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Crewmen loaded rations and munitions in a
steady supply line, crates passing from hand to hand. From the end
of the pier, a decorated officer watched with a mixture of pride
and satisfaction. His crew, a shining example of the power of the
Third Reich, had completed another mission against Britain’s feeble
fleet. Their return to port unscathed marked four hundred and
seventeen successful sinkings, a record matched only by the most
experienced captains and crews. Such a reputation marked them as
privileged, tasked with a greater mission. The captain clasped his
hands behind his back and breathed deeply; in the backyard of the
Americans, he and his crew would seal their fate as the most feared
sons of Germany’s glorious empire.

Next to him, the executive officer seemed to
share his pride as the supply line finished loading the last crates
on board. The XO gave a shrill whistle, his orders answered with
crisp salutes as the men prepared to set sail.

A young sailor, smartly dressed and eager to
please, brought a message to the CO. Visitors from the capital had
arrived and they had asked to see the captain before he embarked on
his journey. Leaving the XO to oversee the final preparations, the
captain entered the office and immediately sneered at the pair.

“This is unexpected,” he said. “You are aware
that we depart this evening, Lieutenant.” The other visitor stood
behind the lieutenant, trying to hide from the Captain’s scorn.
With her exotic features and swarthy complexion, she was out of
place in a uniform of the German forces. She kept her head bowed as
the captain spat at her feet. “I have no time for this.”

The officer presented the captain with a
sealed envelope, ignoring the man’s sneer. “I have been instructed
to sail with you, Captain. Part of your mission against the
Americans involves the use of a new weapon.” He motioned to the
woman who cringed at the sudden attention. “You’ll see that the
orders are legitimate, Captain.”

“A woman on board,” he snorted. “What
nonsense. And a half-breed at that,” he said with a grunt.

“An added bonus,” the officer added, “is that
she speaks very little German. You can be certain that she will not
understand you or your crew. And, properly tended, even dogs grow
to be extremely loyal to their masters.”

The captain folded the paper while circling
the woman. As she shied away, he reached forward to tilt the young
woman’s chin up as if he were inspecting a Shepherd bitch for good
breeding. Her trembling brought a smirk to his face. “Excellent,
Lieutenant. We set sail within the hour.”
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The expression on the supervising
shipyarder’s face meant one of two things; either someone was in
trouble or someone was about to be in trouble. He held a hushed
conference with the two burly men who had come to see him, the
detailed drowned out by the hiss of welding torches and the clatter
of tools on the deck. Every so often, he would raise his head and
look in the direction of a team working ear the waterline. After a
few minutes more consultation, the supervisor motioned for one of
the crew to come over.

“Sir?” The young man couldn’t have been more
than thirteen or fourteen years old, and his voice squeaked as he
realized that the men accompanying his boss were honest-to-goodness
US Navy officers. In the summer of 1942, it was difficult for any
teenager to not be awed by the presence of a decorated military
man. He fumbled a messy salute and stood a little straighter.
“Yessir?”

“These two men come looking for Mister
Gordie,” he said. “You seen him, Oliver?” The kid nodded and
motioned towards one of the smaller storage shacks and saluted
again.

“All right, Oliver,” he said. “Back ta work.”
He waved the kid off and pointed towards the shack. “If ya follow
me, sirs, we’ll find your man.” They walked between the crowds,
avoiding the sparks from torches and the jagged pieces of metal
scattered about. The USS Shangri-La cast a shadow over the constant
activity, but the shade did little to cool the yard in the
oppressive July sun. Considering the time of day and the way the
summer heat hung heavy over this part of yard, it only made sense
that Gordie was trying to find a cool spot to rest.

They found Gordie in the back, a wet towel
over his thick neck as he wheezed and snorted. Both shirts he wore
had been soaked through with sweat, and more perspiration dripped
from his shaven head. In spite of the heat, he wore a pair of thick
welding gloves and heavy boots. He raised his head and squinted at
the three men, struggling to stand as he recognized the
uniforms.

“Sit down, Gordie,” he said. “These men come
looking for you. Say they need you for some special sort of job.”
He removed his hat and rubbed his forehead, watching his man with
an air of concern. “You want me to have them wait outside until you
cool off more,” he asked.

The larger man shook his head, his broad
shoulders slumping forward. “Not going to cool off much more, Cap.
Besides, these gentlemen look like they came a ways for something.”
He coughed and mopped his face with a damp kerchief. “Wouldn’t want
to waste the time of a military man,” he said.

One of the uniformed men escorted the
supervisor to the door, going so far as to place his ear to the
panel until the coast was clear. He gave a signal to his partner,
who pulled up a chair next to the heavyset man.

“Gordon Wendell,” he asked began. “Word is
that you’re a pretty talented man around these parts,” he said
carefully. “Something of a legend when it comes to finding
things.”

“I do what I can do with what I got, sir,”
Gordie replied with a wheeze. “Help where I’m needed, do what I’m
asked, all in an honest day’s work.” He took a gulp of air and
managed to lift his head. Thick folds of skin masked the presence
of a neck, the stubble about his cheeks and chin white and coarse.
His nose appeared to have been broken multiple times, the bridge
flattened to the width of a grown man’s thumb. His leathery
complexion broke into a neat white smile that softened his
otherwise rough features. “Not nearly what our boys are facing
overseas, but we all work the best we can to help them, right?” he
asked.
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