trotted toward the tents and returned a few minutes later from the messhall with a cook. The cook walked away almost immediately and Moffitt smiled. Dietrich had ordered coffee and a sandwich, he thought, suddenly hungry himself.
It was almost midnight and now only a few lights still showed. The last planes were touching down at the airstrip and soon the entire bowl would be silent and black. Moffitt put his ear to the ground, listening for Troy's footsteps and beginning to worry. It was unlike Troy to wait for the very last minute.
The ground at the far side of HQ now reflected light from Dietrich's office and Moffitt sat up uneasily. It was only the campaign plans that were concerning Dietrich, he told himself, but he wished Troy would show up.
"Ain't he come yet?" Tully asked, walking by them. "Maybe you better crawl a ways up the slope. Just in case I'm relieved."
Suddenly Moffitt was startled and shocked by the scream of a siren. Lights appeared everywhere and searchlights on towers flared out across the desert floor toward the tanks.
"They've taken Troy," Moffitt cried, scrambling to his feet. "They're looking for us. Let's go."
He darted up the slope with Hitch and Tully following close behind. He heard a thud as Tully threw away the Mauser he'd been carrying. They raced to the rim and rounded the bowl. Now Tully pulled into the lead.
"I know where the car is," he panted. "Watch yourself. There are ravines."
Moffitt knew what each must be thinking but they could not attempt to rescue Troy. There was no decision to make. They had Jerry's plans for his fantastic offensive. Today was D-day and unless they got to Bir-el-Alam with the recordings, Jerry's great deception would undoubtedly succeed. Troy was their friend but they had to leave him. The fate of tens of thousands of men depended on them. It was hard to be a good soldier at a time like this, Moffitt thought. Whatever the circumstances, you couldn't help feeling you were deserting your own. He didn't want to think of what would happen to Troy but he couldn't help it. Troy was in Jerry uniform and would be shot as a spy.
A patrol car with six men in it shot away from the motor pool and sped through the camp with its searchlight stabbing this way and that The siren moaned and screamed. Everything was in confusion. Thousands of men had tumbled from their cots and milled between the tents like a mob. Motorcycles, staff cars, other patrol cars, drove around in circles. The valley was flooded with lights and the searchlights on the towers were prowling. Two of them had begun to creep up the slopes of the bowl.
Mindless of ravines, the three of them ran at full speed. No one said a word but Moffitt knew what each was thinking. Troy didn't have a prayer of a chance and they were little better off than he. Damn! he thought, why couldn't Troy have let well enough alone and stayed put? They had all they needed in the wire recordings.
The searchlights were working the slope below them carefully and relentlessly, their beams overlapping and moving up by degrees. They were drawing too close for safety and Moffitt dived into a hollow. Hitch and Tully fell flat beside him. The searchlight passed over them and when it swept back, it was higher on the hill.
"We're sunk if they pick up the car," Tully said.
"We can make a break for it if we can reach it," Moffitt said and jumped from the hole, running hard. He saw the camouflaged car as the light brushed over it and stopped, waiting for the beam to come back and hold the car. Apparently the car was not visible from a distance because the light continued roving. They made a final dash and crawled under the net.
A patrol car with its light shooting ahead on the trace ran up to the rim. It had been so close they could see the features of the six men in it as the searchlight passed over them. They had been helmeted and armed with light machine guns.
"Do we skin off the net and make a break?" Tully asked, getting into the driver's seat. Moffitt and Hitch climbed into the back.
The searchlight came back over them and Moffitt could see Hitch and Tully clearly. When the light made another sweep, it was above them. All of them were breathing hard and sweating.
"They're not picking us up," Moffitt said. "Let's wait for a minute and see whether there's a pattern the light follows. If we can get onto the track without being seen, they may think we're a patrol until we get to the guard post."
"We'll have to break through," Hitch said. "Where are the grenades?"
"Here in the front," Tully said, reaching to the floor. "Hey, that's funny. Four of the demolition charges are gone."
"That's how Jerry picked up Troy," Moffitt said and groaned. "He was caught planting charges."
"Damn it," Hitch said resentfully. "He knew better than that. Jerry wasn't supposed to know we'd been here." Hitch was right, Moffitt thought, bitter himself. Some place, Troy had seen an opportunity to damage Jerry and he hadn't been able to resist. As a result, the mission was blown and, quite likely, the Rat Patrol as well.
Below in the camp, some semblance of order was being restored. Men were forming in squads that were going in every direction, spreading across the bottom of the bowl, moving toward HQ and starting toward the rim. They'd search every square inch of the area. It sounded as if all the aircraft were in the sky now. Some made low sweeps over the valley, others flew high cover.
Moffitt had been observing the path of the searchlight that intermittently played over them under the camouflage net. He thought it did follow a pattern, first a sweep that took it across the slope about fifty yards below them, then a return that flared directly on them and came back near the rim. The light played over the car again as it dropped back the slope. Each swing of the light lasted about one minute. That was the time they'd have, one minute to pull off the net and run the car onto the trace, he thought, looking to the slope behind HQ where two searchlights were now directed. Several squads of men were starting to work the slope, some starting in the direction of the airstrip, others coming toward the car. The lights moved with the squads as they advanced. They could wait no longer.
"Get the car started," Moffitt told Tully. "Hitch, we'll get out of the car. Just as soon as the light has passed over us next time, grab your side of the net and run ahead with it. I'll be with you on the other side. Tully, back out. As soon as the car is clear of the net, drop it. Leave it. Jump in the car and we'll move off."
Tully already had the motor running. Moffitt and Hitch stood beside the car. The searchlight spread its beam below. In a minute, it flashed over them. Moffitt ran forward with Hitch holding the net high. Tully slammed the car in reverse out of the ravine and swung it heading toward the trail. Moffitt and Hitch dashed for the car. The searchlight came back and found them, held them in its merciless glare. The searchlight couldn't know who they were, Moffitt thought desperately, dressed as they were in Jerry uniforms, but they were caught where they shouldn't have been.
A figure ran toward them out of the darkness. It was a Jerry. Hitch pulled his pistol as he leapt for the car.
"Don't shoot," Moffitt shouted. "It's Troy."
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When Troy came to his senses, he was lying in the bottom of a ditch. Sirens were shrieking and prowling lights were searching the slope, stabbing in and out of the ravine where he lay. Moffitt, Hitch, and Tully, he thought at once; they had been taken, one or all of them. He stood shakily, holding his chest where his ribs were bruised, took a cautious step, then another. At least nothing seemed to be broken. He walked to the mouth of the gully and lay on his stomach, looking out over the camp. He saw search parties spreading in every direction and jumped to his feet, running toward the place the car should be. The searchlight stabbed at him and he fell to the ground. The moment it was gone, he was up and running again.
If he could reach the car, he'd try to crash through the guard post although it undoubtedly was heavily guarded now and blocked. If only they had scouted the tanks before Moffitt and Hitch had gone to HQ, he thought. He wondered how they'd been trapped.
The light rushed toward him again and he dived once more into the sand. When he stumbled back to his feet, he thought he glimpsed the camouflaged car ahead before the light ran away. He heard a motor and as the light came back, saw the car just ahead. Tully was at the wheel. Moffitt and Hitch ran toward it. Troy started to call as Hitch swung his pistol at him and then Moffitt was opening the back door and pulling him in. The car spurted ahead, slamming him back in the seat. He reached to the floor and picked up a Jerry light machine gun, shoving it ahead to Hitch. He put another on the seat for himself. Moffitt was holding a gun, leaning over the side of the car. He turned his head slightly and smiled.
Tully slewed onto the track and the car leaped toward the rim. The searchlight stayed with them until the car jumped over the top and they were on the flat desert. Far ahead, lights showed where the guard post must be. Other lights were traveling, inspecting the fence, he thought. The siren still was wailing.
Behind them, a car sprang from the rim, its searchlight shooting ahead. Machine gun fire spattered although they were well out of range. Troy reached to the floor, pulled the pin from a smoke grenade and threw it over the back of the car. Tully continued driving straight for the guard post.
"Angle," Troy shouted. "We don't have time to fight. Turn the car straight east."
"We can't get through the fence," Tully called but he had turned the car as Troy had ordered.
Troy threw a second smoke bomb, this time between the car and the guard post, and they sped without lights as Hitch held a compass and directed a course. The smoke crawled out, making a thick white screen. It apparently confused their pursuers who poked at the smoke with their searchlight as the Rat Patrol ran free.
"We'll lay a plastic charge and blast through," Troy answered Tully.
A car started from the guard post. Troy saw its searchlight racing ahead, but it went to the smoke screen and tried to penetrate the fog-like curtain. Another car bounced over the rim and joined the others as Tully sped on in the direction of the fence they could not see. Jerry would throw after them everything but the mocked-up dummies in the formation, Troy thought, looking overhead but not seeing the planes that he heard.
Tully braked suddenly, throwing them all forward. Troy stood and saw they were only inches away from the fence that was a thickly bunched bramble of barbed wire. He jumped from the car, located a steel post that projected and scooped a trench under the wire. He eased the charge gently toward the post with the butt of his rifle-like MG 42 machine gun. There was a reason for placing the charge at the base of the post. It gave him a reference point that he needed.
He leapt to the slanted hood of the car.
"Back, get way back," he called to Tully. "Turn on your spot and keep it on that post."
The car moved away from the fence and Troy kept his eyes on the post as the searchlight held it. At a safe distance he told Tully to stop.
"Get out, behind the car," he told the others. "Lie flat in the sand."
Standing with one foot on the hood and the other on the fender, he sighted on the post, brought the gun down to the base, squeezed off a burst and jumped. An enormous explosion ballooned white fire and sand high in the sky and the force of the blast caught Troy, spinning him around and slamming him to the ground. He got dizzily to his feet as the others ran to the car. A mile away, the lights of the three cars turned from the smoke and started for the fence. Tully slid behind the wheel and turned off the spot. The others climbed in the car and he drove ahead.
He flicked the light briefly and Troy saw the wire had been broken for a wide jagged stretch. A hole had been dug in the desert and Tully plowed across the crater. As they climbed to the open desert, Troy dropped another smoke bomb behind and they raced to the northwest. They had a few minutes lead, that was all. The one car remaining at the guardpost would probably head directly for the trade route and try to cut them off. And there would be planes.
The valley had been dark but it was light enough on the desert to drive at high speed without lights. That meant they would be seen from the sky.
"Turn on your lights," he called to Tully. "Maybe the planes won't know which car is which."
They were a long way from being out of the woods, or, rather, off the desert, Troy amended with grim humor. He wondered what had brought Jerry after them, but this was neither the time nor the place to ask questions. Moffitt and he rode looking behind and Hitch kept his eyes on the sky.
Without being directed, Tully crossed the old trade route and continued through the desert. The car from the guard post and the three that had come through the fence seemed equally distant, at least one mile behind. A plane came in low and followed the car on the trade route, then came in after the Rat Patrol, buzzing low but not firing.
Now they had four cars and a plane hot after them. Troy threw a smoke bomb behind as the plane came back at about a thousand feet. Tully changed his course to the west. The plane circled the four cars and returned to dive at the Rat Patrol with red tracers showing from the chattering machine guns in its wings. Tully spun the car and drove away from the plane toward the four patrol cars, spun again and shot forward on course. Troy threw smoke bombs behind and to the right and left.
Far, far ahead, Troy thought he could see the rock sloping into the sky. They must still be ten miles away. The plane flew overhead, not firing this time, and zoomed away. Troy did not know whether the smoke bombs had confused the pilot or if he was waiting for the four cars to close in. Tully had sacrificed the distance between the cars and them when he'd taken evasive action to escape the plane.
"Can you get us within a mile or so of the rock?" Troy shouted at Tully.
"I can try, Sarge," Tully yelled. "I'm giving it all it's got."
The plane came at them and opened fire. Tully spun hard to the left, out of its path, and straightened out. So far they hadn't been caught by the plane's fire but one of these times the pilot was going to stitch them. Troy started pulling off his clothes.
"Strip to your shorts and your shoes," he shouted. "Not you, Tully. Just keep zigging and zagging away from the plane."
Troy threw another smoke bomb behind. Tully turned off his light. The plane dived at the smoke screen and Tully ran a good five miles before the plane caught up with them again. Just one more time, Troy thought, tossing another smoke bomb off to the right. They all were sitting in their shorts and shivering.
"Bunch your clothes around guns," Troy said, wrapping his tunic and breeches around the MG 42. "Put it beside you on the seat. Hitch, shove yours over toward Tully. I'm going to heave all the smoke bombs we've got. When I tell you, Tully, take the box with the grenades and charges and lay it on the accelerator and jump. Lay low in the sand and don't move an eyelash until the plane has shot up the car. Those four cars that are following will go to the wreck. Go on to the rock, don't wait for the others. Maybe one of us will make it."
Moffitt handed the four spools of wire to Tully. "Stick these in your pockets, will you?"
Troy estimated they now were within a mile of the rock. He threw smoke bombs to all sides. The plane shot overhead and opened fire. Tully turned the car northeast, away from the rock. Troy threw his last bombs.
"Dive," he shouted as the plane passed. He hit the sand rolling and saw Moffitt and Hitch in motion from the corners of his eyes but Tully was still at the wheel.
He lifted his head, saw Tully had turned on the searchlight before he'd jumped. The car was running straight, now a good five hundred yards away. The smoke was thick behind but the car was in the clear. The smoke spread out and covered Troy. He had not seen any of the others. He heard the plane once more at the same time he heard a car passing near. The sound of machine guns rattled and an enormous explosion rocked the desert with flashes that illuminated the smoke. He heard the sound of other cars as they passed somewhere in the smoke, got to his feet and ran through the smoke to his left. He did not know how far he ran before the smoke began to thin and he slowed to a walk. When the foggy mist no longer screened him, he fell to his stomach and crawled.
The desert was strewn with stones. He was very near the rock, looming ahead. More than a mile away, he saw the lights of four cars driving around a high flaming wreck. The airplane circled them and flew off to the southeast. Troy got to his feet and ran in a crouch toward the rock. He glanced over his shoulder as he neared it and saw first Moffitt, then Hitch and Tully break from the smoke. He waited a moment and they trotted together down the path of sand toward the steel sheet that covered the entrance to the grotto. A shadow, the hyena, faded away from the rock.
Troy held the sheet for the others as they stumbled down the ramp into the blackness. Troy lowered the sheet over his head and groped from the mouth of the cave into the pitch blackness of the grotto. Someone, it was Tully, turned on the headlights of the lead jeep and Hitch went over to the crate and lighted the lantern. Tully turned off the headlights and walked to the crate where the others were sitting in their shorts.
"Coffee?" he suggested.
"Coffee, hell!" Troy snorted. "I can use a drink."
Tully brought the bottle they'd meant to leave and poured a good two inches in each of the four tin cups. Troy gulped his drink, went back to the cot and got into his GI clothes. When the others were dressed, they gathered at the table.
"We'll give Jerry half an hour to get out of the area," he said, glancing at his watch. "It's oh-two-thirty now. We should be in Bir-el-Alam by oh-six-hundred."
"That's H-hour," Moffitt said. "This is D-day. Do you think he'll carry on as planned?"
"He will," Troy said confidently. "There was so much explosive in that car, he couldn't expect to find any bits. He won't be able to make any kind of search until morning. Now, what happened back at the camp?"
"We thought they'd taken you," Moffitt said, looking puzzled.
"I fell into a ravine and got my wind knocked out," Troy said. "I thought they'd captured one or all of you."
"No, everything apparently went off smoothly," Moffitt said. "We were at Tully's post waiting for you. The camp was calm and Dietrich was going to bed. Then all of a sudden, lights went on in the office and a moment later the siren was sounding."
"We'll never know," Troy said. "It was a close one. He's going to fake an attack with those dummies, isn't he?" 
"Yes," Moffitt said, "but the King Tiger tank is no dummy. They will inflict some real damage with that." 
"It won't leave the area," Troy said. "I planted charges in its treads."
"Oh, good show," Moffitt said laughing.
A few minutes before oh-three-hundred, Troy climbed on the rock with his field glasses and turned them on the patrol car that still glowed red in the night. Three of the Jerry patrols had left but one car remained at the wreck. He made a sweeping inspection of the desert but found no trace of other patrols. He debated a moment about destroying the patrol that had been stationed at the wreck, decided against it. The dark of the night was thick and the motors of the new jeeps were quiet. They would run straight west for the flat stretch behind the dunes before they turned on their lights.
Troy glanced once around the grotto as Tully and then Hitch drove the jeeps up the ramp. It was strange, but he felt a feeling of regret at leaving the place. It had been a snug haven but he did not think they would have to use it again. He dropped the sheet in place, scuffed sand around the edges and climbed into the jeep with Tully. They moved quietly along the rock with Hitch and Moffitt following.
The rakes dragged out any marks that might have indicated they'd ever been this way.
The rock shielded them from the Jerry patrol as they ran through the night toward the dunes and Troy did not think they could have been seen, even in the open. When they reached the valley, Troy listened a moment for the sound of aircraft. The night was silent. He told Tully to use his headlights and they wound quickly through the depression to the flat desert beyond. Tully pointed the hood north, grinned at Troy and waved to Hitch. Side by side, the two jeeps of the Rat Patrol leaped forward and flew over the sand toward Bir-el-Alam.
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Troy, Moffitt, Hitch and Tully stood on top of the dune at the southernmost point on the defensive perimeter with field glasses at their eyes. Beside them, the Sherman tank was still in the position it had occupied throughout the rainy season. Far away on a flat stretch of shimmering desert, a wide front of medium German tanks was approaching. It was a mighty force that extended in the distance until its rear units were hidden in dust that seemed to trail for miles. High overhead, ten Me-109s flew cover while one aircraft hovered low, no more than a thousand feet above the armor.
"You know," Colonel Wilson said, dropping his glasses to his chest, "it's a very impressive display even without the monster tank. I am certain it would have deceived us."
Troy pointed to the fighters that had left the tank column and were flying toward Bir-el-Alam.
"They're real," he said, and looked back toward the advancing tanks. One plane, the low-hovering craft, had remained with the force, circling from the front far to the rear.
Colonel Wilson laughed and lifted his head. Troy heard the faint sound of very high flying aircraft.
"We're ready," Wilson said.
Two dozen P-40s came out of the sun and pounced on the ten Jerry fighters. They struck swiftly and it was not even a dog fight for the outnumbered Jerries. When six Me-109s had crashed to the desert leaving black streamers of smoke hanging against the blue sky, the remaining four planes from the formation turned and streaked to the southeast. Troy looked for the plane that had stayed with tank column. It had disappeared.
The tanks continued their steady advance.

"We really don't have much to throw at them," Wilson said mildly but he was smiling broadly. "All of our tanks were diverted to meet the force that is advancing from Sidi Abd. I'm afraid we shan't have much of a battle here." Troy glanced quickly at Moffitt and then back to Wilson. Moffitt was smiling as were Hitch and Tully.
"As far as we're concerned," he told Wilson, "this is going to be the best battle we've ever been in." He laughed suddenly. "Come to think of it, this is the only battle we've fought. And it's hardly going to be orthodox."
"You don't anticipate any difficulty in the real battle, the one with the force from Sidi Abd?" Moffitt asked Wilson.
"No battle is ever easy," Wilson said. "Men will be killed and equipment destroyed. There is no doubt of the outcome, however. We have such overwhelming superiority that Jerry may even turn and ran."
"In which case, our force will pursue?" Moffitt asked. 
"That is correct," Wilson said. "This is the end for Jerry in this sector. After today, we shall control Libya as far east as Sidi Abd and as far south as Agarawa. Incidentally, Moffitt, Troy mentioned you might be interested in learning that the Rat Patrol will be based at Agarawa, although I can't imagine why that miserable Arab town should please you."
Moffitt's eyes were twinkling when they turned to Troy. "I assume we'll be assigned quarters in the grotto," he said.
"Of course," Troy said. "Tully requested it. We left a quantity of coffee behind."
"I have a feeling I'll be taking most of my meals out while we're in town," Moffitt murmured. He turned to Wilson. "Cobble and Damon heard from yet?"
"We sent a car to meet the caravan," Wilson said. "We'll bring the Legionnaires in with them. From what you tell us, they sound almost like another Rat Patrol. They'll be welcome in the battalion. Major Grogan, incidentally, will recover. Jerry left him for dead but he's a tough one. One of the first things he asked when he gained consciousness was to ask whether the Rat Patrol had got through."
"One thing has puzzled me," Troy said, frowning. "There was a message on Day Three. 'Need Data Immediately,' I think it was worded. We were pushing as fast as we could. Who was it thought he had to goose us?"
Wilson's face flushed with anger. "Blakely of G2 sent that," he said. "I didn't learn of it until later or I would have stopped it. He has the idea that men don't put out all they can unless you lean on them."
"And I was beginning to like G2," Troy said softly.
"I still like G2," Tully said. "They don't hold back on rations and supplies."
Wilson lifted his glasses again and turned to the tank force.
"They are about three miles away," he said. "I think the time has come to engage them."
The four of them walked from the dune and across the small oasis. The two jeeps were parked in the ragged shade of a palm, and a dozen armored cars were lined up behind them. One man was in each car with the driver and the cars were mounted with flamethrowers.
"Our battalion," Wilson said, laughing.
Troy got into the back of the jeep with Tully at the wheel and Wilson in the passenger seat. Moffitt climbed in behind Hitch and picked up a bullhorn amplifier. At a signal from Wilson, the jeeps started followed by the twelve armored cars in two lines. The jeeps headed straight for the approaching line of Jerry tanks while the two lines of armored cars separated toward either side of the enemy force. When the jeeps had driven within a thousand yards of the tanks, they stopped and Moffitt lifted the amplifier to his mouth.
"Achtung, achtung,"
his voice blared. "Halt and surrender or we shall turn the flamethrowers on your wooden armor plate.
Achtung, achtung,
halt and surrender."
Flame spurted from the armored cars into the desert sand near the tanks as they drove down the columns.
"Achtung, Herr Hauptmann Dietrich,"
Moffitt called. "Do not sacrifice your men needlessly. We know your tanks are dummies. Halt and surrender."
One of the tanks at the center of the front line shot ahead of the others and stopped. An officer climbed from the back, holding his palm up to the tanks. He turned and walked stiffly toward the jeeps, starting for Moffitt, then noticing the eagle on Wilson's helmet and coming to him instead.
"I am Captain Nehring," he said, saluting. His face was lined and his lips were pressed tightly. "I am in charge of this unit. Captain Dietrich was in the low-flying plane that turned back when your fighters engaged us. I surrender the force to you without question. It was folly to embark on this campaign without the King Tiger tank."
Troy smiled quickly and looked at Moffitt who flashed a smile in return.
"Very well, Captain Nehring," Wilson said quietly. "The armored cars will pass between your columns. Have your men give up their weapons and place them in the cars. Form your—" His lips had started to say "tanks" and he smiled. "Form your vehicles in a column of twos and follow the jeeps into Bir-el-Alam. You will come with us in the other jeep."
Captain Nehring walked over to Moffitt.
"Will you permit me?" he asked, reaching for the amplifier.
Hitch drove the jeep up to the line of tanks and Captain Nehring instructed his men to lay down their arms. The jeep swung around and drove beside the other and the Rat Patrol waited for the tank column to fall in behind. Colonel Wilson looked at each of them for a moment.
"I never thought I'd see the day," he said, smiling, "that the Rat Patrol would conquer a three hundred-tank force of the Afrika Korps' finest."
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