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    And in the morning, it was indeed a whole new world. The tanks and pursuits had been refueled and restocked with ammunition, while the crews snatched a few hours of rest. We did the same. It had been about three or four days of crap in one day. I had lost count of how many times I had almost been killed. The air and armor roared out to eradicate the Germans and their tribal allies at first light, while we slug-a-bedded for a few more precious hours.  
 
    Yelena had me lug the fruits of her salvage to the Officer’s Mess, I shuttled food and coffee to her while she translated the papers we had looted from the Hauptmann’s staff car. After my belly was full, I dragged my battered ass over to HQ and availed myself of a Royal portable, a ream of bond, carbons, and started typing her notes into a coherent narrative. My butt was still tender from the second or third time I had nearly gotten killed yesterday, my trousers had been nearly burned off my fat ass when I crashed my Curtiss. Adventure gets boring after a while.  
 
    Painful, but better than cleaning up the mess we had left outside the gates of Jiu-quan, that was sure. A few thousand wrecked and burned trucks, ten or twenty times that number of dead enemies was a job best left to the troops and the coolies. Rank hath its little privileges. And if you don’t use them, they go away.  
 
    The main story was clear and somewhat reassuring. The south hook, the attack through the Gobi we had feared so long, had turned out to have been a last-ditch desperation move. They had not been attacking us as much as they had been fleeing the Persians. Reza Khan, who had been Prime Minister of Iran and the former general of the Persian Cossack Brigade, had just became the new Shah, united the Khurds, the Assyrians, the Persian patriots, and some of the other hill tribes. Reza had expelled the Germans and their allied tribes, and seized the ports. The merchant and Navy Brits had been able to flee by sea to India and Egypt, but the inland Germans had nowhere to go except through our forces in Jiu-quan, the end point of the Great Wall. They had to reach Irkutsk, and the Trans-Siberian Railroad, link up with Goering’s Regular Army thrust from Novosibirsk, and conquer the American Expeditionary Force Siberia, the Polar Bears.  All at the same time. They hadn’t made it. Stilwell had seen to that. He might be salty, irreverent, and unable to suffer fools under any conditions, but he got the job done.  
 
    Stilwell’s thrown-together division, the 33rd, and Amelia Earhart’s aviators had stopped them in their tracks. The mopping up would be brutal and best not witnessed, but that was not our problem. I guessed that the local Uyghurs could be counted on for that little chore, all we had to do was to make a report. By dinner time. Piece of cake.  
 
    Speaking of which, I lumbered up to the bar and promoted more coffee and a whole pound cake. I needed to restore my tissues. My brain and heart was another matter. I had watched my wife die, crashed a plane, fought off an attack, two attacks, and helped sort through a shit-pile of dead bodies looking for intelligence. That’s what I needed. Intelligence. If I had any, maybe that would help be not get into disasters like this one.  
 
    I also seemed to have given up drinking. Or given up getting drunk. A tiny little part of my soul told me I needed to sit somewhere quietly for quite a long time, and slowly recuperate, but the rest of it said, “Fuck that shit, Cabbage Head, there is a war on.” Majority rules.  
 
    >>>>>>>>>> 
 
    Yelena finished, without a flourish or comment. She handed me the last page of notes, neatly jogged the German papers into order, sipped cold coffee and asked me, “Miles, how do you feel?” 
 
    “I… I don’t even know what to tell you. I’m tired. My ass is still raw and tender. I feel tired. And hungry. I need some real food. Let’s hand in these papers, and try to get something solid to eat, before they think up some more fuck-ups for us to fix.” 
 
    “What about Maeve?” 
 
    My wife. “She’s dead.”  
 
    She scowled at me. “I know that. What about her… her body?” 
 
    “We could never find it, even if there was enough left to identify. The plane burned. It had a full tank of gas. I don’t even know where we were. Someplace on the other side of Karamay. All that desert looks the same to me.” 
 
    “So?” She poised an eyebrow, enough to make weak men quail. I could give a shit. A part of me had burned in the desert with Maeve. It didn’t hurt, there was nothing left to hurt with.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, we hand in the report, and see what Stilwell wants us to do. Then we do it. Or die trying.” What else?  
 
    “You remember what I offered you?” 
 
    “That… Partnership deal?” 
 
    “Yes.” She cocked her head, I was taken with how beautiful she was, even disheveled, filthy, charred around the edges, and smelling of dead meat. Half Malay prince and half Russian aristocrat. Not many people like that. Was I lucky, or even more doomed? What difference did it make? Apply cliché salve here. “In for a penny, in for a pound” is a good one. “We join forces, and we try to get someplace safe, someplace away from war.” 
 
    “You know where that might be, Isis?” That was the first name I knew her by, a nom de guerre.  
 
    “No. South America perhaps?” She ventured. 
 
    Nothing doing. “Constant revolutions and the Mexican War are going to inflame that whole continent.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    Good question. No answer from me. “I guess, we will just have to build a place like that. No matter how many motherfuckers we have to kill.” 
 
    “A plan. Let’s eat.”  I offered her my hand, she took it. Some sort of a ritual. I hoped I didn’t lose this one. This one was special. Now, if I knew that I actually liked her… 
 
    >>>>>>>>> 
 
    Stilwell had his staff writing, dictating to clerks, as we presented our contribution. He skinned it rapidly, handed it to a senior clerk, said, “Five carbons.” He glowered at us. “You two are out of uniform. Understandable, but intolerable. Get kitted out, cleaned up, and be ready to go first thing in the morning. First thing.” 
 
    “Sir. Both of us? Where?” 
 
    “Of course both of you, you are going back to Dalny. Hodges needs you. We can’t spare a plane, you will have to draw a staff car, drive. The roads are good; you can do it in three days. Any questions?” 
 
    I volunteered information. I wanted to not be here anymore. “We actually have a car. Most of a car. That Hauptmann’s LaSalle. It needs a windshield, a good checking over. But it runs good enough.” 
 
    “Done.” He pointed to get an aide’s attention. “Saxby, take care of these officers’ needs. Now.” 
 
    We said, “Yes, sir,” and ran for cover. The LaSalle had been a very nice car, I had a rough half hour, but had done better than most of its companions. The Roof was gone, where we hacked it off with axes to get the dead people out, it needed a front seat too, from where the driver had leaked all over it, but trivial details. Halfway through instructing the motor pool sergeant, I started to get the shakes, teeth chattering so bad I could barely make words. I told them it was hunger and fatigue, but I lied. It was relief. I would not have to fight again tomorrow. I would not have to fly an airplane. I might live all day with only car crashes, bandits, disease, and pissing off Isis to worry about. A vacation.  
 
    Isis dragged me by the ear to the BOQ, they didn’t have showers, water was scarce out here, but they did have a tin bucket of warm water to sluice off in. And a Chinese tailor. The best kind, I knew I would have uniforms in the morning. With that accomplished, my butt greased, and a couple of meals under my belt, it was time to fall out, before I hurt myself. Once inside her quarters she faced me, eye to eye, and laid down the rules. “You don’t have to fuck me, I don’t have to fuck you, but neither of us fucks anybody else, correct?” 
 
    “What if I hire a whore?” 
 
    “No. You fall in love with them. You are a male idiot.” She said, with some force.  
 
    “Yeah, you have a point. You going to count women on your score board, or just men?” 
 
    “For you?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I mean for you?” 
 
    That made her look me over shrewdly. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because a lot of the women out here are lesbians. I noticed you looking over Justine, a few times. I don’t really care, I’m just curious.” 
 
    “You want to watch? Some men do.” 
 
    “No thanks.” I noticed she did not answer my question. Never mind. Take the cash and let the credit go. In God, we trust, all others, cash on the barrelhead. Words to live by.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    We slept in separate beds. Her on a Japanese-style mat, me on a dusty old divan that was almost but not quite big enough. No matter. She was up an hour before I was, packing her belongings, which were mostly weapons. I still had the Luger and a Tommy gun I had picked up yesterday, and I had a couple more pairs of socks. Well-equipped for a war zone. Have to do.  
 
     We drew rations, extra canteens, put on our new uniforms, and checked out our vehicle. The windshield was a foot too wide, there was no roof, but they had strapped extra jerry cans of water and gas to the running boards. We fired it up, ran past her place to get more blankets, deserts are cold at night, and off we went. All she said was, “If you kissed me, we could pretend this was a honeymoon.” 
 
    I just looked at her. No words. I pointed east, she pressed down on the throttle, off we went. What was there to say?  
 
    We had no chance of getting lost, our problem was not getting run down by the avalanche of trucks and tanks headed west. All sorts of flags, Nationalist, Red People’s Army, even some Indian and Burmese colors. Your Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere in action. You could occasionally see flights of pursuit planes through the dust overhead. Everything headed west. Big trouble. But not for me. 
 
    It was late August, as hot as it was going to get, air full of dust and exhaust, not any part of a pleasure jaunt. Two fourteen-hour days got us eight hundred miles east, and out of the desert. Once out of the dust cloud, we could see to drive, the headlights actually did some good. We roared through the fertile belt, swapping off driving, stopping only for gas and coffee and beans, bypassed Peking at night, saw nothing but headlights and more dust, taking six hour shifts, trying to snatch a few hours of sleep in the back seat. Normally, it would have been torture, but compared to the last few months, it was a vacation. Nobody shot at us.  
 
    We made it to the port of Qinang-dao at the ass-crack of dawn, there was a ferry, we passed out so thoroughly, sitting in the LaSalle, that they had to shake us to wake us. We putted to the Recon Office, snarled hello at Browning and Peaches, and made it to my bed before noon. Our bed.  
 
    Somehow I woke up with her astraddle of me, faint light through the drawn curtains hinting at her beauty. I didn’t speak. I knew it had been coming, regardless of her words and my good intentions, women just have to put their smell on you, mark their territory. Like cats. Go with the flow. Fuck it, so to speak, there is a war on. Morality is a frail reed when you average getting nearly killed once a day, minimum.  
 
    I was somehow reluctant to give her more than she wanted, willing to let her set the limits. What was more important to me was hot showers and Su-mi’s version of American food. I needed to get back to work too, as if to erase my stupidity of insisting on going out to the front with Maeve. Would it have hurt less if I had not seen her die? I had no way of telling. But, here, I could do something worthwhile, leave the adventures to the young and stupid. I supposed, in some corner of my mind, that I realized I was in shock, but that trauma would have to line up behind all the others and take a ticket to be served. Get your program, you can’t tell your traumas without a program.  
 
    Downstairs, a few people tried to express sympathy about Maeve, but I just growled at them. Most of them had some idea that Isis was no one to be messed with, so they didn’t. Smart people. Peaches and Lupo and Frank were on the job, but it seemed that we were the big story, world-wide. It was expressed as a great victory over a superior German force, and I didn’t feel the need to correct that impression. I called up Ray Reynolds, gave him the real scoop, I had a copy of the gleanings from the German’s papers, had somebody copy that and sent the original to Hodges, with copies for our files and the Bulletin. Then I rattled off a report of what I had actually seen, sent that off too. Back in the saddle. Just doing my job.  
 
    Speaking of which. That captain, William Doyle, who had been the USAS historian, up in Verkhneudinsk, on The Line, was standing around looking like a man who needed something to do, or else needed a drink. Or both. I had requisitioned him for a researcher, then ran away to the war zone before he got here to Dalny. “Bill, you need a job?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you would notice.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. War on. I need a report on Persia, and another on the other historical routes of the Silk Road. Tributaries and such… You know.  If Germans are blocked out of Persia, what is their next best way to outflank the Line?” 
 
    “I can do that. The easy way is southeast from Omsk, down to Urum-qi, but they still have to get through the Wall, and that’s not going to be all that easy. The Imperial Chinese were really good at what they did.”  
 
    “Write it down, with references, maps if you can get them. I’m sure Bradley knows all that, but still…” 
 
    “For our own reference. I understand.” He looked sharply at me. “Rough out there?” 
 
    “Rougher on the krauts and the tribesmen.” 
 
    “A festering plague on both their houses.” He didn’t spit on the floor; he was a gentleman. But I could tell he wanted to.  
 
    “Amen, brother Doyle, amen.”  
 
    >>>>>>>>>> 
 
    The war in Mexico was still a stalemate, as best we could tell, both sides victoriously advancing to nowhere in particular at top speed. Europe was shut down, as was England, with a very suspicious lack of news from Ireland. Genocide of what few Micks were left was the best bet. Denmark was gone, but Sweden and Norway were broadcasting a little news. There was yet another Finnish war, or maybe the old one never stopped, the Finns had taken advantage of the Russian chaos to declare independence, and the Germans had not completely stifled them yet. We had had troops in Murmansk and Archangel, but they were gone, as far as anybody could say. And nobody was saying.  
 
    South Africa had not quite declared independence from the British Empire, but you could tell that was on the way, one way or another. It was a period of consolidation, for most of the world, at least the parts that had been colonized, but that was none of our business. Our business was all the materiel and deportee troops that kept flooding into Dalny and Vladivostok and Qinang-dao in a mighty river. All of them headed west as fast as they could go. I won’t say the ground shook, but the windows rattled in their sashes as some of the heavier stuff trundled on by. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    It was not quite dark yet, so I gathered up Isis, Doyle, and Lupo, and drove down to one of the big replacement depots down near the Feniks bar. That was where Commander Epstein had wrapped up his salvage operation in Dalny harbor, before moving on to the even bigger mess of Port Arthur proper. Stilwell had organized the 33rd Division there out of odds and ends, and it was not hard to see that his machine was still cranking away. At least they had the improvised barracks and headquarters and parade grounds and obstacle courses to run more raw troops through. Not as hard a job as it might have been, a whole lot of the Section Five guys, the American Federation of Labor union guys, the Wobblies, the Bonus Marchers, most of the loners had all spent their time in the sixteen-year meat grinder in France. Some had lived through it, and for their reward, got deported to play in a brand-new war. Lucky us guys. No good deed goes unpunished. Jesus loves you, everybody else wants to fuck you over.   
 
    The Feniks was doing a land office business, they had two more bars outside under tents, and professional grade roistering was well underway. Celebrating our great victory, I suppose. Enjoy it while you can, boys, plenty more krautheads where that last batch came from. Ignore the idiots, the followers, the sheep. Look for loners, people who are not too drunk, people on the edges. Takes one to know one, right?  
 
    I told them, “You guys split up, find people to talk too, get a taste of what is going on back in the states. We are not getting much from the radio; it feels to me like the Hoovers have cracked down. Again.” I saw a few women clustered around one end of one of the bars, and asked Isis, “You want me to walk you over there?” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” As if I didn’t know that. 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry.” And off she toddled. I realized that this was one woman I would never fall in love with. Admire, maybe. Be scared as shit of? Not a bit of a problem. But you have to like people at least a little to fall in love with them. No matter. As a partner, she was incomparable. As a bed fellow, she had more experience than all of New Orleans put together. I just couldn’t cope. My fault, no doubt. And fuck that for a game of sojers.  
 
    Time for a small drink. I bellied up to the inside bar, ran into my Stateside friend Arthur Marx, a newspaper reporter. A Jew from New York City. I had played a dirty trick on him a few months ago, but he didn’t seem to have noticed. “Miles! Good to see you, let me buy you a snort.” He was slightly illuminated, his natural state. I said reporter, didn’t I? Anna, the owner, was behind the bar herself, coining money, keeping track of every penny, no doubt.  A Ukrainian woman. Enough said. You either know, or you will find out the hard way. She noticed me, nodded, set a round on the bar without a word. Thanks. I had helped get her this building. 
 
    “Miles, this is my buddy from the Bronx, Stan Gilliam. Another pavement pounder.” 
 
    Stan was one of those warty men, thin and sandy. Looked competent enough. “Pleased to meet you, you working at the Bulletin too?” I asked, to open the conversation.  
 
    “I hope to, I just got off the boat.” He was wearing ragged civvies, the suit looked to have been pretty nice a month or so ago. Tailored, not off the rack.  
 
    “So what’s the word from the States?” 
 
    “One word? Fucked.” He drank. I tossed coins on the bar, his drink was replaced instantly. I guess they had been at this a while. “The fucking Hoovers have shut down the press, everything not owned by Luce and Hearst is just flat out gone. I was working for the Daily News, it’s gone. The Times is still there, but they are afraid to say boo. Same with the Washington Post. Everything else is Hearst. That son of a bitch, he was losing money all this time, especially because he kissed German ass so enthusiastically, but the end of the war and the New Order have put him right back in the driver’s seat.” 
 
    “New Order? I don’t like that at all.” 
 
    “The Hoovers are ‘purifying’ the country, getting rid of the unnaturals, the socialists, the impure, all of that. Us, in other words.” 
 
    “The impure?” I knew what he meant, but I had to hear the words.  
 
    “Mixed bloods, mongrels, you know. Jews.” 
 
    “Yeah. Figures. And the Mexican War?” 
 
    “A cluster fuck. They say we are winning constantly, but somehow we never can get off the coast. The mountains are brutal, the Mexicans don’t have shit, all they have is sandals made out of tires, sombreros, and old worn-out rifles, but it is their fucking country, and they can shoot. And they are pissed. We are playing cowboys and Indians, and this time the Indians have guns too.” 
 
     I had to agree, just to hold up my end of the conversation. “Yeah, figures. Fucking Patton has a holy mission to piss off everybody in the world, and is doing a really good job of it.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” He did. I didn’t. 
 
    What I said was, “More power to them. Viva los fucking Indios.” I waved for more booze, left mine sitting. “Look, Stan, you want a job?” 
 
    “I was hoping to find work with Arthur here. I’m a newspaper man.” 
 
    “I was too, but now I run the Recon Office. Sort of a half-assed Intelligence Service. Not like the IB, we don’t give a skinny fuck about racial purity, your sex life, all we do is we interpret air photos, intercept radio communications, that sort of thing. We try to keep track of all enemies, foreign and domestic. Clear? You run a camera?” 
 
    “Sure. Piece of cake, Leica, Speed Graphic, anything they make. Darkroom too. No problem.” He sounded more alive than he had been a minute ago. He set his drink down to listen. Good sign.  
 
    “You might be working with a woman, Maggie White. I lost track of her, she may be with the Air Service, you know her? 
 
    “I heard the name. She’s good. From out west some place?” 
 
    “Ohio, I think. She was deported with a shipload of unnaturals, got here a few months ago.” 
 
    “Deal me in. I can do that.”  
 
    “Fine. When you get sober in the morning, come see me, we are upstairs above the Air Service HQ. We will settle you in, advance you a few bucks for uniforms and kit. Don’t get lost. Recon Office.” 
 
    That made Arthur look at me sideways. “You are not drinking? You sick?” 
 
    “I’m sick of wasting time in a stupor. I have serious business to attend too. People are getting killed all around me, and I find that extremely boring. Extremely. It needs to stop.” 
 
    “I thought we were here to kill Germans?” Arthur asked. 
 
    “Two days ago, I saw enough dead men to last me for a while. Germans and Pathans. They smelled the same after a few hours in the hot sun. And they just get worse. Meat is meat.  You two ever in the AEF?” People who don’t know, just don’t know.  
 
    “No,” Marx said, “I have asthma, got a bad eye.” 
 
    “I’m just too lumpy. You see me naked,” Stan admitted, “and you would see why the Draft Board let me go. Best thing that ever happened to me.” 
 
    “You got that right, Stan. See you in the morning.” Their leave-taking was more somber than their welcome. I guess they had been listening to me.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    Lupo was deep in conference with a bunch of his people, the Spanish was flying like hail on a tin roof, but Isis, Yelena was sitting on a bit of crumbled wall with a few other women, talking quietly. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “These are my new friends, Doris, Cathy, and Brimley. They are all from New Orleans, looking for situations. Ladies, this is my…” Significant pause. “...boss, Miles.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you. Can any of you type?”  They all nodded, made affirmative noises. Doris was mulatto, or lighter, Brimley pure black, and Cathy was a redhead, hair severely cropped, all wearing issue trousers and civvie flannel shirts, too warm for this time of year. Grab-bag clothes. They didn’t have brassieres on, and Brimley needed one, for sure. “We need more people, so let’s go. Isis, I’m had it, I need to rest a little. You want me to get a bottle?” 
 
    Brimley was the biggest, if bony, probably the leader. “Booze is what got us into this mess. That and our goddamn brown skins. I’ll pass.” 
 
    “So how did you run afoul of the New Order?” 
 
    “The bastards are turning New Orleans into the main port for the Mexican War. This son of a bitch, Huey Long, the governor, the one they call the Kingfish, he took it on himself to run all us low-class trash out the city. We got caught celebrating Cathy’s birthday down in the Quarter, took too drunk to run, and here we are.” 
 
    “Welcome to Hell, ladies. Let’s go.” 
 
    Isis asked, “Want to find Doyle and Lupo?” 
 
    “They are big kids; they can find their way home on their own.” We all crammed into the LaSalle, and putted home in time for dinner. Of course, Su-mi cooked twenty-four hours a day, for all I could tell. We were out of rooms, nearly out of floor space, but worry about that in the morning. All this crap had caught up with me, I could feel it hovering overhead like a black cloud full of bricks. I realized I wasn’t making a whole lot of sense, so took my aged ass to bed. Twenty-eight going on a hundred. And I had missed a birthday party too, last month sometime. Fuck it. Bed.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    The morning came early, there had been a big battle for Urum-Chi, turned out Karamay had held out, was still an airbase, so the Germans and their tribesmen were pinned and forked, the Persian cavalry, mechanized to some extent with looted trucks, was coming up the Silk Road chasing the krauts, so they were trapped. We ran the dials of all our radios, there was no Persian State Radio, there was no Persian State, unless one was being formed right the hell now, but there were a few Ham outfits. Persian was not one of Isis’s languages, but she could identify it when she heard it. The best we could do. Log it, and move on.  
 
    The British Colonial stations were saying nothing, the BBC and the German official stations were quiet too, so there was no information, except for a few hints from the South African Radio League, another bunch of Hams, that were self-organizing into a network. They didn’t seem to know much, and cared less, they had their plates full anyway.  
 
    We did hear from Maggie White, she came by to drop off a sheaf of photos, and express condolences about Maeve. I would accept them from her, we had made a flight or two together with Maeve piloting, and they had done a lot more together. Pilots have respect for each other, nobody else really gets it. Maggie didn’t fly the plane, but she worked just a few pieces of tin away from the same machinegun bullets as the real air crew. Stan had shown up by then, I sent them off together, told him he was liaison with the Air Service, and to try not get his ass shot off. I guess we needed our own pilot again, but all I could handle was to go downstairs and talk to the local Major, Robert Cotton, he also expressed his sorrow, although he had many more pilots to mourn. Half-trained men and women, new planes with amateur maintenance and so on. There seemed to be a war. Carry on.  
 
    Cotton did mention that he was pushing everything that would fly west to stop the thrust up the Silk Road, I wished him luck with that little project. He just winked. But he did tell me that all his planes and people were coming through Dalny, “Qinang-dao is being used to capacity by the USMRR.” 
 
    “The who?” 
 
    “US Military Railroad. Quartermaster Corps. They are building a rail line out to Jiu-quan, at least.” 
 
    “Oh.” That was all I could say. “Holy shit!” is unprofessional. A thousand-mile railroad in a country we didn’t own? Looks like we were here to stay, then. “What about Vlad?” 
 
    “Tanks and troops for the Line.” The Trans-Siberian. The main battle. I wondered when Patton and all his stars would show up to officiate over the great victory. Not until it was well in the bag, I guessed. I knew from army scuttlebutt that he thought himself a great warrior, talked up a good fight, but had only been in one actual battle back in ‘18, disobeyed orders and got himself bravely shot in the noble ass for his troubles. His place in battle was in front of the cameras. All of us cannon fodder were well aware of his bullshit. That was one of the reasons we were over here getting our asses shot off. Or burned off, in my case.  
 
    The next thing Major Cotton said snapped me out of my woolgathering. “You know that Hodges is moving up, don’t you?” 
 
    “I have been gone all week, had a rough time out there. What did I miss?” 
 
    “Patton has exiled another general, George Marshall, he ran the Infantry School at Benning. I hear he told the brass not to invade Mexico. Repeatedly.” 
 
    “And here he is.” 
 
    “Or soon will be. Exactly right. I guess you seen this movie too. But Bradley and Hodges studied under him, Stilwell too, and so Hodges and Stilwell are getting Armies, so Marshall is going to organize the Rear Echelon. He is a good man for that job.” 
 
    “What is he like, do you know?” 
 
    “Another poor boy like Hodges and Bradley. Not an aristocrat, Hard worker, completely unemotional. Colorless, some say.” 
 
    “So Patton hates him.” 
 
    “You did not hear me agree with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Sorry. A slip of the tongue. So, what does that mean for us?” 
 
    “I stay here and shovel planes and pilots out to Xilin Gol. You? If Hodges wants you to do something…” 
 
    “He will tell me. Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. You lost your photo-plane?” 
 
    “Yeah. Enemy action in Karamay. On the ground.” 
 
    “I’ll facilitate you a couple more, three to be sure, with pilots and crews. Is that enough?” 
 
    “I have two photogs, I will round up a few more. Patton and the Hoovers have shut down any opposition press, so people who can snap a shutter are a drug on the market.” I thought I heard him growl a comment, but when I asked, “What?” he just shook his head and walked away. Right. Point taken.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I turned around, and there was Ray Reynolds, Hodges’ contact man, patiently waiting for me to stop blathering and get down to business. “Sorry about Maeve,” he condoled. “She was good for you.” 
 
    “I seem to have wound up with a volunteer wife, remember Isis?” 
 
    “Colonel Akhtiorskaya? We just received an order transferring her to your command.” 
 
    “Command? There’s a happy thought.” I wondered out loud. Now, how would I get her to believe it? 
 
    “You are due a couple of promotions too, if you want them. You can be a civilian if you would rather.” 
 
    “I better stay in civvies, it makes life a lot easier. Vinegar Joe never misses a trick, does he?” 
 
    “He better not. No room for error in this game.” He looked me over again. “You heard that the General has been given an army?” 
 
    “Moving pretty fast aren’t we? And what army? Stilwell scraped up a division, and that was a miracle. They survived their first battle, that was another miracle.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it. If you want to be pedantic about it, these will be Army Corps, two or more divisions under one command. Stilwell has one division in place…” 
 
    “The 33rd.” 
 
    “General Remus has that one. And another on the way. This one is formed around Ruby and her people. The 34th.” 
 
    “An all-female division?”  
 
    “Mostly female. Come to find out definitions are a little more fluid than I had ever expected back in the States. Hodges has a cadre of another solid division, Spanish Americans exiled here…” 
 
    “Like Lupo.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s the 35th, And another one, 36th, under Delany, remember him?” 
 
    “Brigadier Delany? Wonders never cease, but more likely than Colonel Remus, I suppose. Industrial Workers of the World and American Federation of Labor guys?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Good men, they know the score. We will be based at Urum-chi, and will be tasked with striking up into Kazakhstan, into Russia proper.” 
 
    “You need a bigger army.” 
 
    “You do understatement well.” He almost smiled. “But we have more armies, Stilwell will have five Chinese divisions, and at least one more of mixed Co-Prosperity Sphere troops.” 
 
    “We saw the flags on the way here. A lot I didn’t recognize, Burmese and others. Aussies. They are fighters.” 
 
    “What there are left of them. They had it rough in France. On the other hand, Bradley reports a lot of French Foreign Legion troops fighting for the Germans. Some appear to be Americans.” 
 
    “So they reconstituted the French Foreign Legion as mercenaries?” 
 
    “Or Penal Battalions. We get different stories.”  
 
    “I should have been on that, but I suppose Bradley is a big kid now.” 
 
    “You work for Hodges. No more side trips. Not without explicit orders.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. That was a very bad move on my part. I apologize.” 
 
    “Not to me, you don’t. To yourself if anybody. You were not ordered to stay in your HQ. Now, you are. That’s an order. Hodges told me twice. Want me to tell you three times?” 
 
    “No, I understand. So, if I may ask, where is my headquarters going to be?” A vagrant memory made me chuckle, then that almost turned into a sob. “Remember how McClellan told Lincoln he had his headquarters in the saddle? And Lincoln said he had…” 
 
    “His headquarters where his hindquarters should be? Funny, but appropriate. The General plans to make his HQ in an armored train, and you will be in another.” 
 
    “What about dive bombers? Trains will be sitting ducks for those bastards. I saw them in action. They are not any kind of a joke.” 
 
    “Are a danger, but we will not be on the front lines, we will be well back, on fortified sidings, in tunnels, wherever we can be safe.” 
 
    “Communicating by radio…” 
 
    “Telegraph and teletype too. Telephone as fast as we can string the wires.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. You just say when.” 
 
    “The Transportation Corps are laying track now, the world’s record, from 1869, was ten miles and fifty-six feet in one twelve-hour day.” 
 
    “And we have electric lights these days.” 
 
    “And welded track, track-laying machines, and this terrain is flatter than they had on the Central Pacific. The big hold up will be ties, but Bradley has locals on that job.” 
 
    “No shortage of timber in Siberia.” I remembered. 
 
    “So we will move up as fast as the track goes down and the wires go up. Be ready to move in two weeks.” 
 
    “Sir.” He saluted, and left me with my thoughts. 
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    They call that marching orders. So? March.  
 
    I went back up to the Office, gathered Peaches, Hanson, Frances, Browning, Lupo, and Isis together, gave them the word. “They said two weeks, but as we know, Army time is not the same as calendar time. We better be ready to go on twenty-four hours’ notice. Any ideas?” 
 
    “The files and the radios are the important part,” Peaches said, “We could work out of a railroad car early, keep the duplicate files there. A Pullman if we can get one. Be ready to roll. I’ll check on that. The radios we can run with, if we have to. Just a car load. I will find some more typists, start copying the files.” She might look like a battered boxer, covered with tattoos, but she was the best man we had. She was an ex-Army Nurse, had been through complete hell in France, even worse than most of the rest of us. The ones who had it worse than that were in nice green fields over there, under pretty white crosses with nice words on them.  
 
    “Good thinking.” Then it was back to working your ass off, as usual. Stuff was starting to come in concerning Quebec. I hadn’t really realized, but a lot of French refugees had settled in the Francophone parts of Canada, and they were not real happy with Germans, Brits, Americans in general, and Patton in particular. There seemed to be a good-sized insurgency underway, aided and abetted by any number of other people who had been screwed by the Peace Treaty, mostly the Irish and the Scots. Lots of Azoreans and Portuguese in New England, and they were on the Fucked List too. A very long list.  
 
    Lupo came out of his office, or bedroom, with a thick stack of neatly typed papers he and Olga had worked most of the night on, from the looks of the pile. I tried to skim the gist out of it, but it was heavy going. She was not any sort of a newspaper person, wrote like a school teacher. Lupo was looking worried, like I was going to cuss him out, but I took pity. “Look, tell Olga that she is not writing a school report. We need to know the important facts first, on top, like in newspapers, sabe? Headlines, subheadings?” I could tell he had no idea what I was talking about, so I said, “You just tell me in your own words what you learned last night, then go out and find me somebody that worked on a newspaper. They have bilingual… Newspapers in Spanish and English both, right?” 
 
    “Si, yes, I will. We, she, got through grammar school, I only learned the read and write, the sums, you call matemáticas? No?” 
 
    “Yes, correct. Exactly similar. Mathematics. So, what’s the scoop?” 
 
    “Nothing good. They are rounding up my people, and sending them over here, the ones that live. Very bad. Muy malo. I have no words. Whole cities have been what you call cleaned? Cleaned of Mexicans, Salvadorians, Cubanos, Puerto Ricanos, they make no difference, round them up and put on boats. Speak Spanish, deported. They say many people die, thrown over the side of the ship, leave to drown. Is war.” He stopped, swallowed his bile, added, “Guerra total. Complete war. No mercy.” 
 
    “And in Mexico?” 
 
    “In Mexico is worse. Blood.” 
 
     “Okay, Lupo, you have been straight with us, we will be straight with you. You go find a couple three guys with good Spanish and English both, women, men, I don’t care, round them up and get them back here. We need this all on paper, tied down good and solid. In black and white. you understand?” 
 
    He waved a half salute, turned to go, but I stopped him. “One thing you know, Hodges is organizing a Spanish division, the 35th. You want to stay with us, you stay. You want to be a major or captain in Hodges’ army, you find me somebody to do your job and go for it. I know Ray Reynolds and Hodges think highly of you, so if you want the opportunity, then take it.” 
 
    “I stay with you. Only opportunity I want is to go back home and save my people. This is how you say, unbearable. I no stand for this shit.” 
 
    “Yes. I hear you. We all want the same thing, and somehow, someplace, we will get back and get our goddamned country back from those sons-a-bitching bastards that stole it from us. One way or the other. If we have to destroy fat Hermann and every kraut asshole between here and Calais, we are going to straighten this shit out. Correct?” 
 
    “Si.” That’s all he said, but this time he gave me a real salute, turned and ran off. He looked like a man who knew where to go looking for help. I felt a tiny little stir of hope. 
 
    >>>>>>>>>  
 
    My day for being sneaked up on. I turned back to work, and Isis was there, quizzical look on her usually impassive face. Maybe it’s just me, I find dark faces hard to read. “What?” 
 
    “Do you not understand what comes next?” She moved closer, so she could whisper, “You are fomenting revolution. You don’t know what Patton will do next? What he is doing now?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Now that you are important to him, not just a dumping ground for misfits, like Siberia used to be, he will send, he has already sent, counter-revolutionaries to spy on you idiots. Your IB, and more secret agents from organizations you have never even heard the names of.” 
 
    For a second I wondered if she was one of them herself, playing a triple or quadruple game, but in that same instant, I realized, deep down in my Russian soul, that it didn’t matter. Nichevo. Fucked if you do, fucked if you don’t. So, all I said was, “I suppose you know best. You have played these games a lot longer than I have.” 
 
    “No game. What will you do about this threat?” 
 
    “I? I will do nothing. Try to keep my big fat yap closed. You, on the other hand, will come with me to see Ray Reynolds, and tell him what you suspect. Give him a primer on counter-counter intelligence. We are all under sentence of death, anyway, they knew we were unreliables when they sent us here, so nothing has changed, not on the first level. We all were under constant surveillance back in the states, this has just been a little vacation from the scabs and the spies and the stooges.” 
 
    “Vacation is over. Grab your hat. Let’s go.” Which reminded me, I still needed a fedora. We stopped at a few street vendors on the way to HQ, plenty of them near the train station, but no luck. My head is too damn big. Many people say so. I supposed I could pull the insignia and chicken salad off my issue hat and wear that, anything to keep the sun off. Maybe a pith helmet, if I could find one.  
 
    It took only a few words for Ray to pull us into the General’s office, and have Isis explain her concerns. Hodges listened intently, saying little, as usual. Finally, after ten minutes of lurid tales of betrayal, he raised a hand, and quietly said, “We are aware of this problem, perhaps we have not given it enough weight so far. You have shown us the problem; do you want the job? That would be in addition to your work with the Recon Office?” 
 
    “I could set up a staff, establish procedures, and so on. Americans just do not have the experience needed in these matters. These are deep and murky waters we swim in now.” 
 
    “That will be sufficient, Colonel. This will be George Marshall’s headache in a very short time. We may not be as completely naïve as you suspect. The States have been a police state for a long time now, especially at the top and bottom of society. General Patton is a suspicious man, with an extreme dislike of criticism. But no matter. Marshall will be bringing a large staff, and most assuredly, some of them will be working for the IB. We, on the other hand, will soon have more obvious enemies to deal with. And we will be mobile, which will help maintain our security. You see, I have given this matter some little thought, myself.” 
 
    Which reminded me. “Speaking of being mobile, General, it has been suggested that we requisition a Pullman or two right now, establish a duplicate Recon Office, so that when you give the word, we will be literally ready to roll.” 
 
    “Excellent idea. They do not have Pullmans out here, they have compartment cars, but we will do what we can. There is a gracious plenty of civilian rolling stock at least. Good thinking, Miles.” 
 
    “It was not my idea, our office manager, Peaches, the ex-nurse, came up with that one.” 
 
    “Ray, take a note. Get Miles a couple of cars, a dining car too, find a convenient siding to park it on, and make sure this ‘Peaches’ gets a nice little bonus. That will do for today, thank you both. Carry on, Colonel Akhtiorskaya, Colonel Kapusta. Good day.” 
 
    I can take a hint. “Ray, that is Peaches Donovan. I’m not sure what her real first name is, if you need it for the paperwork.” 
 
    “I’ll take it out of Petty Cash. Not a problem. You run kind of a loose ship over there, don’t you?” But he was smiling as he said it. “As long as you get the job done, you can call them all ‘Rover,’ for all I care.”  
 
    Point taken. I let Isis take the LaSalle, let her do what she needed to do on the Counter Intelligence front, I walked back, still looking for a lid. I finally got smart and looked for a Russian street vendor, not Chinese. We have big heads, right? All the first one had were Jewish looking black hats, almost as wide as sombreros, but needs must. I spent a whole dime, re-creased the crown so I didn’t look quite so much like a rabbi, and went off quite contented. I may have looked like a bandito, but at least the sun was kept off my bald spot. Bald spot? The whole top of my fat head.  
 
    It dawned on me, threading my way through the motley crowds, that this posting was a hell of a lot better than France had been. I was not in a trench, I wasn’t lousy, I had cooked food, a woman to fuck, no matter what her real game was, and even if we all got killed this evening, we were far ahead of the game. People worry about the end of the world, but all of us over here had seen so many worlds end so bloodily, that a mere Armageddon would be a week’s vacation with pay. Apocalypses would have to line up and take numbers to get through to us exiles.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    As I had to walk past the Bulletin office, I thought I would poke my head in and see what they were up to without me. I had started the damn thing, then got kicked upstairs to run what amounted to an intelligence group, the Recon Office. My old whatever she was to me, Justine, was at her desk, front and center, rattling off copy on a fairly-new Underwood.  
 
    She glared at me until I truckled a little, made inanities, complemented her editorial-hood-ship profusely. There were three women in the back corner with headphones on, twisting dials on three or four radios. “I see you are monitoring radio channels too?” 
 
    “For what little good it does. The BBC is hopeless, all they have are cricket scores and the doings of the Royals, the German stations are only slightly better. They have ten stations controlled by the Post Office, no amateurs, everything is tightly controlled. Großdeutschen Rundfunk. They only report victories. All victories, all the time. I suppose they think they are fooling their populace, but they are not fooling anybody else. Every conquered country, France, Belgium, Denmark, has just one station, no better than government issue propaganda. All of them are so many wastes of time.” 
 
    “So what do you have that is worth a shit?” 
 
    “Well, NKH, Japanese State Radio and Radio Japan, their English Language Service, aimed mostly at their ex-pat communities in Hawaii and South America… But you know all that.” I didn’t speak. “What we did find, is a strong Francophone radio community, you remember we spoke of the French Empire?” 
 
    “I do. Third largest in the world. Or it was.” 
 
    “It appears that many homeland French left the war zone and fled to the colonies, especially in Northern Africa. They have not taken kindly to being assimilated into Grosse Deutschland, and are fighting back. Algeria is the most reactive, Senegal and Morocco not far behind.” 
 
    “The Moroccan troops were very good in the war in France. I suppose some must have survived, unlikely as it seems. They were treated as cannon fodder.” 
 
    “The real news story is Quebec. Many French refugees settled there, many more widows and orphans and invalided veterans were sent there for safely, and they are fighting Patton fiercely. It is good tank territory up there, they call it La Prairie, but Quebec goes all the way to the Arctic Circle, and a lot of it is heavily wooded.” 
 
    I got it. “They have ham radios.” 
 
    “Indeed they do. They communicate all over the world, they seem to have some alliance with the Spanish-speaking people of the Americas and Portuguese fishermen from the Azores, they smuggle arms to the north, and to Mexico.” 
 
    “The Caribbean has been a nest of pirates for a long time.” I remembered. “Cuba is ours, as if anybody gives a shit, but Jamaica is British…” 
 
    “More or less. We are not getting much word from there. There may be a revolt. Something about the Maroons, whoever they might be. Haiti and the Dominican Republic are much as they were before the Peace Treaty, but we suspect there is a lot of smuggling going on there.” 
 
    “Rum runners turned gun runners?” 
 
    “Much the same occupation, wouldn’t you agree?” She nodded confirmation to herself. 
 
    “Pirates are pirates. Good work. I would like you to please share your radio logs with the Recon Office. We can share some of our intelligence with you in return, just assign one person to act as liaison. An hour a day, if that.” 
 
    She nodded, then caught herself. “I need a small favor too. Perhaps two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Shoot. I mean, sure, why not?”  
 
    “You remember Verna? Mrs. Atkinson?” 
 
    “Refresh my memory?” 
 
    “She is the widow of a Methodist minister, a missionary, she was working with Juan? You met her, at least once in the Lithography Shop.” 
 
    Wan, his real name was, a local Chinese printer, he had worked for me when I ran the Bulletin, then got promoted to head the Lithography Shop. He had no English, had no desire to learn, but was a complete professional as a printer. Good man. Justine went on. “He found a Chinese wife, she is fluent in several European languages, and so he let Verna go. And Cookie.” 
 
    Cookie was Aja Janova, a very lost Serb, who had been my, let’s say, lover for a while. She had been exiled from so many countries she had lost count, given up, become a whore. And a junkie opium smoker. Then she had taken up with Juan, was now at liberty, I supposed. “So what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Verna is old fashioned, and a Christian.” Her mouth twist told me things that her words did not. 
 
    I got it. “She does not approve of your… Arrangements.” Justine and a few boatloads of women had been exiled for being “Unnaturals”. Some were lesbians, some were suffragettes, and some were even odder.  
 
    She nodded. “Of course. She is a good worker, needs a situation, and so…” 
 
    “Fine. Send her on. But no Cookie. I have… errr… allied with Isis, and the two of them do not get along.” 
 
    “I thought they were old friends. They grew up together. They are from the same town.” 
 
    “Not friends. Not at all. And I need no addicts in my organization.” 
 
    “You drink.” She said flatly. Fuck you, Justine. I would like you a bit more if you did not always have to stick the knife in. It might have been her superior upbringing, she was a Lowell of the Boston Lowells, or maybe she was just a natural-born bitch.  
 
    “I used to drink. However, after Maeve was killed, I seem to have outgrown my last bad habit.” 
 
    “That’s odd. Trauma makes most men drink more.” She does not have a high opinion of mere males.  
 
    “I guess I just fell through the other side. You keep Cookie, or run her off, send what’s her name, Verna over, we need more Chinese speakers. I have to get back to the shop. Have a nice day.” You butt-frozen bitch. I didn’t say that, but I meant it.  
 
    “Why don’t you take Verna with you?” 
 
    “Isis has the car. I’m hoofing it. When she gets packed, I can send a car. Good?” She shrugged. Close enough. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    And so, to work. Yelena was there when I got there, running the dials, making notes. She looked askance at me, I just said, “I stopped into a few bars to get a feel for the street. An old habit.” 
 
    “You don’t look drunk.” 
 
    “I didn’t drink much. A couple beers. Half beers. Bars look a lot different when you are sober. Noisy, for one thing.” 
 
    “Are there many bars? There was just the one. Feniks.” 
 
    “They are popping up everywhere. One thing us Americans are good at, is drinking and opening bars. Nichevo.” That word is a verbal shrug. She didn’t even bother commenting, probably wondering how long my sobriety would last. Good question. I didn’t even care, one way or the other. I had a lot bigger things to think about. I got a call from the USAAS downstairs, they had three planes for me, another Trimotor and two trainers, one converted to a camera plane with a large format Speed Graphic set into the floor. I found Stan, sent him over to check out the camera plane, the Trimotor was destined for Maggie White, then I went looking for another cameraman. Nobody in our office wanted to play, but just about then I got a call from one of Justine’s people to come get that Verna, and get her settled in.  
 
    I took the Maxwell, Verna was packed and ready, eager even. While she loaded her stuff, she traveled a lot heavier than us refugees did, I explained my quest to Justine’s office manager, Paula. “You have any spare cameramen?  Women? I need somebody that wants an adventure.” 
 
    She thought for a suspiciously short second, then waved to a girl pounding a Royal at another desk. “Barbara, you said you did photography for a hobby, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I mean… Sure. I do.” She was under twenty, looked Jewish, slender, well bred. Diffident. We could fix that. Her lantern jaw might be an indication of stubbornness, which was all to the good, in this business. 
 
    “You want to fly?” 
 
    “In airplanes?” She looked a little shocked.  
 
    “Is there another way?” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” As quick as that, she made up her mind. Good sign. “Sure. I’m not doing much here. No offense.” Looking closer, I could see that she probably did not fit in. She wore traces of lipstick, dressed with a bit of care, as if she might want to appear attractive. To attract men, for example. Right. Getting the plan. A normal girl was a pink monkey in this office.  
 
    “You type at good speed. Any languages?” 
 
    “High school French and German. I was at Radcliffe. I was working on Mandarin and Japanese, but am far from fluent.” She looked bravely up at me. I am kind of large, and imposing until you find out what a pussy I am.  
 
    “And they deported you because you are Jewish?” 
 
    She almost smiled. You could call it a smile. “My mother was the daughter of Henry Morgenthau, Sr., Woodrow Wilson's ambassador to the Ottoman Empire. He was also president of the American Jewish Congress.” 
 
    “Is he alive?” 
 
    “I do not know. He was a prominent Democrat.” Flat words to hide horrors. Another survival technique. She would do. You can tell the ones that might have a chance of surviving. You could call it an attitude, but it’s deeper than that. Bone deep.   
 
    “I understand. Get your things, you’re hired.” Oh, details, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Barbara, Barbara Wertheim.” 
 
    “I’m Miles. Welcome to the crazy house.” She just nodded. A serious young lady. Her things were a ditty bag and a blanket. Another good sign. Back at the ranch, we managed to double up a few people, get a room for Barbara and Verna, but it was tight. Yelena’s three new friends were behind a curtain at the end of a hall, and Lupo and Olga had another couple in with them, along with all their radio gear, a desk and a couple of chairs. I called Ray Reynolds. “We are bursting at the seams, here, Ray, we need a couple of apartments, even a tent or three. I know we are moving up, but it’s tight here.” 
 
    “I got you two compartment cars, a coach, and a diner, I’ll send a runner to show you where it is, Under control.” Good man; a competent aide knows what you need before you know you need it.  
 
    “Moving fast here.” 
 
    He winked. “You have seen nothing yet. Your Peaches is a real go-getter. We are impressed. If she wants a commission, she can write her own ticket.” 
 
    “I doubt it, but I’ll ask.” As predicted, she would not go for it. All she wanted was an automobile of her own, I wrote a chit for the DAT House, they were assembling a lot of trucks and tanks and cars for Hodges, and my credit was good. It better be after all I had done for Jimmy Bolton, the manager. Never mind. He was a good guy, and if he got full of himself, I knew how to let the air out of his tires. I knew I needed to run down to Port Arthur proper, the old Naval Base, and see how Commander Epstein, Eppi, was doing with his most recent impossible job, but it was dark, or nearly, and I had had a long day. My ass was still tender; a thousand miles of dirt roads had not helped one bit.  
 
    I ate something, one of Su-mi’s improvisations, and went off to bed. Isis was not at home, no telling where she might be. We all had our private vices, and anyway, an empty bed was a good thing sometimes. 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    As usual, the morning was another crisis cut with emergency with chaos sprinkled on top. Scattered reports from Stockholm and Reykjavik were saying that the combined British and German fleets had shelled ports in Iceland and Greenland, also shelling was reported in St. John’s Newfoundland, and someplace called Cartwright in Labrador. Where ever the hell that was. A glance at the map showed that a Naval Base in St. John’s would close off the St. Lawrence, and allow the Germans to funnel troops to the Quebecois insurgents. They had control of the Atlantic, and were using it. An obvious next step was to Quebec City, which had been the capital of French Canada until the Brits had ripped it off in seventeen-hundred and-who-gives-a-fuck. Seven Years War, French and Indian War, all that good shit.  
 
    The legality of all this was way up in the air, Canada was still officially British, invaded by the nasty USA, and the Quebecois were in revolt against all comers. My first thought was, “I guess this means Patton won’t be coming over here for his victory lap anytime soon.” The second thought was that this was the last honest word we would get out of any government source in approximately forever. Check. Yep, not a word from the BBC, Großdeutschen Rundfunk, or any of the US stations. Horses do shit.  
 
    I saw Verna in the corner, told her to go tell Justine what we knew, and to ask for any information. “You drive?” 
 
    “What? No I never learned.” She looked put-upon that I even dared to ask. Her world was gone, and she would never even notice. Noble missionaries bringing the holy word to the heathens was over. The heathens were bringing something back for the white folks, and it wasn’t salvation and cookies.  
 
    “Frances, you take a flivver, drive Verna anywhere she needs to go. This is a big deal.” 
 
    She just sort of saluted, and went to the key board for a set of keys. Frances is another good one. She may not know what sex she is all the time, but she does what you tell her, and does it well. Good guy. She knows what counts. Another dough from the maelstrom of France. A lot of us wound up a whole lot more screwed up than she is. If she had an actual pussy, I would have latched on to her so hard. She was a better person, woman, and a few I had been to bed with recently. Maeve had been another solid person. They run pretty rare, no matter what kind of a hole they piss though.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Peaches Donovan and her crew, mostly Lizzie and the original crew from the Radio Listening Room at the Machine Shop, the early days, all the way back in April, four or five months ago, were sorting files, copying the ones that looked relevant, sorting and stacking. I hacked out a report of what little we knew with four carbons, sent one to Hodges, one to the Bulletin, and three for our files. Then I flipped through our so-called reference library, a couple of atlases and an ancient Britannica, trying to find out anything about Labrador. Dogs come from there. And most of it had been left to the Indians, which must mean it was pretty fucking bleak. Nothing good here. For being the big-ass head of Intelligence, I was feeling pretty supernumerary at this. Fuck it. Let’s go down to Port Arthur, see what the big kids were playing at. I looked around the office, the only one not head down working was young Barbara, so I asked her if she wanted to go for a ride. She looked askance for a long second, then shrugged, and agreed. I told her, “Grab your hat.” 
 
    She actually had a fedora, which I would have coveted, if it had a chance of fitting me, but off we went. I took the Maxwell, Isis was still gone with the LaSalle, who knows where. I remembered she was tight with the mysterious Miss Aneko, who was some sort of heavy-duty Japanese-Siberian spy or revolutionary, so no telling what the two of them were up to. Both Siberians, for all the good that did trying to figure them out.  General Stillwell had trusted both of them, for whatever that was worth. None of the above was any sort of a fool, so leave it be. Push at people that much smarter than you, and they push back. Sometimes you never know what hit you.  
 
    We headed back through town, what town was left, southwest past the Ferry landing, The Trucks and tanks from DAT House were still mucking up traffic, but once past their road to the railhead, it was better, the Ferry Landing was now an export port, so the traffic was going our way. We crested the last hill, and I had to pull over to take it all in. I had been here just a few months ago, and Port Arthur had been a stagnant pool of oil-fouled water, with lots of rusting scrap iron poking up through the murk. The city had been rubble, with a few thousand raggedy-assed Chinese scraping up scrap brass to survive. But now, it was still mostly rubble, but it was organized rubble. Teams of men and bulldozers were clearing roads though the mess, while other teams of coolies were building houses and offices with salvaged bricks. Chinese masons organize their bricks into temporary huts, so they have places to live while they lay up bricks for somebody else’s house. I am always amazed with the way they do things, if they ever get a government that has any competence at all, they will be a world-beater. Perhaps the Japanese or us could do the job, it would not be the first foreign Dynasty to rule China, but it seemed like a large contract, and at the end of it, we would not be ourselves, we would be Chinese. History is a bitch. And not learning from it is even worse.  
 
    There were ships being raised, and a swathe of shoreline had been swept clear, foul hulks of ships run aground there, more swarms of workers were ripping them apart as we watched. We set off again, coming to a USA road checkpoint a few yards farther on. The wanted to see ID, mine was good enough for both of us, they gave us directions to Salvage HQ, so there we went, just like good little boys and girls. 
 
    It was screamingly busy, a madhouse, except it wasn’t mad. There seemed to be four or five main offices, signs over doors directed us to Salvage, Shipping Incoming, and Shipping Outgoing, Ship Breakers, Scrap Export, and Personnel. Pretty ad hoc, to say the least. I asked for Eppi, they looked at me like I was bereft of my senses. Which I probably was. Not to mention in danger of being trampled by salvage men of all sorts, and scurrying office workers. Finally, the sergeant behind the main desk admitted that I could leave a message with an Aide at the Commandant’s Office, which was around back, “that way,” he pointed. We went there, but all we could see was more elbows and assholes, people head down and working. I talked to the desk guy, a civilian, he said he would make a note, scribbled something on a clipboard, and went right back to whatever three things he was doing before we interrupted.   
 
    “One more thing?” 
 
    He lifted one eye. 
 
    “Lunch?” 
 
    “Canteen on dock five.” He jerked his pen to the left. “That way.” Any words of thanks would have been unheard.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    We left the Maxwell, it would have been ridiculously dangerous trying to fight our way through the mill, dangerous even, a lot of the traffic was huge lorries massively overloaded with huge chunks of armor plate from the ship-breakers to our left. The loads going the other way were bags of cement, structural steel, and men. Lots of men. Lots of oxygen and acetylene tanks too. We found the Canteen, assembly line cafeteria place, pay for a tray and help yourself, good food, meat and potatoes and rice and beans and of course, eggs. While we ate outside on a rough picnic table, I tried to sort out the salvage in front of us. Dock Five was for water taxis, Three and Four were work boats, they were screamingly busy. It looked like Two was Chinese, probably the diver ladies. Now that I could take time and look, there were constant detonations of mines, but way far out in the harbor. It would have looked like a distant battle, but it was construction, not destruction.  
 
    It was hard to see Dock One, the furthest down into the harbor, but they had a big American flag flying, so that was probably the Navy. To our left was the breaking-shore, strand, whatever the right term might be. That was just a hive of activity, hulks melting away, cranes loading slabs of steel on trucks, while tow-trucks and improvised haulers piled brass and copper in huge mounds of corroded green scrap. A long way past that was an area of dozens of smaller piles of some things I could not make out. Possibly salvaged munitions. I had seen separated piles of shells and land mines like that in France, whenever we had to clear land after a battle. You have to make small piles, each a goodly distance apart, lest you set up Armageddon on the cheap.  
 
    That had been a battle that we had won, you understand. I resolved to stay the hell away from there. The sappers have to drill out the fuses under a constant water spray, and hope your relationship with Jesus is up to date. There are so many different ways you can fuck up it is not worth even trying to count them. And nerve-wracking is a weak word for the stress those guys endure. It takes a very special type of person for that job, and they can’t even drink to relive the tension. Don’t want shaky hungover hands the next morning, it might be your last.  
 
    And you can’t just pile the crap up and let it rot. Sometimes heat or cold will make the explosives decompose, become more unstable, and some of those shells were thirty years old and make by Russians in the first place… 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    So, if I was Eppi, Chief of Salvage Port Arthur, where would I be? Right in the middle of the toughest job they had going. I scanned the harbor, this time I had my binoculars, I am capable of learning. There were quite a few hot spots, ship raisings, but I managed to make out something in the middle distance that looked a lot like that ferry Eppi had turned into his first salvage ship. The Eiben, if I remembered correctly.  
 
    So, go there. We ankled down to the water taxi dock. They had an actual office there, and I had my first stroke of luck on this trip. Actually, there is no such thing as good luck, there are just good connections. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know. And there he was; Stearns, a Section Five guy I had set to getting a sunken power launch to Eppi back this spring. He had done that job, gotten a hire as water taxi driver, and now seemed to be in charge of a good-sized operation, at least judging by the status chalkboard behind him. A dozen or more boats, with notes on crewing, engine repairs, destinations, ETAs back home, things like that. The man himself was behind the counter, talking on two phones at once and trying to take notes at the same time. I waited until he hung up one of the phones, said, “Stearns, you need a secretary.” 
 
    “Miles! Tell me about it. You look better, if not happier.” 
 
    “I could say the same about you.” 
 
    “It’s a hell of a job. But better than riding the blinds. Three hots and a cot and all the crap I can eat. What can I do you out of?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Eppi.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. He is busier than the one-legged man in the ass-kicking contest. He’s out on the big dry-dock, I can get you there, but talking to him …” 
 
    “Is another matter. I understand. I’ll take that ride.” 
 
    He turned to his board. “Ten minutes. Boat Nine. Wait on the dock, if Clemmons gives you any shit, I’ll set him straight. Right down that way.” He pointed.  
 
    I tried to say thanks, but two more phones rang, so I just waved. There were signs showing where to wait for the different boats, so we followed orders, stood below Sign Nine, with a dozen or so steel workers, some of whom looked like American Indians. We didn’t ask. Barbara was soaking in the sights with both eyes. Obviously, somebody who enjoyed learning new things and seeing new sights. She was gaining points in my little mental black book. 
 
    Clemmons looked like the kind of fiercely-bearded ruffian who would love to give somebody a hard time, but he didn’t this time. Too busy, probably. We clambered down, he reversed into the channel, and off we went.  
 
    The Eiben was anchored next to a couple of lines of air hoses going down, and masts and things sticking up, stuff I had seen before. You find a wreck, pump compressed air into it, and patch as many leaks as you can until the bastard comes on up. Easy to say, harder to do, especially when you are dealing with tens of thousands of tons of waterlogged steel that may or may not be booby-trapped. Makes for more fun when some double-dyed bastard has bent his best effort towards fucking your ass up.  
 
    If this operation was standard procedure, what was right behind the Eiben was pretty damn unusual. There was a smaller dry dock there, but it was holding a huge warship. Holding half of it. It was twice as long as the dry dock, which looked to be about as long as a football field, the bow was on the dock, and the whole crazy contraption was tilted enough to lift the bow far out of the water, while the stern was nearly awash.  
 
      
 
    Pumps and compressors were hammering away, water and bubbles everywhere, and teams of men were welding, grinding, scraping barnacles, slapping paint, and just generally being as busy as over-caffeinated bees.  
 
    Clemmons pulled up to a landing welded to the side of the Eiben, we decanted ourselves, everybody was too busy to even notice a fat guy and a woman, they all had places to go, and the hammer of the compressors made casual questions impossible. I led Barbara around the worse coils of hose and line, made it up to the main air manifold, which had been Eppi’s command point before. And there he was, at ease for a moment, keeping a sharp eye on the dozen pressure gauges on the manifold. I caught his eye, he nodded, beckoned to a younger officer, who took his station without a word. We walked a few feet away where a wall gave a little shelter from the noise of the compressors.  
 
    “Miles. Good to see you. Sorry to hear about Maeve.” He looked over at Barbara. “And this is?” 
 
    “Barbara Wertheim.” I saw the question in his eyes. “One of our new hires. Just in from the states.” 
 
    “Wertheim? I may know your family.” Her eyes widened in recognition.  “But no matter. All us Jews will be over here soon enough. Those of us that live. But what can I do for you, Miles?” 
 
    “Not much. I just wanted to lay eyes on your operations, get a feel for the progress. We beat the Germans at Jiu-quan, they were not as much of a threat as we feared. An armed rabble. You remember Isis, we have an alliance, and are desperately trying to keep up, do our jobs at the Recon Office. You are making fantastic progress here.” 
 
    “Not bad, not bad at all.” That was as much credit as he allowed himself. “We are floating warships if possible, the Japs are towing them to their ports for refurbishing as fast as the tugs can haul them. Everything else gets broken up for scrap.” 
 
    “So, Japan is enlarging the Imperial Navy as fast as possible?” 
 
    “Faster. Some of the smaller ships, destroyers and escorts are going to our Navy, there is quite a war going on for the Pacific.” 
 
    “You heard that the Germans and the Royal Navy have seized the mouth of the St. Lawrence?” 
 
    “No, but no surprise. An obvious move.”  
 
    “A real World War. Deep shit, brother Epstein, deep shit.” 
 
    “It will get deeper. Count on it.” He said, flatly. 
 
    “You know something?” 
 
    “Nothing more than I know by applying my native wit to obvious problems. If the Atlantic is an Anglo-German lake, the Pacific is Japanese and American, then the big battles will have to be in the South Atlantic, the Caribbean, and the Indian Ocean. Our Navy is mostly bottled up in East Coast ports, we have a Fleet in Pearl Harbor and another, smaller one in Manila. There is a lot of ship-building capacity in the Lower Mississippi, but they are not set up to make the big stuff, like Norfolk was. Or is. Nobody is talking.” 
 
    “So destroyers, torpedo boats, and subs, I suppose. They are not all that big.” He nodded, but smiled in a way that told me I was missing something. “What?” 
 
    “Carriers. Converting anything that floats to something that will carry and launch airplanes. Dive bombers. Fast merchant craft and liners. Speed is the key. We will never catch up to the krauts on U-Boats, so…” 
 
    “And I don’t suppose anti-submarine warfare works very well.” 
 
    “It does not. If you have a big fat convoy, and the subs have to come to you, that’s one thing, but if you are out by your lonesome looking for a single U-Boat…” 
 
    I liked the way he was feeding me enough to make me get to the answer on my own. A good teacher. “Not going to happen.” 
 
    “Correct. So, our job is making carriers, salvaging hulls to convert, and training pilots.” 
 
    “Are land pilots going to be good enough to land on carriers?” 
 
    “They will learn, or they will die. A hard school.” Again, cold, flat, and truthful. A hard teacher in a hard school.  
 
    “I hear you talking. Fine. Anything you need me to do?” 
 
    “I’m good. You take care of yourself, we need to live through all this crap, we have a job at home to take care of.” 
 
    “Yeah. A word to the wise.” I shook his hand, and went back to harass Clemmons for a ride home. A day’s work, one way or another.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    We were back in the Recon Office for late lunch, Isis was there, she did not even look slunch-eyed at Barbara. “You back for a while?” I asked her. 
 
    “For a while.” She almost shrugged. “My Counter Intelligence work has been given top priority. And the word is, that you had best be ready to move up to the front with Hodges. Very soon.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning. So, does that mean you will be staying in Dalny?” 
 
    “I may be working for this General Marshall. Chances are good. But we still have an alliance. Don’t you forget.” I could see she had not ignored Barbara, after all. 
 
    “Whatever you say.” I said, even less sure what I was talking about. “How will I get in touch with you?” 
 
    “The very nature of my job means I will be undercover. Hard to find.” 
 
    “Well, keep in touch.” I was going to say something about needing a little affection from time to time, but on second thought, all this had just gotten too weird for me. I would do what I needed to do, and if she didn’t like it, she would have to do something about it, one way or another. She nodded and left, I didn’t even try to kiss her goodbye. Like kissing a buzz-saw. I looked around the office, all under control. The Radio Corner was buzzing, but no emergencies there. I needed to hack out a report on what I had learned from Eppi, just for background, no hot revelations there either. My eye fell on young Barbara. “So, Barbara, what the hell do you want to do?” 
 
    “Here, or in general? With my life, or today?” 
 
    “I meant in general. I have to boil down what I saw today. But I need to know where to put you. Who the hell are you, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m not much of anybody. I’m interested in the East, I had some idea of becoming an historian, but I don’t suppose that’s a valid aspiration anymore.” 
 
    “On the contrary. Journalism is often called the first draft of history. I was a newspaperman; this office is just one step more official than running a newspaper. You help me hack out this report now, and we will see what we can do later on.” 
 
    “This evening?” A touch of caution.  
 
    “No… Err… I meant tomorrow. At work. We have to get you settled in someplace. Which reminds me, Frankie? Have Peaches contact me ASAP.” 
 
    She just nodded and said, “I have a phone number, want me to call?” 
 
    “I just need to know if we have a spare room for Babs here.” 
 
    “No problem. The back hall, Peaches’ room, and a few more are empty. The three New Orleans girls have taken one, but there are a couple more, pretty sure. No problem.” 
 
    “Make sure, and let me know. Thanks. You might want to take Barbara shopping before dark. Get some bedding, a change of clothes, whatever she needs.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun. Girl’s night out.” Her five o’clock shadow was showing, but what the hell. Babs would figure it out soon enough. Trivia. Meanwhile, back to work.  
 
    Two reports, one tactical, one strategic, have to take Eppi’s word for it, what do I know about naval tactics? But sure, airplanes and pilots, that was obvious. They didn’t win the Battle of the Gobi, but they sure helped. If we had had dive bombers, that might have made a big difference. One thing sure as shit, nobody out in the desert was going to hide from planes. Or out on the ocean, either. New world out here, now. I had another thought. Chinese could make anything out of nothing, and airframes were wood, wire, cloth, and lacquer. Chinese were really good with all of those. Engines were a problem, but… I ran downstairs, found Ken Inahara, our supposed Japanese Press Liaison, and told him my idea. He didn’t even reply, just held up one finger and reached for his phone. Somebody answered and he rattled a burst of Japanese into it. I waved and went back upstairs.  
 
    Meanwhile, when in doubt, work your ass off.  
 
    Barbara was an excellent typist, and a better writer. You can tell, even when they are just kids. It’s a knack. We knocked out that report in jig time, I gave her a handful of silver, and off they went in search of fame, fortune, and clean underwear. I went looking for more trouble to get into. It wasn’t all that hard. Lupo and Olga were hard at it up in their room, they had added a couple of typewriters and their two new guys, Felipe and Pablo, were pounding away like people who had put a whole lot of butt-miles behind the keys.  
 
    “Lupo, what do you have?” 
 
    “Juarez is in the flames, so is San Diego. In your California. Del Norte. The Marines tried to establish a training camp north of the city, they tried to clean out Tijuana and San Diego, the Mexicans revolted, and it got mucho loco.” 
 
    “You say, clean out, you mean expel?” 
 
    “Or kill, no difference. Muy Malo. Pimps and whores with guns, nobody knows who is who, what is what. Loco.” 
 
    “Crazy. I get it. What about the war down in Mexico?” 
 
    “The gringos are going no place, how you say, fast. Lots of guns. Lots of pissed off people from all over la Sudamerica, Espana, everywhere. Your big Gringo, Pollo Loco, he is not loved.” 
 
    “Patton?” I asked. Lupo just spit on the floor. Real spit. Olga frowned, but did not speak. Noted. Real hate. I know the feeling. It’s in my bones too. Born and bred. I made a few compliments, gathered up the carbons, and went down to harass Su-mi out of dinner. Olga followed me down, and I was surprised when she went to the stove and checked a couple of simmering pots. The steam released when she lifted the lids promised a change for the better in our diet. I got a bowl of something much like Shrimp Creole, rice with red sauce, shrimps and assorted seafood, and somebody had waved a few vegetables over it. Oh, my god. Not like momma used to make, better. Life was looking up.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I ate three bowls, drank a cold beer, and went down to file reports and read the radio logs. I was just winding that up when the phone rang. It was Peaches. “Time to get rolling, big guy, I mean, Miles, sir.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She sounded happy, even elated, slightly illuminated, if I had to guess. “The word has come down, Marshall will be here in two days, and Hodges wants us loaded and ready to roll by noon. At the latest. Ray Reynolds is on the way with your orders.” 
 
    “Got it. On the way. Thanks. Shit is moving fast.” 
 
    “You ain’t seen nothing yet.” She hung up. I dropped the phone back in its cradle and yelled for attention. “Everybody pay attention! Wake the fuck up! We have to pack up and be ready to entrain before noon, tomorrow. That means, right the fuck now! Pack up all your stuff but one change of clothes, your bedding, and your weapons. Going to a war zone right the fuck now. You don’t want to go, if you are a civilian, run for your worthless lives. Move it, or lose it.” 
 
    Everybody took my word for it. They moved. I lumbered up the stairs, banged on doors, then went to my room, and started throwing things in my duffle. I came to a screeching halt when I saw Maeve’s possessions on her side of the bed. Then I shrugged cursed, and went back to work. Somebody would find a use for her clothes. I changed my mind, took a quick look, and there was a small photo album inside a little purse sort of a deal. A quick flip showed family pictures, folded certificates, diplomas. I stuffed all that in my bag. If I lived, maybe I would have time to look through it, and maybe cry a little. Notify her next of kin, if the censors allowed me to write home. Busy right now.  
 
    I rolled up my blankets, did an idiot check, and lugged my duffle and bed roll downstairs, just in time to meet Ray Reynolds coming in. He had oak leaves on his shoulders, and a couple dozen men behind him. He handed me a wad of orders, and said, “Captain Hernandez will help you load up, and direct you to your train. No time to chat, this is balls to the wall. The Germans are coming.” 
 
    “Through Kazakhstan?” He just nodded and blasted off. Oh, shit.  
 
    Things became a blur. The doughs had their orders, I just pointed at things, said, “take that.” I was the last to leave, me and Frankie and Barbara. Final sweep for things left behind, turn all the lights and gas off, and head out to the promised land. One way or another.  
 
    An hour later, we were all in the cars, not sorted out, but on wheels. I pulled rank, or else Hodges had, I had a private car that must have belonged to an Archduke at least. Old, dusty and musty, but gorgeous. Rosewood paneling, private kitchen and two baths, four bedrooms, and a master suite, dining room and kitchen. Galley. Who cares? Nice. The flat ware had been looted, but the gold rimmed china was still in the cabinets. Su-mi and Olga set right to work cooking, while the rest of us sorted out bedding and feathered our nests. I gave Barbara a room, Frankie and Peaches had another, one for Doyle, and another for Lupo and Olga. If Yelena ever showed up, she could sleep with me. The bed was big enough. Time to try and relax. If I knew anything about the goddamn army, sleep would be the ultimate luxury PDQ.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    I didn’t realize I had passed out until the banging of the coupling woke me as they made up the train. I looked out, it was midnight, a little later. We were still at a rough platform so I stepped down and took a look at my new domain. Five cars, a mail car, two sleepers, not Pullmans, but same difference, our private car, and a crummy, a caboose. The caboose was special, it had a turret on top with quad .50 for ack-ack, and plenty of armor plate. The switcher pulled away and brought back three more cars to couple up. The locomotive looked like it had been hacked out of a battleship, the tender was a solid brick of steel plate with two twin mount AA guns on top, and the last car was really something. It had three three-inchers on rotating mounts, a couple of those acoustic aircraft detectors that look like huge gramophone horns in pairs, and a few .50s for morale purposes. Crew quarters jammed under the gun deck. I didn’t know how much good all that would do against dive bombers, but it looked impressive as fucking hell. A grizzled Master Sergeant type in a blue uniform strutted down the platform, herding us stragglers back on board. He managed to strut with a limp, somehow. He was saying, “In case of attack, civilian personnel to the caboose, the car at the end of the train.” 
 
    “I’m actually Major Kapusta, Sergeant, I’m in charge of this unit, come see me as soon as we are rolling, fill me in on procedures, if you please.” 
 
    “Master Sergeant Earl Watson, retired, Sir. I’m the Conductor, at your service.” He refrained from saluting, with an effort. “Sir.” 
 
    “No need to make me into a sir sandwich, Watson, I’m in mufti too. Carry on.” We both followed each other’s orders. I settled back in, Su-mi was rattling pans in the galley, I got a cuppa, and found the softest chair in the Dining Room, that would have to be the office. Barbara was up, reading a book, sipping on a cup of something. She waited until I was settled, then asked, “So what am I supposed to be doing here? Do I really rate a private room?” 
 
    “You are my assistant. You do what I tell you. We might have to double up, but I can’t put you in with Frankie, Frances. She is a bit different.” 
 
    “I noticed. She is nice, though. I suppose I have led a sheltered life. I’m not a virgin… But…” Lots of spaces in the sentence. 
 
    “I don’t care what you are. That’s your business, just like Frankie’s business is Frankie’s business. We all need to mind our own business. We are going into a war zone, actually we are in a war zone, and will be going into a hotter zone.” 
 
    “I heard about your wife… Frankie told me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I… Thanks. Me too…” I sipped at my tea, then decided to tell the truth. It’s easier in the long run. “We are in a unique situation. Usually, armies are all men, and they provide whores, sometimes, gives you something to dream about. Now, with all these, you women over here, we have to make up rules on the fly. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t work. Plus, we have all these… what they call unnaturals, homosexuals, lesbians, people that just don’t fit into any nice neat category. We just do what we have to do, and try not to be assholes about it. You want to find a guy, a girl, whatever, then do it. Try not to cause a fuss, don’t make life hard for the next guy down the line, in the next bunk over. People who are near death, crave life. If the closest they can get to life is sex, then they will take it. That’s all the advice I got for you.” 
 
    “You make it sound simple.” She looked real dubious. A whole new set of rules to absorb for a good little college girl.  
 
    “It’s not. But what can you do?” 
 
    “The best you can, I suppose.” I resisted the temptation to ruffle her hair. Or worse. Good girl.  
 
    >>>>>>>>> 
 
    We were rolling well before dawn, I made sure we had the radio room up and running in the mail car, night was the best time for long distance skip reception, then found Conductor Earl, and got the nickel tour. The second car back from the engine, the ack-ack battery, was also the Army mail depot and the telegraph office. They didn’t have a way to pick up Morse when we were rolling, but they would check in at every water stop. There was also a Signal Corps shortwave and a crew of three corporals who were supposed to keep us in touch with Hodges. We headed north, up to Harbin, that was the rail hub for this whole end of Asia. It had been a bustling enough place a few months ago, the last time I had seen it, but it was an anthill now. Trains from Vladivostok were a solid stream, we had to lay over for hours, long enough to waste the rest of the day, we didn’t leave until nearly dark, then it was another ten hours and more to Xilin Gol. There had been no railroad there, the last time, but there sure was now. We had followed a long line of flatbed railcars carrying rails and ties, I guess they came from Vlad, they were building lines both ways from the middle out.  
 
    The found us a siding, and a QM lieutenant met us there, he had some basic rations, and lots of ammunition, both for us and the AA troops. They had also found us a water tanker to couple on behind. “You might as well relax; the line does not go all the way to Ulan Bator yet.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A few days. If it takes as long as a week, heads will roll.” 
 
    “That is some serious track laying.” 
 
    “We are pushing more than thirty miles every twenty-four hours.”  
 
    “Fifteen days.”  
 
    “But they are trucking rails and ties out to way-stations along the route. The Central and Union Pacific could only work off the ends of the lines. We don’t have to play those games.” 
 
    “Yeah. I hear there is a war on.” That made him look crossways at me, but he figured out I was making a funny. Not funny enough to actually laugh at, but fuck him, he can’t take a joke. I could smell he hadn’t been to France, hadn’t seen the elephant. Yet.  
 
                >>>>>>>>> 
 
    We took a vacation, the only one we were liable to get. Nobody around us did, planes flew in and out as long as there was a thread of daylight, and at night the mechanics worked full time. But as long as nobody was actively shooting at us, it was a day at the beach. A bit far from the ocean, but you can’t have everything. We spent the time feathering our several nests, there was a thriving thieves market on the bad side of the tracks, they had an astounding array of goods for sale, all probably looted from Uncle Sap, or one of his predecessors. Close enough, I wasn’t a cop.  
 
    Babs and Frankie came with me, shopping, and Frankie was far more “womanly” when it came to shopping than Barbara was, even though she was a young lady from a good family, used to having her way. I guessed she had decided to just make the best of whatever situation she found herself in, a move wise beyond her years. She did indulge in a very colorful silk robe, all embroidered with gold and scarlet dragons, Frankie had to tell her to haggle the price down, “Otherwise they will not respect you.” 
 
    “Even though I will never be here again? It’s only a few dollars, after all.” But she followed orders and seemed to take some delight in saving a few cents. Frankie bargained for a whole pile of clothes, and managed to use a few words of Chinese and expressive gestures to drive a hard bargain. Then at the end, she managed to get two pairs of white silk pajamas as a concession, and gave them to Barbara. “Welcome to China,” was all she would give for a reason.  
 
    They both were female enough to load me down with parcels like I was a damn pack mule, but I bore up bravely. I could have detailed a private or somebody to lug the loot, but I am still just a dough at heart, I guess. Exercise is good for fat people, everybody says so, it must be true.  
 
    The two of them were elated to the point of giggles when we made it back to the train, but one look at our visitor brought instant sobriety. “Yelena, how nice to see you.” I managed to get out without hurting myself too badly. “You know Frances, of course, and this is Barbara, Barbara Wertheim.” 
 
    “And you are?” Yelena was barely civil, less interested. 
 
    “I’m just in from the States. A political exile.” 
 
    “And a Jew.” Babs just nodded, was instantly dismissed from Yelena’s consciousness. “Miles, I just dropped by to tell you I am assigned to Harbin, I will open an office there. We may have to edit our arrangement.” Colder than usual tone of voice. Imagine my surprise.  
 
    “Indeed. What have you in mind?” 
 
    “I can tell you that the German counter-invasion of Canada has changed all the ground rules. Strategically, we, Hodges and Bradley, have been ordered to attack the Germans along the Trans-Siberian at all costs.” 
 
    “To put pressure on Goering.” 
 
    “Precisely. That means that my Counter-intelligence position is less obviously necessary.” 
 
    “Because we are back in the cannon-fodder business.” Jolly fun.  
 
    “I’m so glad I don’t have to paint you a picture, or point out the obvious. You deduce, therefore….” 
 
    “That our chances of getting back to the States are slimmer than ever.” 
 
    “Correct. I expect you draw the proper inferences.” 
 
    I just shrugged. “Slim and none, as the Southerners say. So, we have to concentrate on survival, here and now. Your plans?” 
 
    “Are my own. Harbin is as good a place as any to feather one’s own nest.” 
 
    “I understand. Will I see you again?” 
 
    “One never knows.” She turned to leave, she did not offer to kiss me. At the door, she paused long enough say, “The Jewess looks harmless enough.” That’s that faint praise stuff, you know, the kind you damn you with.  
 
    And she was gone. Frankie made a noise that had some relationship to a laugh, Barbara looked deeply at me. “Did that woman just order you to take me as a… concubine?” 
 
    “Something like that.” I lifted my shoulders again, I was going to wear out my shrugger at this rate. “I… Shit, suit yourself. Yelena is something else. You can’t imagine what kind of a life she has lived to get here. I have known her for months now, and she is more of a mystery that ever. Her mother was a minor Russian noblewoman, and her father was supposed to have been a Malay prince. A traveling man is all I know for sure.” 
 
    “I noticed. I have never even dreamed of their being people like that. Survival is a hard school, is it not?” She said that, but I noticed a Mona Lisa smile cross her lips, ever so briefly.  
 
    All I said was, “Yes. It is. Better put your clothes away. Dinner in an hour.” 
 
    >>>>>>>>>>  
 
    We ate in silence for the most part, Peaches and Frankie chattered only a little, Barbara said nothing, I was busy thinking. What did all this mean? And to whom? After a second cup of coffee, I decided to just let it be. Wiser heads and all that. “Peaches, you and Frances take first shift on the radios, I suppose Doyle and I, or Babs will take the midnight to dawn. Babs, how is your Mandarin?” 
 
    “I understand it better than I speak it. The four tones are very hard for me.” 
 
    “You can practice on Su-mi, the cook. She is more literate than you might expect. I think she might be a bible scholar of some type. Vera Atkinson might want to tutor you too. Don’t get all Jewish on her, she was a missionary’s wife.” 
 
    She ignored that last crack, just joked, “Tutor you too? Sounds like a children’s song.” She had a very nice smile, I don’t think I had ever seen it before. And so, to bed. Alone.  
 
    >>>>>>>>>>  
 
    Up at eleven, grab a couple of sweet buns and a cuppa, head for the Radio Car. Peaches and Lupo had done a good job of civilizing that place, two radio setups, one at each end of the car, desks and typewriters and filing cabinets in the middle. Lupo’s two guys, Felipe and Pablo, were twisting knobs and typing away like professionals, I nodded and left them to it. They were motivated to the maximum, leave them to it. Peaches and Frankie were just leaving, Frankie gave me a dirty look, but said nothing, Peaches just winked and punched my arm. Say what? What have I done now? 
 
    Barbara was a few minutes late; she wore an actual dress and seemed to have brushed her hair and put on lipstick. I was getting one of those inking things up and down my spine. Grease those wheels, girls, the male chump will never notice. Poor chump. I gave her a good solid look in the eye, she didn’t flinch, just smiled one of those patented inscrutable female smiles and went to the radios, put on a headset and checked the log sheet.  
 
    I scanned the headlines for the last six-hours, the Pacific and Indian oceans were quiet, seemed no new developments except that a strong Persian station had signed on in English, Radio Persia, announcing the formation of a new Dynasty and promising free and fair parliamentary elections once the “borders were secure”. Good luck on that front. I ran down the stations, but all the English ones, the BBC, CBS, Mutual, NBC, were all content-free, as usual. “Barbara, run down the French stations, please, don’t waste your time on the Germans, they won’t have anything, at least not anything good for us.” 
 
    She just nodded, and reached for the dial. I kept looking, all I have is English and childhood Russian, but there were a lot of new stations on the air, I suppose some nations were trying to either join up together for self-defense, or else curry favor with Patton and the Hoovers, for all the good that was liable to do. There were new voices from Australia, New Zealand, and the newly created state of South Africa. Nobody was saying much out loud, but it was nice to know they were alive and kicking. Everything was on hold, waiting for the battle for Canada to sort itself out. I knew that the French Canadiens had no chance, not with the two biggest armies in the world fighting over their lands, the proverb is, “when elephants fight, the grass gets trampled.” They might try to play one side against the other, but they really had no chips for this game.  
 
    Just like us. Trapped in the middle. At any time, Patton could pull the plug, and the Germans would roll right over us like a steamroller. But we had to fight, we had no options left. With those cheerful thoughts itching my brain, I just kept doing my job, for whatever that might be worth. Six hours’ worth anyway.  
 
    Barbara was taking notes, I read over her shoulder, there was not a lot of action in Quebec either. About five in the morning, the radio stations quieted down, the sun coming up over the Pacific, late afternoon on the East Coast of the USA. I caught Barbara studying me, as if I was important, like chocolate cake, or something valuable. “What? Have I grown another head or something?” 
 
    “You know. You have to know. Are you going to make your move, or something?” her gaze would burn holes in steel. But I’m not made of metal.  
 
    “My inclination is for the ‘something’.” 
 
    “You do know what I am talking about.” Flat, no question. 
 
    I stood and approached her, our desks were pushed together, I didn’t have far to go. “Look, Barbara. I don’t know what Peaches has hatched out with you, but if you want to… sleep with me, just say the word. Is that it?” 
 
    “She said you needed someone. I’m someone.” She shrugged, her expression slipping. “I don’t know. You are older than me, but you are important enough to make me comfortable, if you want me to be cold about it. That Yelena is beautiful, isn’t she? And experienced. I’m just a kid. A college kid. You like the young stuff?” 
 
    “I… Dear heart, I don’t even know what I like. I am not at all used to being desirable… desired for any reason, cold or warm. Your body, you tell me. You set the rules. I am lonely. All the time. I was just getting to really like Maeve, and then she was gone. Dead. I watched her plane crash and burn. I was glad I didn’t actually have to see her die in front of me. Is that cold? Inhuman? Do I want to do that again? Dare I?” 
 
    “Look at it from my side.” She said, “I have to have somebody, one way or another. Some guy. I’m not interested in other women; I don’t think I am. As for people like Frankie, that is just a bit too weird for me. Do I want a lover that steals my underwear?” She sort of laughed, at her sort of joke.  
 
    “All I can tell you is that you seem like a worthwhile person. Smart. You look like a woman at this range. You write well. All good points. I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    She stood and took my hand. “Let’s just sleep on it, and see how it looks in the morning.” And she kissed me. Oh. I get it.  
 
    >>>>>>>  
 
    Doyle and Mrs. Atkinson were right on time for the morning shift, I walked the platform with Barbara, doing my job, looking for trouble. We had to use outhouses off the platform, “Passengers will please refrain…” I sang her that song, she was amused, she did have a lovely smile and laugh. We ate something and went to my room. She stopped by her compartment and got her fancy robe and a pair of those white pajamas Frankie had bought her. There was a certain amount of dithering, eventually she turned out the lights, probably so she wouldn’t have to survey all my flab, and we set to the deed. It took a while, but we managed. All she said, later, was, “Just so you know, I was not looking for a daddy.” 
 
    “A lover?”  Rephrase. “A partner?” 
 
    “That will do. Thank you.” She kissed my cheek.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For not being a jerk about this, Miles. This… arrangement… Thingy.” 
 
    “My pleasure. This is not quite in the ‘don’t screw the help’ department, but over in that general area.” 
 
    “Politics and war make strange bedfellows.” 
 
    “Point taken. You are not all that strange. I am. I promise I will try not to hurt you. Best get some sleep, we’re on duty at noon.” 
 
    >>>>>>>>  
 
    Our shift was quiet, most of the action was on the Spanish side, lots of chatter, no reports from the front. Rallies in many big cities to drum up volunteers for the battles in Mexico, some talk of denying the Panama Canal to the gringos. That was something they had never figured on when they set up the defense of the Canal, put that in the Oops File. All the defenses were set up against naval attack, not against land forces coming out of the jungle. The silence from Canada, from our forces in Mexico and from the North Atlantic in general was deafening. The Combined British and German fleets had no equal in the world, not even the combined Japanese and American fleets could challenge them, at least not in that hemisphere. The American fleets were in being, but were bottled up in port, and the Imperial Navy was not about to leave the Pacific and Indian Oceans. No matter how many ships they build or converted, they were not in the big leagues. It was a safe bet that the other European fleets, the French, the Italian, and the Ottoman had also been drafted into the Kaiserliche Marine. There had been a Russian navy too, but I had no idea what had happened to it, after the Revolution. If it hadn’t been scuttled, it was German. Eppi would know, but it wasn’t worth the phone call it would take to find out. Cobbler, stick to your last. 
 
    Spain was the hold out, but they had no place to go and nothing to do once they got there. Franco owed his soul and other vital organs to Goering, so he best shut up and play nice.  
 
    About three our time, dead of night back home, we got reports of shelling of all our East Coast Sea ports, there had been desultory shelling before, but this was a much higher level, hundreds of large caliber rounds impacting mostly military targets, tunnels, and bridges. Naval accuracy being what it was, damage was instant and severe. So severe that the radio blackout was broken, from the necessity of telling the populace which way to flee, which bridges were down, which streets blocked by burning bridges. Soon, within the hour, the authorities realized they were just providing targeting information for the enemy battleships, and shut everything down tight. We had heard that the Brooklyn Bridge and the Empire State Building had been hit, but every city up the coast had been plastered hard. Naval bombardment is the worst. There is no place to hide from them. They do navigation and range finding really well. If they can hit a five hundred long target traveling at twenty knots from twenty miles away, what chance does a building have?  
 
    “What are they doing?” Barbara demanded, with a tear in her voice. 
 
    “Trying to show that Patton is not in control of his own country. Destroying civilian morale, and generally being dicks. Germans pride themselves on atrocity. You should know that by now.” 
 
    “As a Jew?” 
 
    “As a human. Sorry. You are still so young. Those of us who lived through this whole war, know what bastards they are.” 
 
    “We haven’t lived through the whole war, not yet, we haven’t.” 
 
    “I stand corrected by the educated lady.” I was trying to make her smile, but it didn’t work. Not a bit of it. A while later, we heard from an outlaw French station in northern Quebec that shelling could be heard all along the St. Lawrence, with the thrust of the attack aimed at Montreal, the main staging place for our forces in the invasion of Quebec. Toronto was firmly held, of course, but Montreal was a lot farther from our road and railroad nets. We gathered that Quebec City was German now, and it was closer to Montreal than Toronto was by a few miles. The radio went on to say that the Germans and English had been landing ground forces at Quebec City, and warned all listeners to take precautions, especially from armored vehicles.  
 
    “They don’t sound scared,” Barbara noted, “The attacks on the East Coast must have been some sort of diversionary tactic.” 
 
    “The General Staff is good at shit like that,” I replied. All in all, it sounded like a busy night in the Land of the Free. But that thought lead to another, and one more after that. I quick slammed out a report, and ran it up to the Signal Corps car, had it sent up the line to Hodges, then went back and woke Peaches and Frankie up, had them join us a little early. “Just a guess, but things might get exciting soon, we need to stay alert.” I also found Conductor Earl, had him pass the word to the crew and the Army on board. Things had been too quiet for whole weeks now. One might be tempted to think there wasn’t a war on. Thinking like that had gotten many a good man killed. And a whole lot of rotten sons of bitches too. 
 
    >>>>>>>  
 
    We treated ourselves to a big dinner, some sort of Mexican-Chinese concoction from Olga and Su-mi, and took ourselves right back to bed. Mostly chastely, as it turned out. I decided that it would be wise to indulge in a little precaution, we did not need to plant any seeds in a war zone. She didn’t know the usual work-arounds, I didn’t feel it was time to educate her this soon in our… romance? Whatever it was. Arrangement is a good word. And we were tired. We had a chance of a solid eight, and we took it. Stress and work and more stress. Only one cure, and that’s sleep. Booze just petrifies the pain; it does not relieve any of it. That’s another thing you have to learn the hard way. You can only heal when you sleep.  
 
    Back on the job at midnight, The Quebec hams were trying to keep track of the Anglo-Germans, but all that was sure was that hell was breaking loose in Montreal. The land north of the river was flat, “La Prairie,” hedgerows and long narrow fields, like Normandy, I remembered from someplace, decent tank country, and the Germans wasted no time in deploying armor. All of Eastern Canada had been glaciated flat, so it was a giant playground for the bastards. Not a whole lot the poor froggies could do about it either, it takes trenches and landmines and massed artillery to stop tanks. They had hunting rifles and horses, some tin lizzies and tractors, not happening.  
 
    On the other hand, they could play the Siberian game, melt back into to the forests and wait for winter. Like the Russians, they could never win, but they could never lose either. All the krauts had to do was to push them back out of the way, and go after the Americans. It all depended on what kind of a game they were playing. Were they trying to win Canada back for King Eddie, trying to distract Patton from Asia, or did they have more grandiose plans in train?  
 
    Grosse Herman was nothing if not grandiose, so anybody’s guess was as good as anybody else’s. What was Canada good for? Timber, iron, coal, minerals, furs… Didn’t seem like enough to pay for a real war, but my references were limited to a couple of ancient encyclopedias and an atlas or two. The thought struck that Canada was a limited theater for war, and the St. Lawrence and the Great Lakes could be made very defensible. A few U-Boats could close the lakes to a large portion of our shipping, put a good cripple on our economy. Then I realized that calling it “our” economy was probably obsolete. We were on our own out here. Were we part of the Japanese economy? Was the salvage from Port Arthur buying our gas for your tanks? Who was actually paying for all this railroad construction? It sure wasn’t Patton and the Hoovers. The US economy was in the toilet, had been since the crash. So many questions, so few answers.  
 
    So, if the plan was to hurt the US, this was as good a way as any. I put my feet up and settled into some serious cogitation, unscrewing the inscrutable. As good a time-waster as any. Could Goering be arrogant enough to think he could conquer the whole world? He was arrogant enough for anything, but could he convince himself it was possible? That was the question. He was many thinks, but insane was not one of them. Kaiser Bill was a fruitcake, or a Hapsburg, whatever is worse, but he did have the German General Staff behind him, and they were not any part of being fools. They had held off the whole world for decades, and were well on their way to conquering all of Asia, so don’t discount them. Goering was the face of a world-conquering machine. He might be a front man, or not, but he was doing a damn good job so far. He had Europe, European Russia, Africa, and as much of India as he thought he could digest. Speculation, but perhaps… 
 
    I must have drifted off, thought fading into a drowse, but the whistle of the first bomb woke me even before it landed. A well-trained reflex. This car was just wood and tin, no place to be. “Follow me! Air raid!” I yelled. Felipe and Pablo were on their feet, they knew what was what, but Barbara was frozen in place, still rising from her seat. I grabbed her, beat feet for the caboose. The rest of that stick of bombs hit, going away, thank god. Hate that shit, but I had no time to cower in a corner. At the very damn least, I needed a better corner. 
 
    Barbara proved a better person than me, she took the time to pound on compartment doors, yell, “Get under cover!” while I just ran. Another stick of bombs hit, right down one of the parallel siding tracks to our left and all the rules changed. Shrapnel peppered the thin-skinned cars, they rocked from the blast and the night lights went out. Babs lost her footing, I snatched her up and ran faster. Small bombs, had to be, we were alive, but too close for comfort. I hooked around the door of the vestibule and ran right out onto the platform. There were no steps at that door, a four foot drop, I landed badly, but didn’t slow down. The stuttering flashes of ruddy light from the bombs showed me a stack of ties a few yards further on, on the other side of the platform. Not good, but better than nothing. And it was away from the tracks, away from the trains. Close enough. A few people were milling about on the platform, I bellowed something and kept going.  
 
    Even better, there was a fortuitous pile of ballast on the other side of the ties, I dropped Babs, flopped, and fought the urge to cower and blubber. God, I fucking hate this shit. I forced myself to look up at the sky. I could see some, a dozen, of those huge Gotha bombers, fitfully illuminated by the bomb blasts below. And far above them I could pick out the images of a few zeppelins, probably directing the bombing, finding targets, and radioing coordinates to the Gothas. And fuck them very kindly. I could hear our Air Service guys firing up their pursuits, trying to get off the ground to fight back, then the air raid sirens finally went off, and the ack-ack cut loose. It must have been only a few minutes since the first bombs fell, but too little, too late. Somebody had been complacent. Heads would roll. 
 
    The next wave of Gothas churned in, higher this time, and they dumped lots of smaller incendiaries, a good choice against an airfield. Planes burn hot. Some of the bombs hit near us, a few even on the train, but the crew was on the job, they had brooms and buckets of sand, water does not work on magnesium fire. A scramble, but an organized one. The Signal Corps and Railway Troops had played these games before. Most of them were Regular Army, not exiles like the rest of us. I went back to modified cowering. That means keeping your head up enough to see what was coming at you.  
 
    More of our people joined us, Peaches and Doyle, the Mexicans, Su-mi. I guessed the rest of them were in the crummy, but I was not about to go check. Shit was falling everywhere, and me without a tin hat. A line of planes went up in flames, that illuminated scurrying ground troops trying to move the planes apart, keep the fire from spreading further. Far above, the indifferent enemy dropped disdain and death down on us. And thank you so very much. You fucking kraut bastards. 
 
    One of the enemy sprouted a trail of flame, but didn’t swerve from its path, it must have been the last run, the Gothas all droned away into the night, the ack-ack fell silent, eventually the sirens growled down to silence. Shit, lived through another one. I felt like a dishrag, but Barbara tugged at my shoulder, “We need to go help. People are hurt.” 
 
    Correct. I could hear the cries and moans. Drag yourself to your feet, do something useful. Your privileges, your duty. Time to pay for your cushy bed and starched linen sheets, asshole.  
 
    >>>>>>>>  
 
    It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, the airfield had slit trenches and sandbag bunkers, so personnel losses were only in the scores and dozens. The most discomforting thing was that they knew we were here, and could reach us. We lost a lot of planes, but not too many pilots. Not much for me to do, except supervise people who already knew what they were doing. All of our people were good, a few people beat up from panicking in the dark. I supposed I was in that inglorious number, I was plenty sore from my tumble off the train, but nothing a little liniment and a few bandages would not fix. Back to hurry up and wait.  
 
    Babs flaked out, trying to hide her shivering under a stack of blankets, I could not relax, went to the Radio Car, found our equipment had been only lightly peppered with shrapnel, no major damage. Just to our morale.  Großdeutschen Rundfunk was bombasting away, touting the glorious victory they had just won over the enemy at Xilin Gol, Karamay, and Harbin, not hard to suppose those places had been plastered too. Looked like an attack on the Air Service, and it was even easier to guess that something big was coming our way. A good offense is the best defense; that is part of the General Staff’s core makeup. Carved in granite. They had their little armor-plated ducks in neat rows, and were going for it. Probably smuggling arms and advisors into Mexico by U-Boat, if I had my guess. I wrote my suspicions down, sent them off, then set off for bed, but before I could leave the Signal Corps car, they handed me a flimsy. It read; “PEPARE TO MOVE TO END OF LINE-STOP-TWO CAMOUFLAGE CARS TO JOIN YOUR PRESENT LOCATION-STOP-AWAIT ORDERS-STOP-REYNOLDS-ENDS.” 
 
    Say what? I told the Signal Corps to keep me informed, I went off to beddie-bye. Babs was sleeping the restorative sleep of the emotionally drained, I recognized the symptoms. I slipped in next to her, and passed out myself. A few hours later, I felt her start awake with a cry. I held her until almost noon, when we were on duty again. “Rise and shine, dear heart, work to be done.” She grumped a little, but a few cups of therapeutic Irish coffee and a plate of eggs had her moving again, if still quiet and introspective.  
 
    Her only comment was, “I dread the dark.” 
 
    “I understand. I will get Conductor Earl to get us some issue trenches dug toot sweet. If he hasn’t done it already.” 
 
    “He would do that?” 
 
    “Count on it. Us old lags know the score. Bet on it.” 
 
    “Your vocabulary changes when you talk about military stuff.” 
 
    “You bet your ass.” I winked. “We will have you cussing like a trooper PDQ.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.”  
 
    >>>>>>>>  
 
    I took a turn around the immediate vicinity before dark, found slit trenches in progress everywhere, planes being dispersed out into the desert, and even more to the point, a new air strip being laid out with lines of old tires and torches, well equipped with searchlights and ack-ack in sandbagged revetments. A couple of crews were slapping black paint on pursuits, and I got the message. “Fool me once, fuck you.” 
 
    We got another message, three days to get ready, I managed to finagle a couple crates of Thompsons, fifty tin hats and even some of those new-fangled bulletproof vests, made of silk and cotton quilting with steel plate in obvious places. I was dubious, they might stop pistol rounds, but had to be useless against jacketed rifle rounds. But what the hell, they might make the women feel a bit safer. We had a couple days of sandbagging the radio room, and held Thompson familiarization at a nearby range, mostly for morale purposes.  
 
    The Cammo Crew showed up on the third day, a box car of canvas and paint, and a passenger car of Chinese and American stagehands and sailors under the command of a CPO named Weeks. Bob Weeks. He was profane as any stereotype sailor, but not at all burly. Slender and somewhat feminine, in fact. He said he had been a set designer and painter for Broadway and San Francisco theaters, “But I saw how the wind was blowing, saw how much the Hoovers hated the Artistic Community, so quick-like joined the Navy. I had a Masters in Design and a MFA, so they made me a noncom, because they had no idea what else to make of me. And here we the fuck are.” 
 
    “Let me guess. This is all Eppi’s idea.” He looked blank, I added, “Commander Epstein.”  
 
    “You fucking catch on quick. Good. When do we start?” 
 
    “PDFQ,” 
 
    “Fine with me. Dinner time yet? We don’t have a mess. Just a camp stove and a rice boiler.” 
 
    “How many men do you have?” 
 
    “Ten men and eleven women. Seamstresses and sailmakers. Most of the men are stagehands and riggers. Most of them can handle a paintbrush. Why?” 
 
    “Too many for our dining room, but not too many for our cook. Get them sorted out on the platform in one hour. Meanwhile, take a couple of men, women, and see what you can find to feather your nests at the thieves’ market. The biggest one is about a half mile that way.” I pointed. “Here is some silver, it goes pretty far here.” 
 
    “I got you. A couple of our Chinese are from San Francisco. We can cope.” 
 
    “Good man.” 
 
    >>>>>>>  
 
    By the time he got back, and the rice was cooked, his men had erected a canvas pavilion on the platform for shade, liberated enough ties, bricks, and boards to throw together benches and rough tables, and were gathered around, slurping down coffee, waiting for their grub. I began to entertain hope for these guys, irregular as they might be. I cornered Bob Weeks, mentioned that I could always use literate Chinese speakers, he promised cooperation, and fell to whatever strange Hispano-Chinese concoction Olga and Su-mi had cooked up. I availed myself of a bowl, it was some sort of red soup, full of meat, maybe tripe, eggs, and noodles, don’t spare the chilies. Not bad. Not bad at all. I went back and scraped the pot for another bowl.  
 
    I looked up, and Conductor Earl was there waiting on me. He had our marching orders. Three hours. “Anything you need, you better ask now or do without.” 
 
    I just looked over to Weeks, he stepped up. “Another box car to work in, and some sort of kitchen facilities is all I need, sir.” The sir was superfluous but appreciated. A little of the old oil. Conductor Earl just nodded, and limped off to the Yard Office.  
 
    I had work to do too. Head count, make sure none of my people were off getting drunk someplace, have Su-mi take a couple of guys and make a final run for groceries, check the water, make sure all the guns were loaded, the helmets and vests were in place, all that idiot check sort of thing. Going out to Injun territory this time for real. We pulled out of Xilin Gol right on time, a couple hours before dark, with an extra boxcar and some sort of field kitchen car tagged on behind. Headed west and south down a brand-new track. Weeks’ people were working as we rolled, even though they had to clamber over the roofs to get into the box cars.  
 
    >>>>>  
 
    We got maybe a hundred miles, which is nothing out here, before we came to the rail head, the end of the line. Or nearly. They had a siding for us, there was a hill on the north side, a few trees, a seep of water, fairly nice for a desert. This was a gravel desert, not sure if it was the Gobi, the only maps we had were pretty sketchy, make do. What difference does it make? I don’t get paid extra for being a connoisseur of deserts. 
 
    As soon as we stopped, it was well dark, all the train lights were out, Weeks’ guys started putting stage-set panels in place alongside the cars and slapping paint on everything in sight. All by lantern light. I left them to it. They had sand-colored tarps and wooden braces to break up the straight lines of the Recon Train. It was my shift on the Radio Room. Cobblers and lasts, you know. I had confidence in the stagehands, I used to hang out with some of them in New Haven, and I was sure that if we were to play “do you know?” for a while, we would find mutual friends. Stagehands are “can do” people with very little edge to them. Good folks. They have to be, to put up with all the egomaniacs in the theater.  
 
    Canada was buzzing, the French and Anglo hams were all over the airwaves, it was easy to suspect the Brits were subsidizing their Loyalists, and the French were desperate, they needed any help they could get, Montreal had not fallen yet, but you knew it had to be hanging by a thread.  
 
    Patton was announcing a thrust from Detroit to reinforce Toronto, but the real shocker was the call for volunteers for an official Militia, the Free American Army. You know they were getting desperate, the ads were all over the airwaves. I wondered who they thought they could get to sign up, people who had managed to avoid the draft all these years? Draft the Klan, that would help. Asshole. The irony was palpable even ten thousand miles away. And the desperation. Bet he wished he hadn’t sent all us cannon fodder to China. He also promoted himself to Generalissimo, six stars, maybe seven. We had all lost track of his bullshit well before we had been deported. Enough had been had years ago.  
 
    Stations were coming on the air in Mexico and points south, Lupo reported, they were getting support from someplace, probably German money and equipment coming through Franco. I wondered what the superlative of “cluster-fuck” was. Whatever it was, we had one. Maybe three of them. I was losing count here. China, Mexico, and Canada. So much for The War to End All Wars. Now, the war we needed was in the States, but that would be worse than the other three put together. I know my people, and I read a book or two on the Civil War. I had even met a few veterans of that disaster. Remember what Sherman said. “War is Hell.” And he raised enough hell to be an expert on the subject. We surely did not need another one of those. So, what to do? Live the best you could and do what you can. One day at a time.  
 
    A quiet night, but the day was a hectic dose of the old army game, hurry up and wait. The cammo looked great, or rather, didn’t look like anything at all, which was perfect. We got the word to stow all our commo flats, as soon as that was done, we moved out, over bumpy track to the next segment. You could see the truck-based rail crews raising dust, leapfrogging to the next break in the line, see camps breaking down where the junction points had been. Really impressive organization, but Hodges was known as a master of logistics. Boring gritty stuff that keeps your personal ass alive.  
 
    We made another hundred, then hid in plain sight and watched the Gothas drone over, headed to Xilin Gol, Dalny or someplace, I tried to feel compassion, but in honesty, all I could feel was mild joy that we were not getting bombed. We did get a notification over the Army channels that the Japanese had set up serial production of pursuit monoplanes in Hong Kong, which was a really good sign. More making something out of nothing.  
 
    We made it to and through Ulan Bator the next day, kept rolling even though there was a daylight harassment bombing from invisibly high Zeppelins somewhere in the sky above. There did not seem to be a lot of damage to the city, and another track joined us from the northwest, probably from Chita. That one was brand new too, we could see freight trains and work trains for miles, as the lines merged. They had priority, of course, so we cooled our wheels for quite a while to let the important stuff go on ahead. I was happy to let them lead, not too happy to have to sit there all naked in the sun. It was five hundred miles to Jiu-quan, six hundred more to Urum-qi, then another hundred or so to Karamay, which was my best guess as to our destination.  
 
    If we really were going to thrust into Kazakhstan, there was no other way to go. Anybody who could read a map would have to see that. Lots of desert, no roads.  
 
    >>>>>>  
 
    Amazingly enough, we made it into Jiu-quan and the Great Wall the next day, then had to hang around while the trains were sorted out and the deadheads made up for the long haul back to Chita for the next loads. Jiu-quan was looking more like Chicago than an ancient Imperial city these days, amazing changes in the month I had been gone. Train yards ten or twelve tracks wide, motor pools and tent encampments as far as I could see. It was getting close to October, but the weather was still hot, dry, and dusty with the dust of centuries, whipped up by thousands of trucks and tanks and cars. I was struck by the odd thought, that the better an army is at destroying shit, the better they must be at building shit. Logistics they call that. Hodges was there, deep in planning with Stillwell. We could not get close, but I cornered Ray Reynolds, my liaison, for a dinner and a briefing.  
 
    “We have some good news,” he began, even before the soup was served. “The Persian Shah has made contract and has promised to keep the southern route closed, in exchange for materiel support.” 
 
    “Guns.”  
 
    He nodded. “And trucks. He has some limited supplies of gas and oil for us too. Not much, but every little bit helps. The British had established a huge depot and refinery there for their navy, and miraculously, most of it survived.” 
 
    “And so?” 
 
    “Hang around, we are waiting on tanks and planes. Once Hodges gets all his little fuzzies lined up, we will move faster than you will believe.” 
 
    “A word to the wise.” He just winked. Message received.  
 
    Later that evening, I had half an idea, sent a telegram to Ken Inahara and Eppi, asking them if they could make an aircraft carrier train, with a catapult or something, to get pursuit jobs into the air at a moment’s notice. It didn’t take long to hear back from both, basically saying, “Great idea. Take care of it, would you?” 
 
    Someday, I might learn not to lead with my chin. I took the flimsy to Weeks, he called a couple of his boys, sent me off to find a pilot or two, and started scratching away on big sheets of newsprint. I had time to find the pilots, send Conductor Earl to join in the fun, and find lunch before Weeks sent a messenger to bring me to see what they had haggled out. 
 
    Turns out that the catapults they use on aircraft carriers run on steam, so it was possible to mount a short rail on a flatcar, run steam to it and get a plane up to airspeed in a second or less. I wondered if the pilot’s head might snap off and tumble behind in the prop-wash, but the pilot, Buzz somebody, laughed in my face. Pilots are insane, ever notice?  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I had a little private time, spent it playing chess with Barbara, one way to get to know somebody is to play games with them. She kicked my ass. I hate chess. I am incapable of keeping my mind on the game, but I hate losing. I never said I made sense, even to myself.  
 
    I was saved from further humiliation by a visit from more damn aviators, at least these were ones I liked; Maggie White and Stan Gilliam, my aerial photography crew, looking for orders. I told them all I knew, which was not much. “My best guess is that we are going through Urum-qi, that’s six hundred miles, and then another hundred to Karamay. After that, only Hodges and God know, and I’m not sure about God.” 
 
    Maggie ignored that witticism; “We brought all three planes, but we are short a photog. Any leads?” 
 
    “I’ll find somebody. Or just go ask Ray Reynolds, he is our liaison to the real army. Drink?” 
 
    Stan looked wistful, but Maggie said, “Just tea for us. War zone.” 
 
    “No kidding. And it’s going to get worse, real fast.” We had tea and maps, plotting out Hodges’ probable course to flank and cut off the Trans-Siberian. One thing sprung out. There was nothing there. The biggest town was called Akmolinsk, and it did not look like much. It was over seven hundred miles from Karamay, and about two-fifty more to Omsk. A long haul from here. There were damn few dots on the map, Ekibastuz, and Pavlodar, but there was no information. The battered Britannica was silent, except to note that Akmolinsk was the second largest city in Kazakhstan. In 1832 the settlement was granted a town status and renamed Akmolinsk, a modification of the original name, which meant "a white grave." So jolly, these nomads.  
 
    Russia, the Russian Empire, had been trying to take over Central Asia for a very long time, with varying degrees of brutality. It was all part of the “Great Game,” a centuries long struggle with the British to control the center of the world. It all came down to Afghanistan, and as always, Afghanistan was not going to play ball with anybody.  
 
    The Kazakh people didn’t want to play either, but they didn’t have any convenient mountains to hide in. The Russians had better luck slaughtering their herds and disrupting the traditional nomadic lifestyle and livestock economy, with some Kazakh tribes being decimated or worse. The same old problem that doomed the American Indians. Tribal people are so used to fighting each other, the feuds go so far back, that they never can unite, even to survive.  
 
    The Kazakh national movement, which began in the late 19th century, sought to preserve the native language and identity by resisting the attempts of the Russian Empire to assimilate and stifle them. It only sort of worked. 
 
    From the 1890s onward, ever-larger numbers of settlers from the Russian Empire began colonizing the territory, in particular the province of Semirechye. Once the Russians completed the Trans-Aral Railway from Orenburg to Tashkent in 1906, the game was over. Just like the poor American Indians, they had nowhere left to run. A specially created Migration Department oversaw and encouraged settlements to expand Russian influence in the area. During the Nineteenth Century about four hundred thousand Russians immigrated to Kazakhstan, and maybe a million Slavs, Germans, Jews, and others immigrated to the region during the first third of the Twentieth Century 
 
    Once the Czars fell, the Kazakhs revolted, but as soon as the Reds gained power, things got even worse. Slaughter followed slaughter. A mess, with shit sprinkles on top. As much as anyone could tell, the population was ten million or so, down from perhaps twice that before the glorious revolution.  
 
    There was a coal field at Ekibastuz, a lake and a railway line, and a river at Pavlodar, a few big old shallow lakes, probably salt, and a lot of white space on the maps. Which was all well and good, but not buttering any parsnips. “Maggie, obviously, you won’t be able to do much from here, you will have to base yourself out of Karamay. Again, talk to Ray Reynolds. Want me to walk over with you?” 
 
    “I’m a big girl.” She said, and rose. Barbara reminded me that we had a shift to cover I the Radio Room, so off we all went. The Mexicans were on duty, they seemed excited, I asked the obvious.  
 
    Lupo explained. “Colombia has declared war on Estados Unidos. Troops are moving into Panama. Argentina is talking the same way. Los Alemanes are sending ships to establish a naval base there.” 
 
    “Los Alemanes? The Germans?” 
 
    “Si. Yes. This is very good, and very bad.” 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen?” 
 
    “They cut the Canal, that will hurt us, no?” He said. “Us here in China?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. The Canal has been closed off and on. I think it just reopened. We can get all we need from the West Coast ports, I suppose. Trains across the States, and…”  Shit. “Lupo, I just don’t know. Who knows? How many troops can Colombia send to Mexico?” 
 
    “No sabe. I don’t know either.” 
 
    “Go take a break, get a meal, I can see this is going to be a long night.” 
 
    “Thank you. I will do that.” Off he went, Felipe and Pablo right behind. Jesus.  
 
    >>>>>>>>> 
 
    Unlike the other stories we were trying to follow, the Spanish stations were full of vehement exposition, no censorship there. Franco’s Spain was not even the strongest voice on the air. There was not much hard data, but there was plenty of eloquence, which Barbara dutifully noted down before moving on up the dial. I kept looking at maps. After a while, I got smart, walked over to bother Ray again, he let me look at the master railway map.  
 
    Impressive, it was all the way to Karamay, six hundred miles, and a few branches striking out into the desert. I sketched a copy, violating innumerable regulations, and hustled back to the Recon Train. When I got there, Bob Weeks had drawn up something resembling a blue print, plan and elevation drawings, and was looking like somebody who was itching to get started. It was too late already, but we ran over to USAS HQ, set up a flight back to Dalny first thing in the morning, I typed notes to Eppi, Billy Ardmore, the Machine Shop boss, and Darrell Hoskins, the shop foreman. “You might have a week, if Eppi can’t get this prototyped out by then, we will have to go to Plan “B”.  
 
    “Sounds like loads of fun.” He rolled up the sketches, and that was that day. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The next day, was another day of waiting, there was very little on the radio that meant anything. The Persians had established an English language service, but had little to say of current interest. There were some battles in Africa, and more in Afghanistan, and in the surrounding not-quite-nations; Punjab, Kashmir, Sindh, North-West Frontier Province, and Baluchistan. Locals against Brits and Germans, all very confused, as all these colonies’ troops had been trained by the British, still carried Enfields, wore Brit uniforms. The Bengalis were also restive, but against who, nobody was quite sure. We gave it up as a bad try, anybody who claims to understand Muslim politics is either a conman or a goddamned fool. Bob Weeks was off bright and early, HQ was still plotting and scheming, and the tanks and planes still roaring west. I got to thinking about tanks versus airplanes, and could come to no conclusions. Obviously, a dive bomber could take out any tank, if it could hit it, and there was damn all the tank could do about it. Anti-aircraft guns would provide moral support, if that, the damn planes just moved too fast to hit. It takes a damn good shot to hit a pigeon or grouse at what, thirty miles an hour? And the goddamned birds can’t shoot back. Maeve and I had been under dive bomber attack at Angarsk Airfield, and it was no damn fun at all. Airplanes are pretty damn fragile, but when they are screaming down your throat, they sure don’t look very fragile. Hiding under things is the only intelligent response.  
 
    Just as I was about to give it up as a bad job, the phone rang.  
 
    “Recon. Kapusta.” 
 
    “Miles, this is Courtney Hodges. I have need of your… Sideways thinking. Under the table, if you will. This war is shaping up as between aircraft and tanks. Goering…” He paused. 
 
    “Is a fighter pilot. I was just thinking about this… matter. I really don’t see any way tanks can shoot down dive bombers. They are just too fast, and too small a target.” 
 
    “I do know one end of a gun from the other, and I agree. Skeet shooting is nothing compared to this.” I knew that Hodges had been the best iron sights rifle shot in the Army for decades, winning the Camp Perry competitions almost every time, well into the war years.  
 
     I also knew that Patton considered himself one of the world’s greatest athletes, polo players, and marksmen. I had spent a drunken evening with an old fellow who had been a trainer for the US Army’s team for the very first modern pentathlon at the 1912 Olympic Games in Stockholm. The team consisted of George S. Patton, and his ego. Patton was a runner and a fencer, was most proud of his prowess with a pistol. But in the event, he insisted, the old guy remembered, on shooting with a .38, and not the standard .22 target pistol. He claimed that the holes in the paper from his early shots were so large that some of his later bullets passed through them, but the judges decided he missed the target completely at least once. He pitched a typical fit, even though he had been warned several times. There was something about cocaine and morphine use, Patton’s doctor shooting him up with drugs to get him through the grueling events.  
 
    Be that as it may, out of forty-odd competitors, Patton placed twenty-first on the pistol range, seventh in swimming, fourth in fencing, sixth in the equestrian competition, and third in the footrace, finishing fifth overall and first among the non-Swedish competitors. These numbers were burned in my drinking buddy’s brain, I wrote it all down for a possible story, which I was too chicken-shit to actually write. Back to reality. “Excuse me, General, I was wool-gathering. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “The reason I come to you, is because you were actually under dive bomber attack. At Angarsk.” 
 
    “Believe me, I won’t ever forget. All I can think of is to put as many bullets in the air as possible. Quad .50s or better. But they all traverse too slow. Perhaps truckloads of riflemen with BARs, but they would be sitting ducks once the bombs started falling.” 
 
    “A pretty problem. I agree. But I feel that conventional thinking will come up empty on this.” Hodges’ voice was quieter than ever. His idea of emphasis. “Again, that’s why I came to you. Go back to first principles; If you can’t shoot them down, can you make them miss? Can you make them stay too high to be accurate?” 
 
    “That’s a possibility. Balloons with wires on them? But that would lead the bastards right to the tanks. How fast can you raise a balloon?” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of tanks of hydrogen in our tanks. And… Crew exposure. Not good.” I could almost hear him think. “Why don’t you run out to Karamay in the morning, observe the Dive Bomber School, they have a range, talk to some of the instructors, maybe that will get your brain cranking out ideas?” 
 
    “You want me to fly?” 
 
    “Don’t fly yourself. Stick to your last. You can have that Maggie White give you a lift in her Trimotor, or we can lay on a flight. We have trains every few hours out there, but they might be too slow.” 
 
    “My brain is slow these days. I’ll take the train, I can bring some paper work, maybe make a few drawings, if nothing else.” 
 
    “I understand. Airplanes don’t have dining cars, after all. Ray will have your orders first thing. Thank you. We are sure you will come up with something.” 
 
    Did he just make a joke? Amazing. I said goodnight, and went to have a good think before bed time.  
 
    After a few weak drinks, and a nice piece of cake, it came to me that a big enough plane with enough machine guns on it could sweep dive bombers or bigger bombers out of the sky, not have to mess with this dog-fighting nonsense. I knew pilots all had to act like they loved that kind of thing, but I also knew that it was a chancy business, one on one equals a fifty percent chance of dying. Dive bombers and the big guys are slow, so maybe… I wrote a few lines down, and took my fat ass to bed.  
 
    >>>>> 
 
    I woke just before dawn, with the opposite to my problem in my mind. The Germans would have tanks, just like we had dive bombers. The two problems were inseparable. How could our dive bombers have better luck against their tanks? Turn that around, was there an answer? What did dive bombers do that other bombers did not do? Well, they came in low and slow, and were therefore just that more accurate. High level bombers could not hit shit, they relied on tonnage, dropping lots of bombs to hit things more or less at random. So, more bombs, versus low and slow. You could not aim regular bombs, so how could you mess up the dive bombers accuracy? I got up, threw on some clothes, grabbed a cuppa and a sweet roll, called Ray. The next train left in an hour, just enough time to kiss the Barbara girl, pack a bag, and go pick up my travel orders. I brought a lot of paper, a couple pens, and my binoculars. I also had a slide rule I barely remembered how to use, but that might come in handy.  
 
    When I got settled in my seat, opened my briefcase of travel plans, I found that Ray had included a few manuals and data sheets on various bombs, machine guns, assorted ordnance of all sorts.  
 
    They had an older pamphlet on barrage balloons, but they were all too large to do much good. France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom had all used barrage balloons in the European theater of the Endless War.  Around London, strings of balloons were used to lift a "barrage net", steel cable strung between the balloons and more cables hung from it. These nets could be raised to the operational ceiling, 15,000 feet, of the bombers. By 1918 the barrage defenses around London stretched for 50 miles, and captured German pilots expressed great fear of them. That sounded helpful, if not practical; maybe smaller balloons dragging something like baling wires might help around fixed installations. Pass.  
 
    The next manual was translated from the German, with notes, more about incendiary bombs than I ever wanted to know. The B-1E Elektron fire bomb, the Elektronbrandbombe, was ignited by a thermite charge, but the main effect was from the magnesium and aluminum alloy casing, which burned at 1,100 °C, emitted vapor that burned at 1,800 °C.  
 
    The Zepps loved them, the light alloy casing meant that each bomber could carry a larger number. The German High Command devised an operation, Der Feuerplan, which involved the use of the whole German heavy bomber fleet, flying in waves over London and Paris and dropping all the incendiary bombs that they could carry, until they were either all shot down or the crews were too exhausted to fly.  
 
    The hope was that the two capitals would be engulfed in an inextinguishable blaze, causing the Allies to sue for peace. Thousands of Elektron bombs were stockpiled at forward bomber bases and the operation was scheduled for August and September 1918, but on both occasions, the order was countermanded at the last moment, probably because of the fear of Allied reprisals against German cities. 
 
     The Royal Air Force had already used their own "Baby" Incendiary Bomb, the BIB, which also contained a thermite charge. An insane plan to fire bomb New York with long range Zeppelins of the L70 class was proposed by naval airship fleet commander Peter Strasser in July 1918, but it was vetoed by Admiral Scheer. I could just bet they were dusting off those plans, and I made a note; a zepp base in Newfoundland could lay the whole industrial heartland of the States open to attack.  
 
    Not my problem. I made another note that incendiaries might be useful against tanks, but it seemed dubious. They would probably just bounce off and burn alongside the roads.  
 
    Well, do what I thought before.  Turn it around. If you shot up a thermite bomb and blew it up, spread flaming shit into the dive bomber pilot’s face… Nah, all you would do is set the woods on fire. What am I? A scientist?  
 
    We had been riding all day, by this time, twelve hours, just chugging through the outskirts of Urum-qi. Getting on toward dark. The city is built on a river that has water in it some of the time, and is in a good defensive situation, mountains shouldering the river from east and west. Out here, cities that are not in good defensive locations don’t last all that long. 
 
    Anyway, as we passed through a little farming village, I saw they were having some kind of celebration, somebody’s birthday or some damn thing, and they started shooting fireworks into the darkening sky. The little kid in me likes skyrockets, or did before France and the AEF. This seemed safe enough, the booms of the explosions were muted by distance and the glass windows, so I thought I could enjoy the traceries of colors in the sky.  
 
    The Chinese sure do love their fireworks. Then I got it. Fireworks. Cheap, available, and easy to use. It would be no problem to have a bin on the back of tank, or a train for that matter, full of the biggest sky rockets we could get our hands on. With a few seconds warning, you could set the whole mess of them off, and the sky would become a very crowded place. Some could trail a hundred feet of wire; once that got wrapped around the propeller, the enemy pilot would have to get out and walk. You might not get the first guy, but the second would be duck soup.  
 
    Worth a try anyway. Make them cautious at the very least. Which made me think of “the rocket’s red glare,” and all that. I dredged my brain and remembered the Congreve Rocket, used in the War of 1812 against Fort McHenry… Details were sketchy, there was a vague memory that Congreve, whoever he was, had based his missiles on ones invented in India, Mysore, perhaps, even earlier. So, if true, that meant that these were just bigger fireworks, a design almost a hundred and fifty years old. For sure the Chinese could make those.  
 
    Worth a try. If I hadn’t been such a dumb-ass, I could have thought of this in the first place and saved myself a train ride. Surely there was enough info in my old Britannica to get started. Now I would have to go another three hours to Karamay before I could head back home to my cushy private car and Barbara. How I suffer. Write it down. Rockets.  
 
    The setting sun illuminated a red rock mesa in the center of Urum-qi, maybe a couple thousand feet high, with a temple on the top. Good enough. I could be a sightseer. A pretty sight. Enjoy it while you can. I dug out my binoculars and checked out the nine-story pagoda near the temple.  A perfect spot to catch the red light of the sunset, simply marvelous, standing above the bare ruddy rock of the mountain. So pretty it made me hungry again… I am a great lout, it’s true. Off to the dining car.  
 
    Something had caught my eye, I turned back to look closer. Oh. There were fresh excavations visible on the north side of the red mountain, and hint of sandbags. Below were obvious artillery emplacements on the flat lands below the red cliffs. A cork in a bottleneck. I wondered whose troops were manning those defenses, but it didn’t really matter. The 36th, under Delany, most likely. Delany was a dough, and AFL dock-walloper from Southie, who had been exiled to union organizing. Good man, and now he was commanding a division. Amazing, but promotion comes fast in the Polar Bears. So does death, but every job has its little drawbacks. 
 
    From my table in the dining car, I could see battle wreckage flanking the right of way, before it got too dark to see. There had been at least two battles for Urum-chi in the last month alone. The trucks that got past Karamay to attack Jiu-quan, had bypassed Urum-chi, but had tried to flee back through there, with a notable lack of success. Urum-chi was one of those places that was nowhere in particular, but if you wanted to get to someplace worthwhile, you had to go through here. This was the farthest place you could be going east, and the Great Wall was the farthest place you could be going west, with damn-all in the middle.  
 
    Now, with a division, no matter how improvised, here, life would be a lot rougher for any invader.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    It was only another three hours to Karamay, somebody had sent a telegram, there was a corporal with a staff car there to meet me at the new station, he took me to a BOQ that was so new, it hadn’t been painted yet. Raw green lumber boards with the sap dripping out. You could almost hear them warp as the Siberian moisture dried out in the Gobi heat. The beds were adequate, so no complaints. I kicked off my shoes, threw my duffle in the corner and passed the hell out. I had already noted the location of the slit trench and the latrines, so all the necessities were covered. You need to not mistake the one for the other, even in times of stress. It’s important.  
 
    The sound of radial engines woke me before the ass crack of dawn, as was to be expected. Up and at them. No coffee, tea that was blacker than the heart of a Prussian, eggs, something that might have been grits, but wasn’t, no bacon, but some of that red-candied pork, fried in grease. Close enough for government work.  
 
    That same corporal, Simmons, found me, and took me to check in at HQ. I didn’t see her, but General Earhart was CO, and most of the troops were black men, under Remus, I supposed. A Colonel Fortuna scribbled me a pass, and we exchanged a few words. He was from Fisk, had been a professor of music, until Patton decided that Negroes needed no education. “It just makes us uppity…” Fortuna mentioned in passing. He was nice enough, he better have been, seeing that my orders were signed by Hodges himself, but I got a sheaf of papers giving me the cooperation of the base. I felt a kinship with Fortuna, we both had better things to do than play soldier out in the fucking desert, but because the powers that be hated us for simply being who we were, we were out here in the ass-end of no-place, trying to survive. I’m sure would could have had a few convivial belts together, had we met back in the states at some literary function somewhere. Dream on.  
 
    I thanked him, and went to see the dive-bombing range. They were dropping dummy bombs on a couple-five battered trucks out west of the field, they had observers in bunkers scoring the drops, and semaphore setups to transmit the results. Now that I had time to observe rather than cowering in a trench, I could see that the bombs were on an “H” shaped hinged harness, that would swing down to make sure the bomb cleared the prop. The steeper the angle of attack, the instructor told me, the more accurate the bomb, but the better chance the pilot had of diving right into the ground. There was a greater risk of getting hit with your own fragments, too, obviously enough.  
 
    I asked his opinion of my idea, he thought it might work, depending on how fast the rockets could be launched. “But, he explained, “As the planes attack in vees of five, wingtip to wingtip, the first plane would be home free, but the other four might well be in deep shit. It would depend on the spread of the rockets, speed of launch, a host of things.” I could not think of any safe way to test my plan, so I watched for a while longer, then went back to HQ to send a long telegram to Hodges, and incidentally grab lunch. First things first, and second things second, all in proper order. 
 
    Another thought struck, as they often do, in clusters. If you could put enough machine guns on a plane, you might be able to throw enough lead to seriously injure a truck or a light tank. There must be a limit as to how much weight and recoil even a bigger plane could take without being shaken to death. I had a vague memory that the Brits had tried to make a recoilless rifle, one that shot a load of lead and grease backwards as hard as it shot forward. They tried it in dirigibles, but with limited success. People had tried to shoot down zepps with rockets launched from the wings of pursuits in France, again with no great victories. The rockets were too erratic. I seemed to remember some expert saying that the word erratic was coined to describe the flight of skyrockets. 
 
    When in doubt, go ask an expert. And not an officer, either.  I ankled my fat butt down to the airfield, found organized chaos. They had not bothered to throw up even minimal hangers, it never rains here, not enough to worry about. This was the end of the rainy season, they might get an inch a month, good years. A deluge here would be a heavy dew, back in Connecticut. They had thrown up tin roofs on stilts so the mechanics could work in the shade, and slightly more elaborate shelters for barracks. Tin walls on those, more or less. More gaps than tin, you get the picture.  It was not noon yet, and already pushing a hundred degrees.  
 
    I found a mess hall, backed up to the HQ and tool crib. I made my pitch, and was directed to an older sergeant, Danny Ferguson, who found me a cuppa joe and a cruller of some obvious improvisation. “So, you want to hang as many guns off a Trimotor as possible, and shoot up ground forces. You won’t do much against tanks, but they won’t be able to shoot back. Their guns won’t elevate that high. Trucks on the other hand, that would be a different story.” He nodded to himself in agreement with himself. 
 
    “Tell me about it. I was nearly shot down a couple months ago, a little west of here, someplace. My wife was killed.” 
 
    He looked at me long and hard, pastry forgotten in hand. “You? You’re that guy? They done you dirty. That was a fucked-up situation, that was. You ought to know, we found your wife… Her body. We were out on a salvage run. A few weeks after the battle. She got a decent burial. Not to get too graphic about it, but we could read her dog tags. Brendan. Somebody Brendan.” A lot unsaid, and thanks, Sarge. 
 
    “Maeve. Yeah.” Greif just hit me like a big mallet, and not a padded one either. I had to turn away, hide my tears. Ferguson didn’t speak, I was grateful. He knew. We all knew. But what can you do? You can keep going. One thing at a time. One of these days I could have about five nervous breakdowns in a row, but not right now.  
 
    Eventually, I could talk again. “Well, you have my thanks. This whole war is a fucked-up situation.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” He shrugged and sighed at the same time. “Well, back to the job at hand. We have a couple Tris, we could mount maybe five .50s on top of the wing, fire them with cables. Lots of drag, and you would not be able to change belts without being an acrobat, but sure. No biggie.” 
 
    “We had a hole cut in the roof of our, Maeve’s, Trimotor. Had a machine gun mount. I don’t know if they ever had to use it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember that crate. It burned. Here.” He looked up, gathering thoughts, figuring out how to explain things to a dummy like me. “That hole was farther back, well past the wing’s internal structure. I’m not poking holes anywhere in that area. The fuel tanks are right there. I was planning to build a table sort of a deal, a foot above the wing. But that would make the guns even harder to load. This is a fucked-up idea, you realize that, right? I could add some hand rails, but still, a hundred and thirty mile an hour slipstream is no joke. The prop wash is brutal.” 
 
    “I see. And no chance of mounting a real cannon on a plane?” 
 
    “Jesus.” He pondered. While he thought, I stole another cruller. Too sweet, must have been made by a Chinese cook. Fuck it, food. “If you took the center engine out, and had a real long barrel 37mm, you might survive a few shots. A Vickers One-pounder, what the Brits call a pom-pom gun, would work, sort of, but just the barrel and breech weigh in at five hundred pounds. It’s a crazy idea.” 
 
    “Could it be done?” 
 
    “Who knows? Who would test it? I don’t have a lathe big enough to turn and true a barrel that long, there are gas ports to think…” He trailed off.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I could weld a big steel pipe down the middle of the cockpit, and shoot through that. I don’t know what that would do to the velocity. You know, a silencer takes a lot of the power off a bullet when you fire a round through one. Plus, a two engine Tri, with another ton of load will be slow as shit in January.” 
 
    “Would it fly?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, stall speed is under sixty miles an hour, you won’t lose that much. Be a sitting duck for fighters though. And god help you if you lose another engine. It would fuck up a tank, you hit it in a soft spot. All kinds of ammo for that gun, armor piercing, HE, all kinds of shit.” 
 
    “Incendiary?” 
 
    “Probably. Who knows? Tracers for sure. I’m a mechanic, not an armorer.” 
 
    “Let’s do both. Make the machine gun one, quick and dirty, something to see if it works. Then think about the Vickers model, take a week or two, no more. Test it on the ground, and I will find another fool to help fly it.” 
 
    “You going to take it up?” 
 
    “My idea. My job. I’m just a copilot on Tris, but there are lots of crazy pilots.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they don’t last too goddamn long, either.” He shrugged. “No skin off my ass. Two days, a day and a half for the machine gun one, and I’ll let you know how the other one works out.” 
 
    “Can’t ask for more than that, Danny, can’t ask for more than that. We have a deal. I’ll see if I can’t float you a little incentive bonus. Call it overtime.” 
 
    “Deal. I’ll call HQ when I have something to show you. I don’t want you breathing down my neck on this. Clear?” He nodded to himself again. At least he was in agreement. I was willing to take his word for it.  
 
    “Of course. Deal.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I was still shaken about Maeve’s body being found. I thought I had papered over the pain, but the paper ripped like the veil in the Temple, whatever that was. Something in the bible, someplace. Fuck the bible, I knew that words on paper were not going to help me get over this pain. I went back to HQ, found the non-com in charge of burials, got directions to the cemetery. It was way over on the quiet side of the base; I walked, to let my brains settle a little. And there she was, one of a long row, ranks and files of GI issue head stones. All proper and correct. I didn’t have a flower, I left a tear. And back to work. There is a war on, you know. 
 
    First order of business was to telegraph Ray Reynolds, have him find me a ton or two of fireworks, skyrockets, and have them shipped to Karamay ASAP. Done.  
 
    I sent a telegram back to Barbara, there was little news, none of it good. The Panama Canal had been severed, and there were some reports of gunboats, torpedo boat destroyers, and perhaps U-boats, up and down the St. Lawrence River. Sea travel had stopped, all along the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts.  
 
    Argentine sources had confused and fragmentary reports of a naval battle near the Falkland Islands, a British possession that Argentine coveted. It pretty much had to be the Anglo-Germans and somebody, the USN and/or the Imperial Japanese Navy, but nobody was saying anything. It was much like the Battle of the Indian Ocean last spring; those results were still unclear. One could suppose that the USN or part of it, had been trying to round the Horn into the Pacific, and been not quite stealthy enough.  But that was just guessing. 
 
    She did not want to say more, not even over a supposedly secure telegraph line. It was a pretty safe bet that both sides, the Germans and us, were sending out horseback parties to tap into enemy communications lines. Shit, I knew for sure that rival newspapers and competing bookies and other sports betting syndicates had been doing the same back in the states, for years and years. These two con men, Fred and Charley Gondorff, had played games like that for decades all up and down the Mississippi.  
 
    They might set up a phony bookie joint, set the clocks back, tap into legit telegraph lines, allow the mark to bet on races that had already been run, every trick in the book. They might even cut a wire and send one false result to a big bookie joint. You could make a lot of cash money with a good setup, a pair of wire cutters, and a bent telegraph operator. I knew of one case in Buffalo, where some grifters got caught because they didn’t imitate the operators “hand” well enough and the recipient got suspicious. Fun and games. People got shot. And that was just for money, not the fate of nations. Nations hell, continents. High stakes gambling for real.  
 
    This desert was the original cavalry country; all sorts of nomads and land pirates had been roaming these steppes and drylands for thousands of years. Cossacks and Mongols, all sorts of bad ass motherfuckers. Now they had trucks and tanks. And machine guns. Progress, that’s what that shit is called. Fuck it. Worry never helps.  
 
    I had caused all the trouble I could, so I laid my weary ass down to rest. And remember Maeve. I might have been praying in my sleep, or cursing, what’s the difference, anyway? I slept better than I should have, something to be grateful for.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    The next day was pretty much of a day off, the hurry up and wait equation was in the wait phase. Fine with me. The Officers Club had a few ratty books on a shelf, I grabbed a couple of Zane Greys and went right back to the rack.  
 
    It was harder than I hoped, losing myself in the illusory West, the constant noise of the radials did not help, of course. Eventually, I gave up, put my shoes back on and went looking for trouble.   
 
    As usual, trouble is not hard to find. After grabbing a late lunch, checking the telegraph, I wandered down to the flight line, risking the wrath of Danny Ferguson. It turned out that I was right on time to see him loading the last belts into oversize boxes on top of the wings.  
 
    “I got all fired up with this idea, worked most of the night on it. I don’t think this will screw up the airflow too bad. This is the low-pressure side anyway. Only one way to find out, right?” 
 
    “They put wing walkers, all sorts of crap up there. I remember seeing a ping pong table once. I think they used golf balls.” 
 
    “Anything for a few bucks,” he laughed. 
 
    “It only had to work for a couple of photos…” I agreed. “Silly season stories. I kind of miss those days.” 
 
    “Not too much silly anymore.” He made a face, and spat. I could only agree. “You want to fly this bastard?” 
 
    “I only feel competent to co-pilot on these big guys. You got somebody handy?” 
 
    “Your job. Non-com pilots’ dugout is over there.” He pointed. I went.  
 
    It was a barracks as well as a bomb shelter, a long trench, roofed with pine logs and sandbags, more like a prairie sodbusters home than anything military. I guess they wanted to get their beauty sleep even when zepps were bombing them. It might have been fifteen feet wide and a hundred long, with inner earthen partitions to bear the load. A canteen sort of a place was built on to one end, that part was only half underground, four or five feet deep, so it got a little light.  
 
    The usual collection of oddballs was sucking down java, and revealing the wisdom of the world, standard operating procedure. What was not normal was that most of the pilots were female. Not normal in the rest of the world, of course, here it was SOP.  I helped myself to a cuppa, made my needs known. There were a certain number of significant looks exchanged, a long silent pause, and an angular woman with very short blonde hair stood, reluctantly; “I’m Alde Johannsen. I’ll do it. Test run?” 
 
    “Yeah, basically to see if the guns will shake anything major loose. There are four .30s and a .50, we might as well try two, then four, and then all five. You agree?” 
 
    “Let’s start with the big guy, add the others. We want the recoils to balance, correct?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. You’re the expert.” 
 
    She gave me one of those looks that women specialize in giving to stupid men. You know. “There are no experts in ideas this crazy. Let’s go.” 
 
    Alde proved her professionalism by checking and double-checking every component of the Tri, and I followed right behind, kicking tires and twanging control cables, seeing if the elevators, ailerons, and rudder all moved freely. You can’t get out and tighten a loose nut at five thousand feet. I had the feeling that I was the loose nut for coming up with this idea, but I kept that comment to myself. Too many people around to agree with me.  
 
    Ferguson showed us the gun controls; “I gave you three chains hanging down to fire the guns. Clumsy, but it ought to work. The center one is the .50. the other two are the .30s. And I put a link on there, so you can get all three at once.” The link was a wooden toggle with three holes drilled in it. Yeah, it ought to work. Lots of shit ought to work. Sometimes it actually does work. Then they call you a genius. If it doesn’t work, they call your next of kin, tell them to make funeral arrangements.  
 
    I found the control tower, got permission to use the dive-bombing range for up to five passes, they were refueling and loading more bombs, we clambered on board, dogged the doors, strapped in, and off we went.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Ferguson knew his stuff, the plane handled well, it was a little bit slower, but a similar amount more stable. I had forgotten to arrange some sort of sight, but he had thought of that, and loaded us up with tracer rounds. The .50 was a shock, so loud it hurt. And it did wrench at the fabric of the Trimotor, but it did not deflect our flight path, and seemed bearable. Earphones were a definite necessity, however. Alde concentrated on one much battered Renault tank, and we could see the hits, most rebounded and spun off, tracers drawing crazy scribbles in the sky. She dropped a wing, close enough to the hard pan to tighten my asshole a few notches, and swung around to try again. With three guns, the impact on the target was noticeable, Ferguson had aimed the guns’ angles so the bullets converged in a vee, a hundred feet or so out in front. That spot was no place you wanted to be standing, not a doubt in the world. The furrow the stream of bullets plowed up in the sand and gravel was quite visible.  
 
    And with all five guns hammering, the impact spot was pretty goddamn impressive, if you like hell on earth. In the split second the focus of the vee raked across the tank, chunks of armor were ripped off and thrown in to the air with such force that I was afraid one of them might get high enough to hit us. No kidding, it was scary. And deafening. Alde gave me the thumbs up, the guns sputtered to silence, and she headed back to the barn. Looked like one of those crazy ideas of mine paid off. Makes you feel worthwhile, actually. A comforting illusion.  
 
    Post-flight checkout was even more exhaustive than the pre-flight, the tail had suffered a few scratches from the cartridges and links flying back in the slip stream, but the bolts holding the guns to the corrugated metal of the wing seemed sound enough, the metal had not deformed. I told Ferguson about the lack of sights, and he said that there would be little problem in hooking something up in front of the pilot’s seat. “Unless you think the co-pilot should be the gunner?” 
 
    “Good thought. That might make more sense. Thanks.” 
 
    “Keep It Simple, Stupid.” He grinned. “My motto. K.I.S.S.” 
 
    “And a good one it is. Every time you make something foolproof, they invent a bigger fool.” 
 
    “Words to live by.” He shrugged, “What’s next? The cannon ship is coming along, another two days, max.” 
 
    “What’s next? I go talk to people, see if Alde wants this berth as a permanent gig, line up some more targets, more training, see if Urum-chi can make more of these, or if they have to go back to Xilin Gol, you know. The usual. Logistics, personnel, and training.” 
 
    “S.O.P.” 
 
    “Business as usual. Carry on, as the fucking Brits say.” 
 
    “Fuck them.” He agreed. “We wouldn’t be in this mess, if they hadn’t turned yellow-belly.” 
 
    That was not quite true, but fuck it. This was not a debating team. Close enough for government work.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    I went back to Zane Gray, and now I could sink into it, a little of the pressure was off. I could have gone to the Telegraph Office, but I had done my good deed for the day. If they needed me, they knew where I was. I fell out at eight, got almost a good night’s sleep before a messenger woke me with a telegram from Barbara. 
 
    “WOMAN NAME COOKIE HERE STOP SAYS SHE IS PREGANT YOUR CHILD STOP PLEASE ADVISE STOP B WERTHEIM STOP ENDS”. Somehow, I didn’t think, “Oh, fuck me dry!” would be a proper military response.  
 
    I sent back; “LONG STORY STOP PLACATE HER STOP WILL EXPLAIN IN PERSON STOP SHE IS NOT TRUSTWORTHY BUT MAY NOT BE LYING STOP THIS TIME STOP KAPUSTA STOP ENDS” Amazing how tongue-tied a professional writer can be when he has to write something in real life.  
 
    I wanted a drink, three fucking drinks, but I went to breakfast instead. There was food, I ate it, that’s all I can swear to. Priorities. I could get back to the Recon Train and back here in time for the test of the cannon ship, but it would be pushing it. One pregnant junkie was not worth risking the development of a new weapon. One life, well, two, against X number of soldiers. Not a valid equation. So, then… Go find Alde Johannsen. 
 
    She was not in the Non-com Pilots’ Canteen, nobody knew where she was, so I walked over to harass Ferguson, and there she was, sitting in the pilot’s seat of the gun ship, supervising the installation of the sight.  “Hey,” I said cleverly. 
 
    Without taking her eyes off the job, she said, “Danny said you wanted the co-pilot to be the gunner, but that will never work. Too slow. I have to aim the whole plane. The co-pilot has to look out for enemy action, find more targets, and try to get us out of here if I get hit.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Does this mean you want the pilot’s job?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Been flying milk runs, shuttling fat ass officers from here to yonder since I got to this damn forsaken desert. I’m bored.” 
 
    “You forgot to say, ‘no offense’.” 
 
    She didn’t move her eyes from the job at hand. “What?”  
 
    “Fat ass officer? Like me?” 
 
    “Oh, are you an officer? Who knew?” That was reassuring, in a back-ass-ward sort of a way. She stuck her head out the window, yelled to the mechanic on the ladder, “A hair left… That’s good.” She finally put her eyes on me. “You’re not all that fat. Let’s give this a walk around, and go test it.” 
 
    “Deal.” I ignored the other comment. “I’ll go phone the Tower, get us a flight window.” 
 
    “I was thinking of going out west a hundred miles and seeking what they call targets of opportunity. A real test. Game?” 
 
    “We are not going to shoot up any allies, are we?” 
 
    “It’s injun territory out there.” 
 
    “Suits me. Fuck’m they can’t take a joke.” She almost broke a smile at that. I would have to find out who this woman was, she sounded old school as hell. But, I made and note to be careful in my interest; I was ass deep in women now, I didn’t need to give her any ideas. Maybe she was a lesbian. That would help. Then she would be immune to my craggy charms.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    All that accomplished, we loaded up and droned west and north for an hour, well into Kazakhstan. It got a little greener, if you can call scrublands coated with dust greener. Looked like a place a camel would have to work hard just to scrounge a living. Or were they dromedaries? That was well into the “who gives a fuck” territory. It was still not quite noon when I saw a dust trail to our north. I tapped her shoulder and pointed, she nodded and cranked the wheel over. We made one pass at a few hundred feet, close enough to see ten motley civilian trucks led by a Feldgrau staff car, a big one. It looked like a Panzerkraftwagen Ehrhard, maybe, cut down to a touring car. And too bad for it. Fuck’m they can’t take a joke.  
 
    I could see a couple of single mount Maxims on the tops of trucks, but Alde left me no time for a survey. She pulled a wingover, or as close as you could get on one of these big mommas, and roared up the line of the convoy, guns yammering. Results were immediate, what the vulgar would call “shit flying everywhere.”  
 
    We nailed them hard, then she came back the other way, and did it again. But by that time, they had their guns unlimbered and were starting to return a few rounds. We felt, more than heard a few impacts, I yelled at her, “Get the fuck out of here!” and for a blessing, she took my word. We did a climbing circle, got a good look from a safe distance. I had binoculars, they were hard to focus with the vibration, but I could see three trucks swerved out of line, one smoking, and the armored staff car pulling away from the convoy, flat out. She pointed at it and jerked her head in a question, I nodded and turned thumbs down. Kill it.  
 
    She had nerve, I swear she did. She came at that bastard head on, so close to the steppe that I was afraid our landing gear would dig in and kill us dead as shit. I swear she was clipping thorn bushes with her wheels. The staff car didn’t have a chance. Our closing speed was close to two hundred miles an hour, and if she missed with a single bullet, I didn’t see it. The Panzerkraftwagen swerved, as the driver panicked or died, but it didn’t matter. Dead meat.  
 
    And then we were gone. The guns fell silent, she headed to the barn. We got back up to cruising speed, she pulled the throttles back, jerked her thumb over her shoulder. She had to do it twice before I realized she wanted me to check for damage. No problem. I needed to piss anyway. Bad.  
 
    I went back and checked as best I could, daylight showing through a few holes, nothing serious. The control lines looked okay, from what I could tell through the windows, but the left wing had a swerving line of pock marks in it. Somebody got lucky, but they didn’t get lucky enough. I creaked the big door open, did the deed, and dogged it shut. The civilian Tris had bathrooms, but this one didn’t. It looked to be about eighty percent repairs anyway, so count your blessings.  
 
    One last check. I thought I saw something, and then I knew I did. Fuck. An enemy biplane, it looked old and battered but I could see the iron crosses plain. Double fuck. A two-seater, the observer was swinging his single mount around as I watched. I ran forward, grabbed her seatback, and yelled in her ear “enemy scout!” and pointed behind and to the right. She didn’t even blink, she crammed the nose down and picked up speed in a near vertical dive. I fought my way into my seat and managed to fasten my seatbelt with sheer brute power. And fear. I managed to keep my meat-hooks off the wheel with a major effort of will.  
 
    I don’t know if it was possible to loop a Trimotor, but she gave it a good try. I saw the scout passing us in a steep dive as the observer tried to draw a bead on us. He might have gotten a few rounds off, but I couldn’t hear anything over the roar of our engines. I guess the pilot was trying to out-dive us, then swoop around and nail us with his front .30s, but he probably did not realize we were armed. As soon as he got in front of us, she swung over and cut loose.  
 
    The tracers ripped his fabric plane apart, the gas tank went up immediately, and some sold chunk of something hit my side of the windshield hard, shattered it. It was supposed to be shatterproof glass, but something got through and cut my face all to hell. Too bad. I was so keyed up I barely felt it, only noticed the blood blowing up into my eyes. Two eyes. Good. I wiped my face with a hand, showed the blood to Alde, and tried to find a rag to stop the bleeding. She leveled the plane out, pulled the throttles back to cruise, and then, only then, unwrapped her white silk aviator’s scarf from around her neck and handed it to me.  
 
    Good pilots never panic. She was one of the best.  
 
    I mopped up as much as I could, then unbuckled and went to the back, looking for a first aid kit. There was one, I found some gauze and a styptic pencil and did what I could, which was not much. I stripped off my flight jacket, ripped off my uniform blouse, and used that as a pad to soak up as much blood as I could. Then I shrugged back into my jacket, and went back to my flight station, still holding that pad to my face. Alde slapped my shoulder, yelled “Take the wheel!” I dropped the cloth, grabbed the wheel, she unbuckled, strapped me in, then ran back for the first aid kit. While I played ‘steady as she goes,’ she swabbed me down with iodine, and attacked the bigger cuts with gauze and tape. She used the styptic pencil liberally on the smaller cut while I invented new curse words.  
 
    “That might hold you. You big baby.” 
 
    “Is it bad?” That was what I meant to say, what came out was more like “Eee eet baaa?” All fucked up. 
 
    “You will live. You have both eyes, but your right cheek is wide open. I am surprised you can’t taste the blood. I can see your teeth.” 
 
    “Eee ust eee in shoo…” 
 
    “You must be in shock? Correct. I’m taking the controls. Try to relax. If you want to lie down, go ahead.” There was nothing but bare metal floor to lie on, I was better off where I was. A pair of goggles would have helped, but fuck it. I’m tough. At least I thought I was, until it started to hurt. There might have been some morphine in the kit, but I was weak with reaction, shaking from the cold, and as content as I might be, considering how fucked up I was.  
 
    Maybe I dozed off, maybe I just wanted to, but I came back to reality when the wheels touched the hardpan. They had good medics, they had me bundled into an ambulance and into the field hospital in a very few minutes, morphine in my veins soon after.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I woke up, more or less normally, my head felt like a block of wood, and I was floating on a nice pink cloud of dope. A vast improvement. A bossy nurse was there, helped me use a bed pan, and found me a glass of lukewarm bullion with a straw to suck it down with. It hurt even through the cocaine and the morphine. Let’s just say I recognized the feelings, and let it go at that, shall we? Morphine had been my friend in the hospital in France in the AEF; welcome back, buddy.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The next time I came aware, Alde was sitting next to my bed, reading a Zane Gray book. “Oh, you’re awake. I took the liberty of bringing your things from BHQ, I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Nooo. What day is it?” I could feel my lips; they sort of worked. Good enough.  
 
    “Thursday. They kept you out for three days. You are good to go.” 
 
    “Go?” 
 
    “Wherever you want to go. The cannon ship is finished, we tested it, it does not tear itself apart in mid-air. That’s the best I can say. You are done here. Where now?” 
 
    “Back to my train I suppose. Jiu-quan. I have work to do. Vacations are over-rated.” My face told me it would hurt, when it got good and ready.  
 
    “You want to fly or ride?” 
 
    “Fly. Passenger.” Almost conversational here. 
 
    “Good. I’ll have the nurse clean you up, dress you, I will be downstairs with a car. I’m glad you made it. You didn’t look really good, you know.” 
 
    “A mirror?” 
 
    “Nothing to see but bandages. You look like one of those mummies from Egypt.” 
 
    “Plan. Thanks.” Gee, she almost sounded like she cared. What was that all about? 
 
    I followed the program, was wheeled out to the entrance, the hospital was another dugout, a fancy one with wood walls and a tile floor. All good. I was bundled in, still unsteady on my pins, and off we went. “I’m taking the cannon ship back to Jiu-quan for more evaluation. Your General Earhart is very interested.” 
 
    “My general? I only met her three or four times.” 
 
    “She asked about you over the radio.” 
 
    “News to me.” 
 
    “She said you helped get her the command of the Air Service in Asia.” 
 
    “Well, sort of. But I think Hodges is going to yell at me. He ordered me to not fly combat anymore.” 
 
    “After your wife was killed?” 
 
    “Yeah. That.” 
 
    “I think the word is out that you are expected to take risks, no matter what the orders. A dashing freebooter type.” 
 
    “Fuck Jim, have they ever got me wrong? Is there a rack in back, or do I get the copilot seat?” 
 
    “I have a copilot, Jackson Toole. You never met him. This will be his ship, once we get the bugs out of it. You ride in back next to the breach of the pom-pom. The loader’s position.  There is a seat there anyway, we added a rack, a chamber pot, and a thermos of coffee. Anything ese you need, better ask quick. Here we are.” Screech. Toole waved from the cockpit. I flipped a hand back. Be nice to people who have your life in their hands. 
 
    “I’m good. Well, a few more pills. It’s a long ride.” 
 
    “Already taken care of. Be careful, that stuff is addictive.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock. Been there, done that, wrote a book about it.” Well, actually, just a novella that never got published, but fuck the facts. Us dashing freebooters disdain mere facts. 
 
    The gun installation was obviously a hack and bash job, the front engine was gone, and a foot-wide steel tube had been run from the flat nose of the engine mount, back all the way through the cockpit, to where the cannon was mounted, at the center of gravity. You could still get from the cockpit to the rear of the plane, but it took a little agility. It was very tight.  
 
    The loader’s station was to the right of the breech, cannon was basically a scaled-up Maxim gun, 37mm, and was fed from a canvas belt. That was it. A few boxes of ammo, an extra water tank to keep the cooling jacket full, and a few bolts to hold the whole lash-up down to the airframe. Like Danny Ferguson said, Keep It Simple, Stupid. There was a cable to the front dashboard to fire the gun, that’s all she wrote. It might not work against the front armor of tanks, but anything else was dead meat. You would need a mighty big catcher’s mitt to grab those rounds. And foul tips would be a bitch.  
 
    Eight hours later, counting a refueling stop in the desert someplace, we were back. I checked in to HQ, Ray Reynolds gave me a small ration of shit, Hodges shook my hand, thanked Johannsen for not letting me get completely killed, and off I went to the train. “Alde, I suppose we can find you some sort of a rack on the train. More comfortable than BOQ. Better food, anyway.” 
 
    I was looking forward to a little support from Barbara, and a hassle with Cookie, which shows all I know. Men are basically stupid, ever notice? 
 
    Ray must have called Peaches; she was waiting on the platform with Lupo and a few of the old timers. I just had to say the stupid thing. “Where’s Barbara?” 
 
    “Back in Dalny. She left you a note.” Boom. 
 
    “Fine. And Cookie?” 
 
    “I ran her junkie ass off. A few Shanghai dollars, and off she went. Happy as a clam.” 
 
    “She was pregnant?” 
 
    “Yep. But I told her it was her problem, that there was a war on, she sucked it up, but took it. The last thing you need is a junkie baby. Ever been around one?” 
 
    “Can’t say as I have.” 
 
    “Count your blessings. They cry all the time unless you dose them with paregoric, and that stunts their growth. They usually don’t make it.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Usually dear mommy steals the dope and the kid joneses to death.” 
 
    “You got it. Their whole nervous systems are out of whack. A fucking nightmare. Just like the rest of China.” She looked Alde over, top to bottom. “Who’s the frail?” 
 
    “Alde Johannsen. A… My pilot, I guess. Alde, Peaches. Peaches is the boss bitch of this circus.”  
 
    They nodded to each other, Peaches, as direct as ever said, “Alde. You going to bunk with the boss here, or you want to share a rack with one of us girls?” 
 
    “Ahhh… You… I’m not a lesbian, if that is what you are asking.” She swallowed something, looked from one of us to the other, asked, “Those the only two choices?” 
 
    “The passenger car seats recline. I could find you a pillow or two.” Peaches said, not very helpfully.  
 
    “Shit…” She said.  
 
    “It’s a big bed. I am pretty much harmless. We can worry about this crap in the morning.” 
 
    She shrugged an Olympian shrug. “Screw it. There is a war on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that too. Come on, let’s put on the feedbag. Peaches, what’s for dinner?” 
 
    “Chicken, I think. I think I saw Olga plucking some hens earlier.” 
 
    I stopped by my room, there was a note, a neatly typed note from Barbara, saying she had a long talk with Cookie, and had decided to go back to Dalny, to the Bulletin paper, and do what she could for the war effort there. She wished me well, but felt there was just “too much history to cope with at this point in my life.” Who could argue with that? I shrugged, handed the letter to Alde, for lack of any better idea, and changed into new shirt. She did not avert her eyes or protest, but did measure the bed with her eyes.  
 
    Dinner was some fiery stew over rice, as usual, but really tasty for all that. Burned the big cut on the inside of my mouth, but no matter. The Olga-Su-mi intercontinental cuisine experiment was bearing fruit, so to speak. It was soft enough to suck down without much pain, actual chewing was not on the invoice, just yet. Even with a load of chow on board, I was drooping fast. I drafted Peaches, she had been Army Nurse Corps, to change my dressings, and she volunteered to help me shower. “I thought you didn’t like men?” 
 
    “Shit, Miles, I seen enough dick to reach from here all the way back home, the long way around. I just… Shit, who knows? I don’t like fucking losing control. I… I guess I don’t like being vulnerable, being in bed with somebody bigger than me.” She shook her head, and repeated, “Shit, who knows?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Thanks anyway. Love you.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Sorry, that just slipped out. Morphine, talking, I guess. But I do like the shit out of you. You are a real goddamn person, and I appreciate that. You crazy old damn nurse, you.” 
 
    She slapped my bare ass, said, “Cut the mushy stuff, asshole. We got work to do.” I was good for none of it. I took another pill, flipped through the day’s intercepts, dozed off before I got to the last page.  
 
    I woke up in the night, the radium dial said 3:05, I had been covered with a blanket, and somebody was gently snoring, back next to me. There was a nightlight, not enough to see who it was, but enough to show me my pill bottle. Take two, my face hurt with that itchy pain that indicates healing. Fuck a bunch of pain. Out.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Those pills got me to morning, woke up long enough to piss and take more pills, but by noon I was feeling good enough to be hungry. I got eggs and eggs, with tea on the side. I was still hungry, Su-mi fussed over me and made me a big mug of soup with some noodles, that hit the spot. I felt good enough to putter off to the Radio Car and supervise. I asked about Alde, they told me she was off doing pilot things. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    After the long radio silence, all hell was breaking loose, I guessed Patton had opened the airwaves again to build support for his Free American Army, his militia. The official word was that “thousands” of Western Canadians, a lot of immigrant Finns and Ukrainians and such were flocking to the FAA colors from places like Alberta and Saskatchewan, notably non-French and not particularly British provinces. Which is to say, people who had no place else to go. Rugged cowboy types, maybe, but not many of them.  
 
    There was a USA thrust up from Route 5 in Vermont to some place called Sherbrooke, an obvious attempt to control the south bank of the St. Lawrence. A glance at the atlas showed that Sherbrooke was about sixty miles from Montreal, and was on flat land, the mountains pretty much stopped in Vermont. It looked like a nice place to live, if they weren’t having a war there.  
 
    Most places are like that.  
 
    Montreal was the center of a three-sided war; the French Canadiens, Patton, and the Anglo-Germans. It was almost October now, and snow could be falling anytime. Which reminded me. What few reference books we had told me, that Urum-chi was in the depths of its rainy season, as much as an inch a month, with a total of less than a foot a year. The temperature was moderating, in the seventies, and October should be good, but from November to March, all bets were off. It could get down to forty below. Well, fuck. We were near Siberia, after all, and there was not so much as a barbed wire fence between us and the North Pole.  
 
    Holy jumping fuck blisters. Time to earn my pay. I had one of Peach’s girls copy out the relevant pages, typed a cover letter, had it all shipped off to Ray Reynolds with a big red flag on it. I knew that Bradley and them up on the Line had been through all this for years, but the rest of us were new at this game. Forty below in this damn flat-ass desert? Not a good prospect at all. I could almost hear the wind howling already. I might be a Russian, but I’m from the Crimea. That’s as south as Russia gets. 
 
    I didn’t suspect the Germans were prepared for this, but the damn Uzbeks and Khazaks sure were. We sure the fuck did not want to be frozen into barracks with all the trucks too cold to start, and those fuckers out there on horses and camels and shit. Not a winning situation. Cowboys and Indians, with the Indians winning? Not a good movie. I remembered what that slack-ass soldier, Briggs, maybe, had said about freezing his ass off up on the Trans-Siberian Line in the old days. All the machine guns froze up, the doughs drank up all the antifreeze to survive, the trucks’ motor blocks froze and cracked, people froze to death in their sleeping bags.  
 
    They got slaughtered. They were fighting the Reds back then in 1918 and ‘20, but who cares who kills you? If they know what they are doing, and you don’t, you just have to be fucked. I had been in forty below, up in Vermont, and it was not any part of a joke. Your face freezes after a few steps outside, you spit and it freezes in mid-air with a tiny “crack.”  
 
    The locals tell you that, and it’s true, but they don’t tell you that the spit freezes on your lip, and takes off a bit of skin, hurts for days. And forget about taking a piss outdoors. I guess Eskimo women have to stay in the damn igloo all winter, piss in buckets or something. Who knows? Fuck’m. 
 
    Anyway, we needed help, and had a month or so to get ready. Which led to another happy thought. If the Germans were coming, and they pretty much had to, then they knew they had a month to do it in too. Logic, that’s what that shit is called. Hard to worry about stuff like that when it was going to be over eighty today, but that was my job.  
 
    Also, if the storms came down from the north and west, we would get no warnings, that area was all German controlled. They were not likely to share weather reports with us. More happy thoughts. Write it down, turn it in. Do your job. 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    There was little news about Mexico from the US stations, but the Argentinians and the Spanish were just full of hyperbole and gloating. No real info, but morale was good, to say the least. They were not quite dancing in the streets, but they had hired a band and hung the lights.  Situation Normal, All Fucked Up, to use a new expression I had heard floating around. SNAFU. What we used to call “The Old Army Game.” 
 
    I was headed back to the rack, but the thought of winter coming that soon and that hard, kept nagging at me, so I decided to walk my report, my suspicions, over to HQ in person. Better to get yelled at now for being an alarmist, than to have to apologize later for a bunch of dead soldiers. But by the time I got down the steps and to the end of the platform, I knew that walking idea was a non-starter. I found a Red Cap, had him call me a cab. It turned out to be a rickshaw, a new experience, but good enough.  
 
    “We know winter is coming, but we might have been underestimating the severity. Not an immediate problem,” Ray said. “I’ll get a team on it, we do have a Meteorological Service, of course. I’ll ask Bradley for advice. Under control. They have wool out here, sheep and goats, we can maybe get winter clothes from the Persians. I’ll check into that.” 
 
    “And the Germans? They coming?” 
 
    “Any day now. The railhead is a couple hundred miles past Karamay, they will have to react soon. We have promised Urum-chi back to the Uyghurs, so they are working as our scouts. General Hodak, you remember him, he is liaison to them, gave them all his off-brand bikes, that was love at first sight.” 
 
    “How will they keep them running?” 
 
    “These so-called primitive people can fix anything with nothing. Their smiths are damn near magicians. You should take a close look at their firearms sometime. All repairs, the repairs have repairs and they still shoot. Shoot your eye out at a thousand yards, better believe it.” 
 
    “And they do not love the Russians.” 
 
    “You have no idea. They hate white folks in general, Russians and Germans in particular; Chinese next, but they know we don’t want to be here in the first place, so they are happy to help us leave. It’s their best chance for freedom since the days of Alexander the Great.” 
 
    “Really?” I was dubious. 
 
    “Okay, how about Tamerlane?”   
 
    “Point taken. But get lots of long woolies, it’s going to be cold as a bitch.” Another thought. “I guess Hodak is the perfect man to cope with all these fucking nomads. He has all sorts in his division, they still call them the Iron Wolves?” 
 
    “Of course they do. The 37th. Not really a full division, but they call it one. Zheleza Volki.” His accent was shit, but I didn’t tell him. Close enough for government work.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    While I was at HQ, I went to the Hospital Wing, got my face looked at again. They checked my stitches, added a few, and taped me back up. I took a look at myself in their mirror before they put the bandages back on, and I was a sight. All bruised and contused, I looked like Frankenstein’s Monster after a hard Saturday night at an Irish bar. I guessed it would not spoil my girlish charm, so I bummed a little more morphine, some salve with camphor in it and went on home. They laid on a staff car ride, so I was merely worn out when I got back to the Recon Train. 
 
    Su-mi whipped me up another mug of soup, I sucked that down and headed for the rack. Convalescence, you know. I wasn’t hurt that bad, but I was willing to baby myself for a few days, the Army teaches you to grab all the rack time you can, when you can. And from what Ray said, we were going to be right back in the soup AS fucking AP. 
 
    I woke up about nine, Alde was next to me in bed, reading that same old Zane Gray. I was about to give her some sort of hell, when Peaches knocked on my door, said, “We have a couple of things you have to deal with.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “One, that Bob Weeks guy is back with the weirdest train I have ever seen in my life. It has airplanes stuck all over it.” 
 
    “Give him my best, we will see him in the morning.” 
 
    “Deal. And there are a couple of boxcars of fireworks from Hong Kong on a siding that need to be sent someplace.” 
 
    “Karamay. Tell Ray Reynolds. They are for the tank forces out there. He knows.”  
 
    “And, speaking of Ray, he wants you to invent a car or something that runs on snow. At your leisure, he says.” 
 
    “Ray is becoming quite the smart ass in his old age. Not a problem. I did an article for Popular Mechanics a couple years ago. There are basically two types, cars with the rear wheels replaced with treads of some sort, and sleds with aircraft engines and pusher propellers. Both are easy enough to improvise. Let me put on my shoes, and I will type out an outline.” Alde was paying attention, seemed rather nonplused at this interruption. Later for her.  
 
    Once we were situated at Peaches’ desk, she said, “I’ll just take notes, you can edit in the morning. You still look all fucked up. Shoot.” 
 
    “They used to call these snow-flyers. Wisconsinites experimented with over-snow vehicles before 1900, bicycles with runners and gripping fins; steam-propelled sleighs; and then Model T Fords with rear tractor treads and skis in front.” 
 
    “I seem to remember they had the first races held near Three Lakes four years ago. Like a hundred of these "snow-buggies" started, I forget how many finished. Carl somebody, something with an “E,” developed a prototype snowmobile in the 1920s, with a two-cylinder motorcycle engine on a long sled, skis under the front, running off an endless track in the back. Just one track, made like a chain sort of deal. Throws some serious snow. He was getting orders from Finland, the army, but I don’t know what happened. I’m not even sure there is a Finland now. The Canadians bought a couple hundred, I think.” 
 
    “Igor Sikorsky, the airplane guy, invented the Aerosani, I think they called it, propeller-driven and running on skis. That was back in maybe 1910; before the war, anyway. The Red Army used some of them, before they got so broke and desperate. They are fast as shit, don’t steer really well. Lots of demented farm boys reinvent them every winter in places like Maine and Minnesota. We can build those easy. I had heard that this guy named Bombardier from some place in Quebec had invented a different caterpillar track system suitable for all kinds of snow conditions, made like the tread of a car tire. Rubber and fabric. Bombardier had already made some "metal" tracked vehicles, but this new traction system, the rubber-and-cotton track, is the goods. All the people I talked to were hot about it. He seems to be a pretty hot-shit kind of a guy.” 
 
    “That’s all you got?” 
 
    “You could put in a note that if that Bombardier guy is alive, and fighting with the French Canadiens in Quebec, they might just put a serious hurting on the Krauts and the Limeys up there. I didn’t think about that. Those guys do know all about snow.” 
 
    “Got it. You better go hit the hay, your woman is waiting.” 
 
    “Woman? Alde? Mine? News to me.” 
 
    “Men are chumps. Trust me on this. Fucking go for it.” 
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I even knocked on my own door before entering. “Come in,” she said, then, “You don’t have to knock, do you?” 
 
    “I… Shit, who knows what I have to do.” I kicked off my shoes, sat on my side of the bed. “I don’t even know who you are. I… Couldn’t you find a place to stay?” 
 
    “I want to be here. I think it is a good place to be. You are an important man, and even more importantly, you are an interesting person. You get things done. Your brain works sideways. You intrigue me. Is that bad?” 
 
    “So you are willing to sleep with me, to get to know me?” 
 
    “That’s how it’s done, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Usually it’s the other way around.” I quibbled. 
 
    “Modern times. There is a war on. Pick a cliché. I think I like you. I saw you get wounded. You handled it well. Very well. You didn’t panic, you did what you had to do, and we both lived. And here we are.” 
 
    “In bed.” 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    “You want me to take my clothes off? I’m not much for kissing right now, obviously enough.” 
 
    “I’m not a school girl. I’m twenty-nine years old.” 
 
    “A year older than me. Where are you from?” 
 
    “I’m a… almost a Canadian. From the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Ever been there?” 
 
    “No, I’m an East Coast guy. New England. Except for those three years in France. The train ride to San Francisco was my first trip west of the Mississippi. I was a newspaper guy. Were you an early pilot, like General Earhart?” 
 
    “I wasn’t far behind. She is four or five years older. We learned to fly from the same woman, Neta Snook. I was her last student before she gave up her career to get married. I never knew why.” 
 
    Well, I got her talking, anyway. Keep going. “That was in Michigan? Kansas? Earhart is from Kansas, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. No, Neta’s school was in Long Beach, California. I was out there because I was stupid. I thought I could break into the movies, but I’m too tall. Most of the leading men are very short, and they would have had to stand on a soapbox to kiss me.” She laughed, sort of. Not a happy laugh. “I kicked around, this and that, being a jazz baby, working odd jobs. Neta needed an office worker, somebody to answer the phone, I saw the ad in the paper, and one thing led to another.” 
 
    “You worked as a pilot?” 
 
    “No, not really. A little. I was a stunt woman in the movies, a stunt double, flew a few times, wrecked cars for MGM, got killed for union scale, fell off a lot of horses, a few crowd scenes, payed my SAG dues, that was about all. My best role was playing the Hollywood party girl for a while. Just for kicks. You know.” 
 
    “Fascinating. A stunt woman? Impressive. So how did you wind up here?” 
 
    “Just slutting around, fell into the wrong crowd of bohemians. They toyed with cocaine and communism, and got busted when they purged the studios a few months ago. When I got here, they asked for people who could fly, and here I am.” 
 
    “Bob Weeks, you will meet him, he was a set designer up in Frisco, pretty much the same story. He saw how the wind was blowing, so he joined the Navy. He wound up here too.” 
 
    “Yeah. This may have been the best thing that ever happened to people like us. You know?” 
 
    “If we live through it. Maybe.” 
 
    “Whatever happens will happen. At least, I am a pilot, I am alive, and I have a worthwhile job.” She reached for the light. “You want me, or do you not want me? I’m tired, morning comes real early around here.” 
 
    “I do. I want you. Do your damnedest.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Miles, my pleasure.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    That turned out to be one of those educational evenings. Cookie may have been a professional, but Alde was an expert. There is a difference. She knew what she wanted, and was happy to entice me into giving it to her. We could have carried on, but as she said, morning came real early. No pun intended.  
 
    Somewhere in that night, an idea had occurred to me, and there was nothing to do but to grab a coffee and hunt up Bob Weeks. Alde had to go run more tests on the Cannon Ship, and I had a plateful myself.  
 
    I found Bob where he was supposed to be, in his field kitchen car at the end of our trail, stoking up on coffee and doughnuts. I helped myself, I had tissues to restore, I had to explain about my face, then asked him about his catapult car deal. “It was pretty simple. We used the lightest plane they had, those Hong Kong Curtiss copies, and stripped it down to the maximum. No landing wheels, just skids, a .50 on the upper wing, trimmed a foot off each wing, every trick in the book. A done deal. The first few seconds after launch are a little hairy, but we ought to be able to mess with the dive bombers where they least expect it.” 
 
    “I have a Plan B. I ordered a couple tons, quite a few tons, of the biggest skyrockets they make. I was thinking of just building bins on the backs of tanks, and shooting off a few dozen sky rockets into the faces of those dive bomber bastards. But then I got to thinking, what if we just liberated a couple hundred 55-gallon steel drums and used those as launchers? We could mount those anywhere, put an inch of flash powder on the bottom, cover the top with paper, and set them off with electricity. Bound to be a distraction at the very least.” 
 
    He thought for a minute, stirring his empty coffee cup. “Sure. You would never hit anything except by accident, and you would not do a whole lot of damage if you did, but the second time the dive bomber attacked, he would be just that much warier. Good. I can put a crew on it today. I played with pyrotechnics some in the theater. Piece of cake.” 
 
    “I thought that if some of the rockets dragged some baling wire behind them…” 
 
    “Or even silk cord. That stuff is stronger than steel. Lighter.” More thought. “I could design a better rocket too. There was a Congreve rocket? British?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that. They stole the idea from some prince or something in Mysore, India. Bound to be easy to make.” 
 
    “And the Chinese can make anything out of nothing…” He mused out loud.  
 
    “You are on the right track. Go for it. I have to get back to my real job, listening to the radio.” 
 
    “You sure have it rough, Miles. I pity you.” 
 
    “Suck it up, Bob, suck it up.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The Germans must have thought they were winning the Battle of Sherbrooke, they had reports on the air, more gloating than informative, but a plague on both their houses. And their horse and their ass and the manservant within their gates. Fuck them all, all but nine, six pallbearers, two road guards, and one to count cadence.  
 
    I had my doubts; if it was to be a tank battle, that would be Patton’s meat. The French stations up there, what they were now calling Canadien Libéré, the CL, were broadcasting descriptions of a giant mess, with no clear battle lines, not hard to figure the Canadien Libéré were skulking around, sniping at targets of opportunity of any side. And good for them.  
 
    Lupo and those guys had the big news; the Colombians had taken Panama City, which was no great surprise, they did have some sort of a navy, if not much of one. But a few torpedo boats could cause a lot of damage in restricted waters, and there was not much a deep-water navy could do about it. They claimed to have sunk two American “battleships” but that was liable to be exaggeration, at best. Maybe destroyers, maybe pure bullshit. Most likely they had sent infantry through the jungles and walked over the garrisons who were all focused on the seas, anyway. I remembered stories about huge coastal defense batteries of naval caliber guns, but they all were aimed out to see. A few soldiers with rifles could shoot their way into the back doors and take them over, no problem. Or problemo. The Americans had just gotten the Canal back open after the locks had been damaged by an explosives-laden ship in the locks and some scuttled ships in the Colon side, but this was more serious, if the Colombians had any gumption what-so-ever. Chances were good that the Panamanian population would support their fellow Spanish against the arrogant gringos anyway. Teddy Roosevelt had pulled a fast one, and hornswoggled Panama from Colombia in the first place. Paybacks are hell. 
 
   
  
 

 All that was probably just a morale victory, we were still getting all our supplies from the West Coast and the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which is to say, Japan. We were not lacking for staples, at the very least. Rice and beans and gas and oil and ammo. Everything you needed.  
 
    Speaking of which, the Philippines, under President, now Governor Manuel Luis Quezon y Molina, had been ratified as the forty-ninth state, and Hawaii was expected to be next. That left the North Pacific as a Nippo-American lake, covered our supply lines quite nicely.  
 
    Australia was still hanging fire, the GEACPS was waffling, the assorted brown people were no more ecstatic about having a bunch of whites in their Sphere than the Aussies were about being there rubbing shoulders with them. Turns out that everybody is a fucking racist at heart. The Japs were as bad as anybody, worse than some. Except us Polar Bears, who could not afford any of that bullshit.  
 
    Just about then, word came down that henceforth, the American Expeditionary Force Siberia, would be split between the AEF Siberia, headquarters in Irkutsk, and AEF Gobi, HQ in Jiu-quan. AEFS would have its main port in Vladivostok, be commanded by Bradley, of course, and AEFS, under Hodges, would be supplied through Dalny and the surrounding ports. The Japanese army would be working out of Shanghai, and was suspected to be kept busy with pacification and governance. Which meant occupying the heartland of China, suppressing unrest, and too fucking bad for anybody who didn’t like that idea.  
 
    Not my problem. I suspected it was going to be rough as a rat’s ass on anybody who did not join the program, but that’s the war biz. All the Japs had to do was to be slightly less brutal than the Germans, and they were home free.  
 
    In any case, we were no longer the “Polar Bears,” we were the “Himalayan Black Bears.” Black Bears. Sounds like old home week. Just paper-shuffling, but that’s what armies live on. Paper-shuffling and lines on maps. Maps don’t bleed, either.  
 
    Which is why thoughtful people like me prefer to be officers. Anyway, I had paid my dues. Ask me, I still have the receipt.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I got my bandages changed again, looked a little less like an archeological discovery, more like a human this time. Lunch was more soup, my mouth was still plenty sore, but Su-mi was happy enough to cosset me a little. I wondered where the nearest milkshake was, but tried not to dwell on that thought. Australia, at a guess. Fuck it. Take a pill and get to work.  
 
    Work came to me; Alde wanted to show me the Cannon Ship in action, I checked with Peaches, she said she had everything covered, so off I went. We had a little dispute about me sitting in the copilot’s seat, I pulled rank and won. Jackson Toole was none too happy, but rank hath its little etceteras. They handed me some earplugs and a headset with no wires, I put them on, asked no questions. Some things are obvious.  
 
    They had dragged all the wrecked trucks from the battle a few months ago over to the base of a nearby mountain, as good a target as any. Alde, who had no fear, roared in on the deck, and cut loose as soon as she had a target lined up. Results were impressive. It looked like one tracer for every three explosive rounds, and rate of fire was a couple every second, call it two-hundred and fifty rounds a minute. Only a one pound shell, but enough to really tear up a truck.  
 
    Alde cut quite a swathe through the junk pile, then soared up, came back around for another pass. It was loud as shit. The steel tube probably channeled most of the blast out the front, and some thoughtful soul had draped blankets and what looked like asbestos or rock wool over the tube, for all the good that did. Still almost ear-shattering, even with the earplugs in.  
 
    Pom-pom gun my ass. No cheerleaders here. Little fragments kept flying up and rattling off the corrugated metal skin of the plane, occasionally pinging off the windshield. I kept flinching, for all the good that would do me. People sometimes assume I am brave, but what I am is petrified.  
 
    One more pass, and we were out of ammo, the back of the plane was littered with canvas belts and spent brass, the air thick with cordite, even with the windows open. I did not envy Toole back there, playing loader. Plus, he could not see the shit coming at him like we could.  
 
    That was all she wrote, back to the barn. Alde did not kiss me, but she did sneak in a good hug, which was most appreciated. “I think we have a winner here, Miles, you might as well go on back and rest up, you do look more than a little peaked. I have to do the post flight check, write a report, and sign the plane over to Toole. You think up more trouble for us to get into. This is fun.” 
 
    “For a given value of fun, sure. I’ll have Su-mi lay us on a celebratory feast. Champagne?”  
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t deliver on, big guy.” 
 
    “Rice wine?” 
 
    “Close enough for government work. I’ll take it. Thanks.”  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    My ears were ringing so hard, the quiet hurt. I managed to give my dinner order to Su-mi, slipped her a double eagle, and took another pill to bed with me. I just got to sleep when Alde woke me, brusquely shaking me. “Wake up, Miles, they’re coming!” 
 
    I didn’t have to ask who. “Where?” 
 
    “About four or five hundred miles the other side of Karamay.  Some dump called Karaganda. They are past the capital of Akmolinsk, and are on their way, wide open.” 
 
    “Tanks?” 
 
    “And trucks; bombers are already pounding Karamay. We have to get back there!” 
 
    “Maybe we do, and maybe we don’t. I’m only a colonel. My job is with this train. You work for me, remember?” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Her temper was up. I tried to placate her, best as I could. “But nothing. We are support troops. Recon and research. And I am officially on the wounded list. Let me get my shoes on, and we will go get the word from HQ. We have to find out where to send Toole with the gunship, and we have to get this train rolling. I have to talk to Bob Weeks about his crazy catapult cars, we have to get the rockets mounted and operational, and mostly…” 
 
    “Mostly? Mostly what?” 
 
    “We have to do what Hodges tells us to do.” She didn’t like it, but she took it. Crazy ass jazz baby. A fighter, no doubt. Just don’t fight with me. Fucking the boss does not mean you get to fuck with the boss. It’s in the rules. Rule One, as a matter of fact.  
 
    I didn’t have to go looking for a ride, a corporal and a staff car were right outside waiting for me. Shit was hitting any number of fans. We got to the HQ train, walked into a full-scale briefing, generals as packed three deep. Earhart and Stillwell were front and center, with the new guys, Hodak, Remus, and a few more in uniforms I did not recognize right behind them. Some were obviously Chinese, but there were two groups, one in blue-gray, almost obsessively free from insignia, and others in khaki that reminded me of the British and Japanese uniforms. Sort of a cross between them, to my uneducated eye. It was not hard to suspect that these were the Reds and the Nationalists; they were standing as far apart as the walls of the conference car would allow.  
 
    Hodges tapped the map board with his pointer, cleared his throat, and began in his dry voice. “The attack we have been expecting is now underway. Enemy troops, mostly of the Deutsches Heer, the Imperial Army, are leading the thrust, with scouting forces from the various subject provinces of Grosse Deutschland ranging perhaps a hundred miles in advance. The situation is fluid, to put it mildly, but we have spotted truck-borne troops as close as Karaganda, less than twenty hours from Karamay.” He paused to let that sink in. “My headquarters is moving up to Urum-chi as soon as possible, Ray Reynolds is cutting your orders, and we will expect you all to be ready to move by dawn, in…” He looked at his watch, “…in eleven hours. Thank you.”  
 
    He left through a side door, without fanfare, most of the senior generals followed. I looked around for coffee, but an aide came up, said, “The General requests the pleasure of your company, Colonel Kapusta, if you please.” 
 
    “I do please. Lead on.” If we had time for shit like that, I might have been flattered. At the same time, my suspicious bump gave a twinge; this was too much attention to a mere and bogus colonel.  
 
    The other end of the conference car was a dining room that had been pressed into service as a map room. Hodges’ usual décor, maps and more maps, completely covering the walls and the huge table in the middle of the room. A white-suited orderly brought me a cup of army coffee, somethings never change, even if the cups have gold trimmings on them. Somebody cleared their throat behind me, in an insistent sort of a way. Alde. She had followed me in, just like a privileged character, or something. “Another cup for Pilot Johannsen, please?” 
 
    “Cream, two sugars,” she said. We had time to take a sip or two, when Hodges walked up, in that deceptive gait of his that never looks like he is in a hurry, but covers a lot of ground in a short time. A country boy for sure.  
 
    “Miles, glad to see you brought your pilot with you. I want to personally thank both of you, four new weapons on the cheap is exactly what we need.” 
 
    “Thank you, General.” 
 
    “No thanks needed, just acknowledging your good work. Your sideways thinking comes through again. Now for the details. We are cutting orders for serial production of the gunships, as fast as possible. Most of our Trimotors ae being used to fly staff around, but that’s what we have radio for. All of that will be based at Xilin Gol. Send your ship and the pilot…” 
 
    “Toole, sir,” 
 
    “Correct. Jackson Toole. Right on the tip of my tongue.” He winked. “He is in charge, is now a colonel too. Send him to Xilin Gol, then forget about it. Not your problem. You need to test those rocket… clusters, appoint somebody to facilitate all that. Probably a job for the factories in Hong Kong.  Major Johannsen…” She blinked at that, did not speak, “You see to the test of the rocket clusters. That’s as good a name as any. See if they work, send me a report, and get back to work with Miles here. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Miles, have your boy Weeks hand over the catapult cars to General Earhart, let her worry about all that. Good idea, but I have my doubts as to its effectiveness under fire.” 
 
    “Done. I need Weeks with me, he needs to show people his camouflage techniques.” 
 
    He smiled again, two accolades in one day. Amazing. “Correct. Great minds and all that. Have him start a school for that procedure. There are lots of theater people over here, as you well know. You stay here, in Jiu-quan, no need for Intelligence to be on the front lines, we have a Scouting Office for that. Actually, that would be General Hodak and his merry bandits.” 
 
    He remembered something that made him smile a little; “You know, I was in Mexico in ‘16, chasing Pancho Villa, and his boys were some rough characters, but Hodak’s Iron Wolves could have eaten them alive. Swallowed them without greasing their ears, as we used to say back home in Georgia. All well and good. Hodak is in charge of the snow-flyers too. He has used them before, there are a few in northern Siberia. His boys are demon mechanics; they can hack together machines quicker than anybody official ever can. A done deal. You keep the info flowing, Major Johannsen will organize your aerial surveillance teams, once she gets back from Karamay. You have a good start there, and if we all stick to our lasts, we might just get this job done. Agreed?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Right on it.” Alde echoed me, even though she was in such shock she almost saluted Hodges with her coffee cup.  
 
    “Finish your coffee first.” A gleam of amusement showed for a second. “But thanks, I know we can count on you.” 
 
    >>>>>>>>>> 
 
    Well, there was fine howdy-do. A couple of full plates. We had orders cut to move Alde and those boxcars of fireworks to Karamay, when and if, then went back to harassing Weeks into doing four things at once, all at the same time. He just waved a salute, said, “Opening night,” and went back to work.  
 
    Right after dinner. Su-mi had saved our repast, baked chicken, western style, it was dry, but quite edible. My mouth was a lot better, but I still mostly had the rice and gravy. Su-mi was the world’s champion on gravy. Alde went to rack out, I went to the Radio Car. Peaches was on the job, seemed like a lot of stuff was hanging fire. Großdeutschen Rundfunk was all martial music and bombast, promises of great victories. It might have been worse than usual, but it is hard to tell.  
 
    Babs had been our best French speaker, but there were plenty of us old doughs who spoke enough to get by, some of the older officers were quite fluent. The French Canadiens have bad French too, not a problem. Norman French, not Parisian, they tell me. When I was over there, I almost never say any French in condition to converse with, to put it mildly.  
 
    That was taken care of too. The Battle of Sherbrooke was ramping up to be a full-scale engagement, at least two full armies, or the equivalent, with the Canadien Libéré skulking around the edges, sniping and salvaging, no doubt. Guerrilla warfare is what they call that shit. And it can get very shitty indeed. I had no personal idea, we didn’t play those games in France, but the Mexicans had lots of experience. Hodges had mentioned Pancho Villa, who drove Pershing nuts for nearly a year down there. Uncatchable.  
 
    One of the stories they always used to inflate Patton’s already bloated image was an exploit of his, where his unit roared off in their touring cars, against orders as usual, found some random banditos, shot them dead, and drove home with bleeding Mexicans strapped to their fenders like so many deer. Of course, that didn’t change anything, except piss the Mexicans off even more, but he got his picture in the papers, which was the whole point. That made him commander of history’s first mechanized force, and he rode that for all it was worth.  
 
    Will Rogers said he saw a headline that said, “Villa Escapes Troops and Flees.” He quipped that any Mexican who could escape fleas was uncatchable. Not very polite, but prophetic.  
 
    I wondered what had happened to Rogers; he had been doing fine until ’28, when he made the mistake of running as the "bunkless candidate" of the “Anti-Bunk Party.” His only campaign promise was that if elected, he would resign immediately.  
 
    Every week, from Memorial Day through Election Day, Rogers caricatured the farce of campaign politics in the Age of Patton. On election day, he declared victory and resigned. He had many good lines, some with more than a grain of truth, he said Prohibition was the major issue, "What's on your hip is bound to be on your mind." He called for a presidential debate, "A joint debate… in any joint you name," and explained his appeal to the common man; "You can't make any commoner appeal than I can."  
 
    After election day, he went on a tour of Mexico, and either never came back or was made to vanish, perhaps into some ritzy Federal Detention luxury hotel on a mountain top someplace. Made a lot of people in the arts and the commentary business shut the hell up, toot sweet. Others like me, were too stupid to read the writing on the wall, and wound up in exile. 
 
    Wool-gathering, but I had an idea that it might lead to something. Come to think of it, Barbara had told me that her grandfather, a very wealthy man, had also vanished. As much of a snob as Patton was, would he just have people richer than him shot out of hand? He would not ship them out here, anybody with international connections and money in Switzerland or someplace could get out of here as soon as they could get to a telegraph office. The last thing Patton needed was a colony of exiles off causing trouble someplace.  
 
    But that led to the thought, that there must be a bunch of people like that, rich Democrats, Jews, and affluent Negroes smart enough to flee. Where would they be? Not France for sure, perhaps England or Ireland, at least until King Eddie signed the Peace Treaty. South America? Not with a Spanish-American War brewing.  
 
    What did that leave? Not much. Australia, South Africa, and Brazil. Hmmm. Brazil. Not Spanish, allied with neutral Portugal, too big to fuck with easily. Self-sufficient in all but oil. Lots of exports, rubber, some gold, fucking brazil nuts. Who knew? Miss Britannica did. 
 
    That looked promising, all sorts of losers and exiles had moved to Brazil over the years, there was even a couple of colonies of Confederates there, some place called Santa Bárbara D'Oeste, and another named Americana. Maybe twenty thousand of them. And bully for them.   
 
    I knew that Spanish speakers could understand Portuguese, but did not like to admit it, much like the Russians and the Ukrainians and the Poles.  So, find a Portuguese.  
 
    Nobody on this train would admit to it, Weeks had a guy who knew some, but was not very literate. A ship’s carpenter gone astray. I took him, was reminded that New England, where I grew up was full of Portuguese fishermen from the Azores. They were thick around Fall River, Massachusetts. Who did I know that was from New England, was of a nautical bent? Right in one; Commander Ed Epstein.  
 
    I sent a telegram, got an answer right back. “GOOD THINKING STOP HAVE JUST THE MAN STOP R OLIVERIA STOP EPPIE ENDS.”  
 
    That counted as a good day’s work. I rewarded myself with another bandage change, another pill, a cuppa tea with a slurp of plum brandy in it, and Alde’s company for the rest of the night.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, it was snowing.  Not much, just a dusting, but enough to call it an omen. Alde was up bright and early, going to oversee Bob Week’s work on the rocket clusters, make sure she knew more about them than he did. I trusted the both of them to get the job done, while I lay slug-a-bed, letting my face heal. That’s my story, and I’m sticking with it. Eventually, or a little later, hunger drove me out of bed, and then to my desk in the Radio Car.  
 
    It was snowing in Sherbrooke too, rather more seriously than here, the CL Radio was full of hints, and cryptic instructions to code-named groups to go places and do things. Obviously improvised, but perhaps effective. Radio Freedom, Patton’s cheerleader network, was on the air, AM and shortwave, but it was almost as bad as the German State Radio. The music was a little better, was the most you could say about that. 
 
    The Spanish stations were still full of the Panama City victory, real information was blatantly lacking, which was par for the course in this war. Any war, I suppose. Hiram W Johnson, staunchly isolationist Senator from California, said that truth was the first casualty of war, back in 1917. He was still there, still fulminating, for all the good it did him, or anybody else, for that matter. I thought I had heard he was a family friend of Patton’s daddy, so he got a free pass to say shit that would have gotten poorer people vanished into the dead of night. I guess it was all part of some half-assed routine to make America think it still had some free speech left.  I grew disgusted with that train of thought, itchy waiting for the other thousand shoes to drop, so I went to find some kind of trouble to get into. 
 
    It wasn’t hard. I found Maggie White and Stan Gilliam lolling around in the dining car, waiting for orders, so I sent them off up north to see if they could find the enemy ground forces. Bob Oblenski, the machine gunner, was guarding the Trimotor, at least he was huddled inside the tiny bathroom with a thermos of coffee, so they were good to go. I was bored enough to think about going with them, but smart enough to suppress that idea. Age may not bring wisdom, but if it does not bring you caution, you don’t get any older.  
 
    It would take them the rest of today and most of tomorrow to make the trip, and I didn’t envy them the ride. It was right at freezing, the wind was from the north, and it had teeth in it. There was a cabin heater, but there were also big holes in the floor and roof of the plane. Not a very attractive prospect. I stood around yakking with Oblenski, he had been a union man from Scranton, all his people had been cleansed or worse for being Reds, until Maggie got back with the flight plan and clearances to land and refuel at Karamay and Urum-chi.   
 
    Things had been tightened up considerably with the attack, even though it was the best part of a thousand miles away. Nobody knew where the Luftstreitkräfte, the German Air Force might be, and nobody wanted to find out the hard way. The props were thrown, the controls tested, and off they flew into the gray lowering sky.  
 
    I took my frozen butt back to the Recon Train, just in time to be highjacked by Weeks and Alde, they had a truck and were all hot to test their new instrument of destruction. They had a flivver with four steel drums in the back. I pulled rank and invalid status, and rode up front, while Bob shivered in the bed. We went through the great gates in the Wall, and putted out to that same scrapyard we had shot up yesterday. Not being fools, we drove upwind a good way, then stopped, cussed the cold, and Bob Weeks lit the fuses.  
 
    He had them set to go off sequentially, with a few seconds’ delay, but it was quite impressive, when they went. A few hundred pounds of skyrockets is really quite a lot, there were four eruptions in a row. Even with the wind blowing the skyrockets south, it was obvious that no pilot was going to willingly fly through that barrage, no matter how brave. The rockets all had different delays, being handmade, and with rockets streaking up, and pyrotechnics booming down, the air was really crowded for a minute or so, maybe more. I should have had my watch out, but screw it. It worked.  
 
    I took the liberty of slapping Bob’s back and hugging Alde, we whooped and danced a little, then climbed back in, and rattled back home. We deserved a drink.  
 
    Our display had attracted the attention of the Wall guards, they cheered up as we drove in, nothing more fun than fireworks not aimed at your personal ass.  
 
    We had a celebratory dinner while Bob’s boxcars were switched around behind the next train north, as soon as that was all hooked up, off they went. The mass of the army was to leave at dawn, the switch yards were full of activity as trains made up for the big move north. Me for bed. I wondered if Alde was going to rattle Bob’s bones for him, and then I wondered if he liked women at all. Then I wondered if I cared, one way or another. All good questions. None with answers.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I managed to sleep though most of the departures, the morphine helped. Noting I could do to help one way or the other. I could feel that I needed to stop taking that dope, I was fairly well healed, all the way down to merely uncomfortable. Time to be a grouchy bear for a week, until that shit got out of my system. I was going to need what few wits I had left for the coming battle.  
 
    When I woke up, it was nightfall back in Quebec, and the Battle of Sherbrooke was fully engaged, as they say. German and US tanks were clawing through the drifts of a howling blizzard and the Canadien Libéré snow machines, skiers, and snowshoe irregulars were improving the shining hour by killing and looting ad lib. With malice aforethought. At least according to their radio hams. The Radio Freedom stations were full of threats and warnings about bandits, so that led me to believe that the CL people were being effective little pains in the ass. If the planes were grounded by a blizzard, there would be no way to track them back to their bases, they would be home free.  
 
    The alleged good guys, us, were pushing along the south bank of the St. Lawrence, and up the Connecticut River Valley, but that could be a slog. Northern New England is generally snowed in from Halloween to Easter, and this was a bit early, but not unheard of. I wished I had an Old Farmer’s Almanac, but I wished I had a lot of other things too.  
 
    One of them seemed to be Barbara. Odd. It just came to me that I missed her. Well, shit. I jotted off a letter, saying I did miss her, and wished she had talked to me before leaving. I wished her well, and then stared at the letter for a long time before finally licking the flap and addressing it to her, care of the Dalny Bulletin. People are weird. And I am a people, to the limits of definition. Fuck it. This life shit is just one desperate improvisation after another.  
 
    I gave the letter to Peaches, to have her send it on, she gave me a long searching look, but didn’t ask any stupid questions. Good person, Peaches.  
 
    We started getting copies of the Polar Bears’ unit orders and reports about then, all part of that reorganization, so that was more info to plot and file, keeping our maps up to date. Of course, HQ was doing the same thing, more and better, but we had to keep up with all the movements, just to make sure nobody pulled a fast one on us. I knew, without ever actually being told, that our job was more strategic than tactical. We could not trust our own government to deal fairly with us, to keep us informed of the Home Front situation. There was always the chance of some sort of rebellion back in the States, our whole position could change overnight, so it behooved us to watch all the boiling pots all the time. A futile task, but a necessary one.  
 
    We were still getting exiles, seemingly more and more, mostly Hispanic these days, and part of their training was a debriefing as to conditions back home. I got those reports too, and they were not pleasant reading. Apparently, there had been a concerted effort to induct the European refugees, French and Italian and Irish mostly, some Dutch and Belgian, into Militia or Klan units to winnow out union members and people of Mexican heritage, and ship them over here. The immigrants got the exiles’ lands and properties, of course. Bob Oblenski had been one of the first to tell me of those exiles, what you might call the non-political exiles. The dissidents, the “unnaturals,” the Jews, Negroes, of course, and idiots like me who could not learn to keep their mouths shut were the first to go. People who got in the way of one of the new power groups, in other words.  
 
    I found a box of affidavits that had never been sorted out, so I pawed through them, and came up with an awful picture. That Colonel Fortuna I had met in Karamay had spent some time interviewing soldiers in Remus’s division, the 33rd, and a whole footlocker of his interviews had been sitting around, waiting for somebody to do something with them. He had been a professor at Fisk University in Nashville, a folklorist, he called himself an “ethnomusicologist,” and kept on doing his job under very adverse conditions. I had not known it at the time, but the great Mississippi floods of three years ago, in the winter of ’27, had led to the forced migration of a couple of hundred thousand people, black people, from their homes along the river. At first, a lot of them had moved north, as best they could, to the big cities like Chicago, to work in factories and stockyards, but as the European war got worse and worse, immigrants took what few jobs the Negroes had managed to obtain, and off they were sent to China. The ones left in the levee camps in Mississippi and Arkansas had lasted as long as there was need for their brute labor, but once the flood control projects were finished, off they went to the West Coast to be shipped here.  
 
    No wonder that General Remus had so many troops to choose from. The men had been sent to Vladivostok to work on the Trans-Siberian Line, and apparently died like flies. A lot of the survivors had made it back to Dalny by hook or crook or shank’s mare, and were now in Hodges’ army. I wondered what had happened to their women, but I really did not have to guess. The lucky ones might be whores someplace, the rest… For sure, there were very few colored females over here. Another enormous crime in a century of crimes against humanity. And not a third over yet. 
 
    >>>>>>>>> 
 
    Enough. Find something useful to do. I sent a telegram to Alde and Weeks to save a few of the cluster drums, bring them back for our train. We were a good way away from the battle, but it was getting closer every day. Had to figure that the mechanized enemy could make at least fifty miles a day, so they were no more than a couple weeks away from Karamay. I looked at the situation report, the enemy column was advancing slowly, spreading out to occupy what few places in Kazakhstan that were worth a garrison.  The national capital, Akmolinsk was well under control, of course, it was only two hundred miles from Omsk and the Trans-Siberian.  
 
    There was a strong push to some place called Pavlodar, located a couple hundred miles northeast of Akmolinsk. I could tell from the name alone that it was a mostly Russian city, a flip through the reference books told me that it had been founded to harvest salt from the salt lakes a few hundred years ago, and now had oil wells. A refinery had been under construction a few years ago. An obvious target.  
 
    I could see reports from the Polar Bears Air Service that Pavlodar was under close observation, and was liable to be bombed soon, if it had not been already. Our reports were a day or two behind; I could assume that Ray Reynolds would keep me up to date, as soon as they were all set up and wired in up in Urum-Chi. Another day for that, I guessed. I could not expect Alde and Bob back for another two days after that, even if everything worked right the first time, which it never does, as a rule. Maggie and Stan could be back tomorrow early, but at the moment, I had little to do. Or that’s what I thought, until the air raid sirens started wailing.  
 
    Oh, fuck me? An air raid in broad daylight? I lumbered out of the car, following the stampede to the slit trenches. We were an armored train, but only proof against small arms and machineguns. Fifty pound aerial bombs are an entirely different matter. The ack-ack crews were unlimbering on the caboose and the tender, just as the first sticks of bombs started stomping across the yards. Fifty pounders or bigger. Peaches was hunkered down next to me in the trench, I could see Lupo and his crew next to her. I should have been counting heads, but I was more interested in seeing who was doing what to us. Peaches handed me a set of binoculars, just as the pom-poms all over the yards started pumping up the rounds. The sky had cleared, more or less, high wintery clouds not quite masking the silvery shapes of the zepps. Hate those beautiful bastards.  
 
    The binoculars brought the Iron Crosses into clear focus, I could even see the gaping rectangles of the bomb bays open, convince myself I could see black bombs tumbling down. There might have been a dozen of the sons of bitches, all I could see before a stick of bombs marched right toward our trench, and Peaches dragged me down to the frost-rimmed safety of the sandbags. Two of those bombs straddled our trench, we cowered harder, frozen clumps of dirt pelted us, followed by hot shards of shrapnel from our AA shells. Too much shit to be a spectator sport. I huddled, cursed, and tried not to whimper too loudly.  
 
    Not that anybody could hear me, but I do have a few traces of pride. The sticks of bombs were parallel to the line of the tracks, the Recon Train got off lucky. There was only the one pass, then the zepps droned off, and our pursuits roared off to try and play catch-up. Little more than a gesture, most of our fighting planes were off at the front, or on the way, we only had a few score ships here, and many of them were in repair.  
 
    We had just enough time to get good and frozen before the all clear sounded, and we could stumble inside and try to warm up. Fuck it. All in a day’s work. There were a few dents and punctures in the cars, a lot of brass to clear away, and the cars were full of cordite smoke, but we got off easy. That time.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    We got the radios back up and running, it was daylight in Quebec, the battle was still going strong, the snow still falling. We didn’t expect any objective news, and we were not disappointed. Three different radio networks, four if you counted the Germans, and not an honest word to be heard from any of them. The BBC had finally acknowledged that there was a battle, between the “Canadian Loyalists” and the Americans, but they ignored the CL forces as if they were the fabled sasquatch of the north woods. Fuck it. I was still shaking from the bombing, even though it had not even been close. Shell shock, they call that. It never goes away. And I had just decided to lay off the morphine. Smart guy.  
 
    I took half a pill, one shot of Chinese moonshine, and laid down with Zane Gray. Amazingly enough, suddenly it was morning, and I had to get up and be the boss. Always something.  
 
    One of the doughs from the Mail Car was tapping on my door with a telegram. I said a few intelligent things like “duh? what?” and so on. It was from the Dalny Bulletin, the newspaper I had helped start in the distant past, like this spring. More “What?”  
 
    So, open the damn envelope, cabbage head. “PEACHES WROTE STOP SAID I WAS IDIOT STOP WAS I QUESTION MARK STOP BABS ENDS” 
 
    Oh, shit. Whores were a lot simpler. I went back to the Mail Car, sent, “ITS COMPLICATED STOP I LIKE YOU STOP I WANT YOU TO BE HAPPY STOP WHAT CAN I DO QUESTION MARK STOP MILES ENDS” As soon as that was sent, I had second thoughts, and had them tap out; “LETTER ON WAY STOP PLEASE ADVISE STOP MILES ENDS” 
 
    I thought about writing a better letter, but I still didn’t know what to say. And not forgetting this other woman, that was due back in my bed in a day or three. Burn that bridge when I get to it, I suppose. Alde was about three times the woman Barbara was, but… 
 
     But is a word that has killed more people than landmines.  
 
    Meanwhile, there was this tiny little war deal going on. And I was out of uniform. Still had my robe on. One thing at a time. Put your pants on, asshole, get a cuppa, find a few pieces of toast and start all over.  
 
    The first order of business was that Hodges was just now wired in up in Urum-chi, the telegraphs clicking in full speed. We were just getting duplicates, of course, Stillwell was still in command here in Jiu-quan, but we had to keep our maps up to date. Maggie had a truck someplace with a darkroom built into it, I had to find that, get it set up on this train in yet another car. Maybe just a flatcar, just in case we had to roll out in a hurry. Maggie and Stan were due back today, with film to process, so that had to be ready. They needed distilled water, which I had neglected to provide, and the local water was crap, like most desert water.  
 
    Sounded like a job for Peaches. She just waved a salute, smirked, and got on it. Next problem. I didn’t even give her shit for wiring Babs. All for the best, I hoped. At least somebody cared. I wondered if I did. Enough to send a letter, at the very least. Stet. Bigger fish to fry.  
 
    Hodges’ people were relaying scouting reports from Hodak’s Iron Wolves, excuse me, the 37th Mechanized Division. I was losing track, I drew up a chart, stuck it on the wall. Remus had the 33rd, mostly Southern Negroes, they were here in Jiu-quan, guarding the Wall, and training all these assorted motleys that were coming through here. Ruby Wilson had the 34th, she and the Spanish Division, the 35th were in Urum-chi, General Delany’s 36th was in Karamay, and the 37th Mechanized was any damn place they wanted to be. None of these were real four-square divisions, of course, but they had to be called something. And raving cluster-fucks was a little too crude, if not inaccurate. Whatever they were, they were moving and following orders. Close enough for government work.  
 
    It all depended on how good the Germans were. When I had been in France, in 1920, they had been the best troops in the world. I had been at Second Amiens, what the French called the Fourth Battle of Picardy. Not that there were many French left at that point. We were fresh, had new equipment, had not been battered by six years of pure hell, and still we could not beat them. We could stop them, they were out of almost everything, their uniforms were rags, their rifles had worn the lands and grooves away, but we could not penetrate their lines, even with Patton’s celebrated tanks. They fought us right into the ground, with pure raw nerve and iron discipline.  
 
    Ten years later on, there was no telling who or what they might be. The Afghans and Baluchis we had destroyed outside of the Great Wall a few months ago had been tough enough, but they had not been disciplined, not like the real German Army. But, who knew? The Germans had been decimated time after time, fathers had left infant sons to grow up and get slaughtered in their turn, White Russians, Ukrainians, Spanish, all sorts of Balkan rabble had been sucked into fill the ranks, there was just no telling. And it was my job to know things like that. Lots of luck, chump.  
 
    I sent a telegram up the line, to Hodak, telling him I wanted prisoners, or at least ID cards, dog tags, whatever they could get for me. He was one smart and brutal son of a bitch; I knew he would deliver. Then I remembered the mysterious Miss Aneko. She had been with, perhaps controlling, Hodak, it was all orientally obscure. Aneko was some sort of Siberian of Japanese ancestry. None of that was the least bit clear. She had some sort of relationship with my very temporary lover and partner, Nadia Yelena Akhtiorskaya, also known as Isis. Yelena had been a colonel under Stillwell, right here in Jiu-quan, before that she had worked for me at the Dalny Bulletin as a translator. She had supposedly grown up with another of my ex-lovers, Cookie, Aja Janova, in the Siberian city of Tsaritsyn. Isis was supposed to be up in Harbin, working counter-intelligence. Fuck her. Too much monkey business for me to be involved in, and she reveled in shit like that. If the situation was not confused enough, she would improve it beyond all comprehension. It’s a gift. Or a living.  
 
    All very deep and murky, at least to a stranger like myself. But Aneko. I needed her. She would know. And she had worked for Stillwell. I loaded my fat ass in a flivver, and went to Jiu-quan HQ. I didn’t want to generate any official paperwork until I had some idea of what was what.  
 
    She was still there, still a colonel, she even remembered me. Her uniform was tailored, probably silk, and I would bet the buttons were pure gold. She had a side office in HQ, almost Spartan in its bareness; a map, three phones, a desk of some antiquity. Not even a chair for a visitor. She looked up from the paper she was writing with a brush, in the Japanese style, said, “Miles. What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Not much. I need a way to contact Hodak, have him send me information on the state of the enemy troops. Fitness, nationality, arms, and so on. He is the only one I can think of that could judge matters like that. Basic intelligence and scouting.” 
 
    “He is doing this already. He reports such matters to me, via telegraph. It would be the simplest matter to have copies sent to you.”  
 
    Something in that phrasing made me ask; “In exchange for what?” 
 
    “I would like to know more about the wars in the United States. Mexico and Canada. More than you send to Hodges.” 
 
    “There is not much. All the radio stations are clamped down, almost everything is under government control, except for the Canadien Libéré hams, and some pretty chaotic stuff from South America.” 
 
    “What means this ‘hams’?” 
 
    “It is slang for ‘amateur’. Homemade radio stations, built by hobbyists. A popular hobby in the States. The government tries to keep a lid on it, but stations keep popping up.” 
 
    “These stations? They are difficult to make, to construct?” 
 
    “No. Not really. The receivers are very simple, the broadcasters are not much more complex, especially the Morse Code ones. You understand Morse Code?” 
 
    “Like the telegraph. Dots and dashes.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “I have this knowledge. I will make you a bargain. You find or make me a station, a book will do, and I will provide you with a person, a liaison between us. Quietly. You understand.” 
 
    “I do. Two conditions.” 
 
    “Name them.” She looked sharply at me, into my eyes. 
 
    “No more crazy women, and they need to be fluent in Japanese and English both. We are weak on our Japanese, ever since Isis left for greener pastures.” 
 
    “You say crazy women and you say Isis. Yelena is not crazy.” 
 
    “She might as well be, for my purposes. If I can’t trust somebody, then it does not matter how sane they might or might not be. Understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly. You suppose I will send you someone who is not loyal to me first?” She might have almost smiled then. 
 
    I did smile. “Of course not. But I do not expect you to send me a… self-employed pirate like Yelena.” 
 
    “Or like the one you call Cookie. We can agree on this. Done.” 
 
    “Thank you. In the States, we say an honest politician is one who stays bought.” 
 
    “I grasp your idiom. Good day.”  
 
    I did not quite bow my way out of her office.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Which left the rest of the day to get into trouble in. Peaches had located the dark room truck, I found Conductor Earl Watson in the crummy, had him find us yet another car to add to the train. He suggested two, a flatcar, and a combine car. The combine car had a passenger compartment on one end of a box car, they used them for rail crews, other construction type works. “We can just load the truck on the flat car, and let the dark room crew sort it out.” 
 
    I said “good, do it.” The dark room crew had a tiny still for water, it says here, so that was all under control. Of course, I had forgotten that steam engines need clean water for their boilers, if not distilled, but you run steam through a coil, and voila, distilled water.  
 
    Sometimes I think I have a lot on the ball, but talking to people who actually know what they are talking about soon fixes that illusion. Academic history books have no real idea of the sheer raw detail work it takes to let a modern army function. General Hodges did, of course, which was why I was glad to work for him. Swashbucklers get you killed, detail men make sure you have food, water, ammo, and the thousand other things you need to stay alive when you are in the shit. Hero tales never notice that shoe polish can save soldiers’ lives. Foot powder. Dry socks. All desperately important when you are slogging through the shit. We were soon to be continentally ass-deep in the shit, by all accounts.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    That accomplished, I had a thought for lunch, dinner, or both, made it all the way to the Dining Car before the next complication came up. A telegram. “I STOP UNDERSTAND STOP DO YOU WANT ME THERE QUESTION MARK STOP BABS ENDS” 
 
    I sent back, “SITUATION UNCLEAR STOP AWAIT WORD STOP LOVE STOP MILES ENDS” Brevity is supposed to be the soul of wit, but I felt more like an idiot than ever. Then I remembered my deal with Aneko, sent another telegram requesting a book on Amateur Radio, construction of, and sent copies to Babs, Eppi, the Bulletin, and Bradley’s HQ. Somebody must know something.  
 
    I did manage soup and a rice dish and a couple cups of coffee before word came that Maggie and Stan were back. They didn’t need me, but I needed to know how deep the shit was, so I wiped my face, grabbed my coat and hat, and took a flivver to the airstrip. I was amazed that the Trimotor had made it back; it was pretty much peppered with bullet holes. The medics and a few mechanics were there, they must have run from the pagoda that passed for a control tower. The medics had Bob Oblenski on a stretcher outside the door, he was covered in blood, but aware enough to recognize me and try to wave. Let’s call it a wave. I was going to speak, but just then the medic finished cutting away his sleeve, found a vein, and slipped Bob a syringe of night-night into his bloodstream. See ya, Oblenski, hope you feel better.  
 
    I poked my head in the door, the co-pilot was slumped on the floor. Face down. The various pools of blood had escaped their dams of coagulation and flowed towards the tail of the plane once it had gone tail-down for landing. It was gross; little rivulets of blood in the corrugations of the metal below the floor walkway. Maggie and Stan were loading the exposed plates into holders, you have to do that inside black cloth bags, of course. It seemed callous, but I knew; first things first. If people die to complete your mission, you are all the more obligated to finish the job. And finish it correctly. I ventured a question to Maggie; “You all right?” 
 
    “Fuck.” She said, clearly and distinctly; “Who knows?” 
 
    “We have the darkroom back at the train. My flivver is running.” 
 
    “Good. Five minutes.” 
 
    “On you.” 
 
    I turned away. I wished I smoked. A cigarette would not help, but it might be a tiny distraction. Mechanics were running up, gathering around, one pointed, said, “Gas leaking. Stand back.” 
 
    “They have to get the film.” He nodded, got a shovel, scraped up sand and grit, threw it into the puddle. “Stan,” I called, “If you can hurry, please do so. You have a fuel leak.” 
 
    “Okay. Hear you.” I heard a siren, looked to see an obviously improvised fire truck roll up, not too close to the Trimotor, mechanics piled off, fire extinguishers at the ready. Others opened hatches, fiddled with things inside. I hoped they were disconnecting batteries and such, but I didn’t know enough to even ask questions. Shut up and let the experts do their jobs. That’s what they are there for. After a minute, maybe two, Stan waved me over, handed me a couple of black metal boxes with tight-clamped covers. “Here’s half the plates. Put them in the truck. Almost out of here.” 
 
    Such happy words. I walked away, glad to have an excuse to go away. Any excuse would do.  By the time I stashed the plates, turned around to look, Stan was helping Maggie down from the doorway. From the way he was holding her, I could see that they were about to get a lot closer. Nearly getting killed does that to you. Or for you. Whatever it takes. They lugged the last two boxes to the flivver, crawled in. I saw Maggie limping, asked her if she was hurt. She had to look, her jodhpurs were drenched in somebody’s blood, but she was not wounded, the heel of her boot had been shot off. She examined the damage, winced, bit her lip, but did not speak, except to say, “That calls for a drink. Or two.” 
 
    “Hop in. I’ll buy. You earned it. Was it rough?” 
 
    “It was less than fun. We got pounced by a Fokker. Bob got him, but he riddled us pretty well. And we were past Karamay, we thought we were home free.” 
 
    “Shit-sticks. This is going to be as rough as a rat’s ass.” I said. They both just shook their heads, climbed aboard, said no more.  Yeah. Rough.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    We got the plates to the darkroom crew, had a few snorts, until they stopped shaking, then Stan and Maggie headed to the showers and bed. One way or another. Warts or not, Stan looked like he had earned a little high class female solace. Or vice versa. Whatever it takes. Tempus fugit. Something like that. That left me feeling a bit lonely, also a bit relieved that I didn’t have to be nice to anybody tonight. I wandered on down to the Radio Car, not much happening, got into a penny ante poker game with Peaches, Frankie, and the two Mexicans, Felipe and Pablo. Just a normal night in the army, as normal is it gets. A lesbian, a transvestite, two enemy exiles, and whatever the fuck I am. That fucking Frankie is a sharp card player, if not a card sharp. She is real good at bluffing, keeping a poker face, and remembering who was holding what. I suppose it figures. She had been through more hard schools than the rest of us put together, and we were no babes in the woods, ourselves.  
 
    Turned out that all five of us had been in France in the AEF at different times, Peaches had been an Army Nurse Corps, Frances and I had been doughboys, as had Pablo, five or six years later. Felipe had been Service Corps, digging trenches and repairing roads, clearing mines; we all had seen a whole lot of shit we didn’t want to talk about. So, we just told stories about getting drunk in Paris and outsmarting MPs, the usual bullshit. Good times.  
 
    Frankie let slip that she had been an infantry scout, one of those guys who crept between the lines looking for krauts to kidnap, bodies with insignia, all that nasty shit. Figured, she was as small as a soldier could be, just over five feet tall, and slender. I knew she had a dick, when we rescued them from the exile ship, all the unnaturals had been more or less naked, we had to rustle up clothes for them back at the shop I was running. But fuck it. She had earned the right to be the fucking Sugar Plum Fairy if she wanted to be, and in any case, we were all Americans over here, strangers in a very strange land. If she wanted to be a woman, she could be three women for all of me. She could follow orders, she could shoot, and she could think. I wished I had a battalion of people like her.  
 
    I was mildly afraid she had some sort of crush on me, which was flattering, but life was complicated enough already. Homosexuals never bothered me, I didn’t feel threatened like some men do. I already had hemorrhoids and a bad attitude, there was not much else they could give me. They were like left-handed people or people that liked butterscotch. Okay for them, but not what I’m interested in. Everybody is an idiot; we are all just fucked up about different things.  
 
    Thinking those thoughts, I realized I had had a few more drinks than I needed, and was up way past my bed time. In any case, I would have to deal with Alde tomorrow or the next day, so I best get my beauty rest. I need a lot more than other people, it’s a fact. There is a lot more of me, for one thing. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The morning started with a bang. A good one. A Gotha bomber came over at dawn to harass us, but one of our Curtiss pursuits had been loitering in the rising sun for just such an eventuality, and nailed the bastard before he could get properly lined up on his bomb run; tough luck, buddy. The Gotha smashed into the wreckage dump outside the Wall, the one we had shot up the other day, and the explosions and fire went on for quite a while. Entertainment. Better than a Tom Mix movie. By the time all that calmed down, we had the first of Maggie’s photos developed and on our desks for evaluation. Duplicates, of course, the professionals at HQ were on the job with a hell of a lot more experience than we ever had, However, it was easy to see that we were deep in the shit soup again. “Tanks, this time,” I noted. “Not many of them, dozens, but any is too many.”  The Germans liked the big Land Fortresses, the K-Wagen super-heavy tanks, the Grosskampfwagen. Those big bastards weighed in at a hundred and twenty tons, were forty feet long, ten feet high, had a crew of twenty-seven, and four 77mm guns, a bunch of machine guns, depending on sub-type. They had been pretty useless in the churned-up fields of France, so they had gone with a lighter A7V, which was about half the size. All those had been of very limited use; Germany just didn’t have the materials to build enough to be of much good. And after Patton’s much vaunted tank thrust in ’20 had been rained into oblivion, all that had gone by the wayside. Anti-tank mines were a lot cheaper and more effective, especially in static warfare where everybody knew where and when the attacks had to be made.  
 
    Out here in the desert, the steppes, it could well be a different matter. But they were not going to hide something that size from aerial cameras. There were perhaps a hundred of the thirty ton A7Vs, and it looked like every tank required ten lorries of equipment and troops to be effective. A whole lot of crap headed right down our throats. Such jolly fun.  
 
    And what was I prepared to do about it, I wondered? The main force had veered east to that Karaganda salt mine and oil field place, five hundred miles from Karamay, ten days if everything went perfectly. I was our job to make sure that nothing went according to their plan. Okay, now that was settled, what can I do? 
 
    Listen to the radio, and take notes, that’s what I was paid to do. The first big news was that both sides, the Anglo-Germans and the Americans had both declared victory in the Battle of Sherbrooke, which was all well and good, but the Canadien Libéré Radio soon announced the opening of the Battle of Newport, which was thirty-odd miles south, and in the state of Vermont. Which meant that the United States had been invaded for the first time since the War of 1812. Newport, I happened to know, was the top end of US Rt. 5, the major north-south route up the Connecticut River Valley. Bad news, and getting worse. There were Spanish reports of U-Boat attacks on our new Naval Base at Vera Cruz, Mexico, and in the Mississippi River as far up as Baton Rouge. I didn’t know how the hell they got a submarine up the Big Muddy, but whatever they had, somebody put a few torpedoes into flood control levees and the port facilities in New Orleans, and all hell was breaking loose. The US stations were reporting winter flooding in the Lower Mississippi, so there seemed to be some truth to the Spanish reports.  
 
    I scribbled a note to Hodges, saying we could not count on many more troops from home, we would have to win this war with what we had on hand, and what the Co-prosperity Sphere could spare us. On second thought, I rewrote and had it sent as a telegram. Although, it did look like the South Asia War had settled down to a dull roar, consolidation, no more naval probes by the Anglo-Germans. The North Atlantic and the Mediterranean were far more profitable theaters of operations, no doubt about it. I was not getting solid info, but from peripheral mentions, the Med and the Black Sea, the northern part of the Arabian Sea, were Anglo-German lakes, and they were looting with all their might.  
 
    The Persians seemed to be holding tight, the Japanese were consolidating India and East Africa. How benign their rule was, was anybody’s guess, the Indians and Ceylonese, the Burmese, did not have any voices we could find on the shortwave. 
 
    The Aussies and the Filipinos were supposed to be on Patton’s side, but what they could do for him was another question. A long damn way from Vermont. Just as I was thinking those gloomy thoughts, a private from the Signal Corps car brought me a telegram. “LOOK OUT YOUR WINDOW STOP RAY ENDS” 
 
    Say, what? When in doubt, follow orders. I looked, nothing. The distant airfield, the Trimotor had been pulled off the landing strip, to be repaired or junked. The other way. Just the Yards and the main line to Urum-chi, the Wall behind, the clutter of the city between the yards and the Wall. More nothing. Looked like more snow coming in. Big deal. Then I heard a whistle, a steam whistle far back the main line east. One and one makes two.  
 
    Grab a jacket, and go look. Soon, a very long train, three locomotives in front, chugged past the Yards, it didn’t seem to have slowed much, if any, and kept on full speed to the west. The switches had all been thrown, the gates in the Wall opened, off it went. I should have counted the cars, but I didn’t think of that until it was too late. I did see that every car was full of men, some large and white, some smaller and darker, all in uniform. Our color khaki uniforms. Oh, really? Boxcars and passenger cars, all crammed with soldiers. There were flags here and there, no particular order. Two kinds, solid blue ones spattered with stars and red and blue ones with triangular white fields at the staff, the white had big golden stars centered. I like flags, a childhood passion, I thought I had seen the three-color ones before, but the all blue ones were new to me.  
 
    Once the cars were out of sight past the Wall, I went to the Britannica, and flipped to Flags. Yeah. The three-color ones were from the Philippines, but were upside down from the picture, with the red on top. I knew it meant something, but I didn’t know what, and it bothered me. The blue ones were sort of like the Australian ensign, but no Union Jack in the upper left corner… Oh. I get it. No Union Jack. Our two newest states or territories or what the fuck every they were. They were here. Troops. They could not get to the States fast enough, so they were here. I was willing to bet they had Japanese rifles, or at least the Filipinos did. Arisakas. Smaller caliber for smaller people. There were probably enough Lee Enfields kicking around China to equip a dozen armies, much less the Diggers, god knows we had enough of them pointed at us already. Warlords bought up Brit surplus when they were not equipped with Mausers by the ever-helpful krauts. A plague on both their houses.  
 
    On second thought, Patton would not want brown Flips in his pure white country, he might want the Aussies, but who can tell what a mad man thinks? I did know that the Japs could give a shit. They were not noted for giving a crap about the Chinese, so the color of the cannon fodder was irrelevant. And it was better, if you thought coldly enough about it, it was better to fight with troops that wanted to go home someplace, then to arm, equip, and train native Chinese, who might just get uppity ideas about taking their country back, once the Germans were gone.  
 
    Was it possible to think as coldly as the Imperial General Staff? Probably not, but survival indicated that giving it a good try was strongly suggested. Just think of Aneko. A cold bitch who would not let herself know what she was thinking while she was thinking it. I kept those particular thoughts to myself. Anybody who could not figure that line of shit out was too dumb to have it explained to them, in the first place. I wished I had a dog, so I could kick it. That wouldn’t help either, but better than trying to drown this shit out with booze. Poor doggie.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    I telegraphed Ray Reynolds, “I SEE STOP THANKS STOP MILES ENDS” Always be polite. Then I got another odd idea. How about building a little morale here. What did soldiers want? Well, booze and whores and going home. Outside of that? They wanted to know that they were not forgotten, that somebody gave a drizzly fuck about them. That was not going to work either, not with a bunch of exiles, not when your official country officially hated you. But still. How about some music. A band. Girls. Even the lesbians liked girls, right? And the homos? Who knows. Ask one.  
 
    I found Frankie in the dining room, resting with a cuppa, playing solitaire. Well, sort of. Doing card tricks was more like it. I resolved to not play her for real money. “Hey, Frances, I got a question.” I didn’t quite know what to ask, so just dive in after it. “Look, you know that I know your history, right?” 
 
    She looked up at me slunchwise. “You mean my sex?” 
 
    “Well, sort of. But not completely. You been in the Army, you been in prison, you been exiled, you been labeled an Unnatural, all this crap. So, what do want?” 
 
    “What do you mean, what do I want?” 
 
    “If there was no war, what would you want? Want to do?” 
 
    “Shit, who knows? What does anybody want? I’m just another guy, you know?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If you were an average jerk, you would want to get married, get a job, get fat and comfortable, raise some kids? You see where I’m going with this?” 
 
    She kind of glared up at me. I was on thin ice; I could see that. “Hell no. I really don’t. You’re kind of making me nervous, talking like this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to upset you. I want to know what you want. What would make you happy?” 
 
    “What would make me happy? The impossible thing is the only thing that would make me happy. I want to not be a freak. I want people to not hate me for who I am. Can you see that?” Her voice raised, some people at another table were peering at us.  
 
    “Let’s go someplace private. Want a jug?”  
 
    I saw her eyes light up, then she looked away. “Naw. Just talk?” 
 
    “Yeah. Talk. We have a problem. Not you and me, all of us. Who the fuck are we? Are we just going to fight until we die out here? Who cares? What are we going to do if we live through this shit? You see where I’m going with this?” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe I do. Let’s go to my room. Peaches might be there; she needs to hear this too.” 
 
    “Lead on, McDuff.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I did get a jug. And we did find Peaches reading quietly. “So look, we are fucked, right? A long way from home, we literally cannot get any farther away from the States without getting closer back the other way. So, we either all die here, we win here and make a country out in this god-forsaken desert, or we get back home. Right?” Nods of approval. “Either way, unless we all get killed, we have to become something. A nation. An army. A fucking people. How do we do that? How do we become a people?” 
 
    “You mean,” Peaches said, “Like the slaves in Egypt became the Hebrews.” 
 
    “I would never have thought of it that way, but sure. Like all the fucking losers in the colonies became Americans. All sorts of trash, mixed up and blended into something new. Fucking gumbo. Irish stew. Like, you know, New York City.” 
 
    “Wait here. I’m going to get a few more people to help us scheme. We need a straight bitch too. I wish Babs was here, she has a good head on her shoulders.” 
 
    “Get Stan and Maggie, if you can pry them out of bed. I think they decided to do the dirty. That last run was brutal.” Off she went, was soon back with Olga, Lupe, and Stan and Maggie.  
 
    Once they were all settled, drinks in hand, I stated my case; “I don’t know if you noticed, but I just saw a few thousand fresh Australian and Filipino troops headed to the front. That tells me we are going to win this war. The Germans have to be running on empty. Even in France, most of their troops were not pure Germans any more, they were getting pretty thin on the ground when I was over there, ten years ago. So, if we win, once we win, what then? Can we go home? Do we have to stay here? Do we have to fight all the way to the fucking Atlantic? Do we try to settle Siberia? Persia? Any of that sound any good to any of you?” 
 
    Frances spoke first. “I can vouch for your observation. I was a scout between the lines in ’22 and ’23, and they were pretty damn beat up. The corpses we found were malnourished, lots of Ukrainians and Turks and Spanish, all sorts of riffraff. Lots of them didn’t even have socks to wear. You know that’s fucked up. No socks? They have to be in worse shape now. As what to do? I don’t have a clue. We sure can’t trust the fucking Japs. They would wipe us out like bedbugs if they decide they want to.” 
 
    Lupo had the next comment. His English had gotten noticeably better over the last few months. “I understand. We are all sorts of people, enemies in the States. Irish, Mexicans, union toughs, rednecks, Negroes, all sorts of people. Big problem. No unity.” 
 
    “I agree.” Maggie said next. “Not even counting the Unnaturals, no offense. We have been trained to hate each other, but now, as long as we have one enemy, we are good, but once we don’t have that to unify us, then we might fall apart, start fighting each other. And, I might add, we are way short of normal women. A lot of soldiers will have to find Chinese wives or do without.” 
 
    “I don’t fucking feel fucking abnormal, Maggie, but I get your point,” Peaches rasped. “I’m not about to become the little woman and pop out babies and go to church for some dumb-ass male bastard.” She calmed herself. “But I get it. Nations are made of families. Babies make families. That’s nature, and you can’t fight nature. But I can’t fight who I am either, none of us can. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    My cue; “The plan is unity. We have to find some way to speak to the Micks and the rednecks and the Mexicans and… And fucking everybody. I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    Frankie actually held up her hand, like a kid in school. “I know. Music. That’s how. Music touches everybody in their guts. Music. I used to sing, when I was a kid, before I got drafted. I was hoping to be on Broadway… But... Fuck it. Music. We get a bunch of people, all sorts of assholes, and we make music. We show them that we can work together and create beauty, and we get them singing corny old songs, and we do this. John Phillips Sousa and Stephen Foster and Scott Joplin and all that crap. I bet, I know, that there are plenty of professional musicians exiled over here. They are a bunch of rebels anyway, right? I just know it, we find them, and we make some music, and we start putting together a nation. Yankee Doodle and the Battle Hymn of the Republic and Aura Lee, and all that shit.” 
 
    “Si.” Lupo said. “I play guitar. I know some cowboy songs, and Mexican, of course. No problem. Sad songs. We do this. Fun. Make a few dollars. Good.” 
 
    “I think we have part of a plan. I remember that band at the Fenix. Anybody else hear them? God knows what kind of music that was, but it was good. You could dance to it. Yeah. We can do this. Some of Remus’ guys have to be able to play music. You all remember that Patton hates mongrel music. He must have exiled a ton of people… Jazz musicians, and all. We have a plan. And once we start, this will snowball. We don’t try to control it; we just push it. Shit, everybody here must play a little something. I took piano in school. God knows where we can find a piano, but fuck it. We can do this. Maybe I can find an accordion. Russians love accordions, right? I remember Maeve, we got shot down, wound up in some little hick village someplace in Siberia, she sang them “Danny Boy,” and they loved it. Not much entertainment out here, that’s a fucking fact. Let’s all work on this.” 
 
    “In our fucking spare time?” Peaches, of course. 
 
    “Whatever it takes. What could happen?” Never ask that question. You will be sure to find out.  
 
    We made arrangements to meet tomorrow evening, spend some time tomorrow beating up the thieves markets finding instruments and sheet music. I sent a telegram to Babs asking her to do the same in Dalny, chances were better there, in the old Russian colony. I thought there might be some things in missionary churches, if there were any this far out. I didn’t know much about Chinese music, except to know that none of it would do us much good. Maybe some drums or something along those lines. A start. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Which good intentions were delayed by the return of Alde and Bob Weeks on the Eastbound. It had been delayed by the troop train, of course, and there were more coming all the time. It was a wonder that there were that many Aussies left after France and Gallipoli and a few more Mid-Eastern adventures of a similar sort. They had the notion that the British Empire was prepared to fight to the last Australian. I had heard their toast; “God Bless the King, God Damn the English.” Or “the Pommy Bastards,” depending the number of previous toasts. Once I got a good look at these new troops, they did not look like the stalwart men of yore; most of these were a lot younger, barely old enough to shave, only a few were old lags, obviously battered and beaten in previous conflicts. But the powers that were had to convince Patton that they were worthy of being Americans, and that meant cannon fodder. And here they were. Better them than me, was all I could find for an emotion.  The Flips were in better shape, still inexperienced enough to think they were off on some great adventure. Bully for you guys.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    Alde and Weeks got off the Eastbound at another platform, and were decanted back at the Recon Train in a rickshaw. Alde was a bit battered, on crutches, but chipper enough, Weeks tried to be sympathetic. “I shot her down. I didn’t plan it that way, but it all worked just perfectly, too perfectly, and she smacked down pretty hard. Hell of a pilot, though.” 
 
    “My fault. I just got too close. I thought I could buzz Bob. Make him lose timing, but he’s a little too cool a character for games like that.” 
 
    “Are you hurt bad?” I had to ask. 
 
    “I bunged my ankle and knee up pretty bad, then got my butt toasted when the fuel caught fire. I hit hard enough to collapse the landing gear, wrote that Curtiss off. They were not amused.” 
 
    “Fuck’m they can’t take a joke. I got my ass burned the same way. As long as you are all right. You rest up for a few days, I think we have this under control. Weeks, you did bring back a few rocket clusters?” He nodded, I went on. “So you see to that, mount some of those on this train, the tender and the crummy, then get back to work at your camouflage school. I’m not sure what they have planned for Alde, but she can keep your books or something for a few days, a week.” 
 
    She nodded in turn, then said, “I might as well bunk down in the Cammo Car, with Bob. You don’t mind?” 
 
    “Actually… No. I don’t mind. I was going to talk to you about that. But let’s just let that be, if that’s good with you?”  
 
    She reached over and hugged Bob’s waist, said, “We are all grownups here. We will work it out. I could lay off flying combat missions without damaging my sense of self-worth, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “I understand perfectly, Alde. Combat is for kids. Stupid kids. Once you see the goddamn elephant, you don’t need to...” I was trying to think of a way to say, “you don’t have to marry the motherfucker,” but she got my drift.  
 
    “I’ll get by. Give me a week, and we can find more fun to get into.” 
 
    “You could fly photo operations, but our last flight, with Maggie, got shot up pretty good, one dead, one wounded. You paid your dues, Alde, we need pilots, but we need intelligent people too. Not saying…” 
 
    “That pilots are stupid? But we are paid to do stupid things, and I may be getting too old for this crap. There are old pilots, and bold pilots…” 
 
    “But no old, bold pilots. Yep. Words to live by. You take care, and we will talk in a few days. We are off on another tangent. Bob, you have any musicians in your gang?” 
 
    “Must be a few. I can strum a banjo…” 
 
    Alde admitted, “I can play a mean sax, and sing torch songs, if I get half a buzz on. Why?” 
 
    “We are going to do a little morale raising. You are both hired. Now if we can find any saxophones and banjos…” 
 
    “Dalny, if anywhere. Vlad. None of us exiles brought anything, except the clothes we were standing in.” 
 
    “Stan, you got that right. The Unnaturals didn’t even have that. They stripped some of them naked and threw them in ship’s holds.” 
 
    Maggie winced, “Don’t remind me.” She realized what she said, then explained. “I’m not a lesbian, but a lot of my friends were. That and being half Jewish. That’s what got me here.” 
 
    “I heard you took the wrong pictures and had the nerve to get them published.” I said. 
 
    “That too. Those Klan pictures they published were just an excuse. How did you get here?” 
 
    “Same way. I was stringing for some small papers, somebody got pissed and I got drafted.” I admitted.  
 
    “At your age?” 
 
    “I already served a hitch and a half, ’20-’23. Yeah, I got off easy. I even had a bunk on the way over. I saw how you all were treated, but I guess you were on another ship than the one Ruby and Justine and all those people were on. That was the first one into Dalny. It was fucked up.” 
 
    “Fuck that shit. So now what?” 
 
    “We go about our business, you four relax, see if you can find us some musicians and instruments, and we will wing it from there.” 
 
    Alde pointed out the window. “Musicians? There’s one now.” We looked out, down at the end of the platform there was skinny kid in a blue shirt, no coat, had a black cap at his feet, seemed to be dancing and singing and playing harmonica, although we couldn’t hear anything through the glass.  
 
    “He looks cold,” Maggie said. “He’ll freeze.”  
 
    Stan shrugged and said, “Okay, mom, I’ll go rescue his scrawny ass. On your head, be it.” He grabbed his flight jacket, grumped, “Puppies and kittens and street waifs. Such a soft touch.” Maggie just pushed him out the door. 
 
    Stan was back in a few minutes, it looked like he had to slip the kid a few coins to get him to leave his begging spot, but they were soon back inside. I had taken the obvious precaution of ordering a cup of coffee and some rolls, the kid could barely wait to nod before ripping into the bread. After he finished off the rolls, he looked up, Maggie asked, “Fried or scrambled?” 
 
    “Thank you, mam, you saved my life, I reckon. Either way is fine. My name is Woody. And yours?” 
 
    “Maggie. Maggie White. This is Stan, Alde, Bob Weeks, and the boss here is Miles. We all work for the Army.” 
 
    “Thankee, mam. You hiring? I can do a job of work. Turn my hand to most things.” 
 
    “We need musicians, kid… Woody.” I said, “You been playing long?” 
 
    “All my life, what little of it there has been. French harp, guitar, banjo, I can screech on a fiddle, most of those things. I’m not real great, but I’m steady.” 
 
    “Steady is good. All you have is that one harmonica?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I been doing some hard travelin’.” 
 
    Stan was on track. “What they exile you for, Woody?” 
 
    “They didn’t. I done it myself. I didn’t want them to catch me, beat me until I gave up, so I stowed away. Got across the ocean, then I rode the blinds out to here. Cold out here.” 
 
    Could I believe that? “You exiled yourself?” 
 
    That made him peer up at me sharply. “You could call it that. I knowed I couldn’t trust myself to keep my big mouth shut, thought I best get the hell out of Dodge. I knowed some fellers in the Merchant Marine, they ain’t run all the commies out of the Marine yet, so…” The eggs hit the table, he was polite enough to finish his sentence. “I would rather have gone to Mexico, but that was not the way the ship was sailing.” He dug in with both hands, I waited until he came up for air, asked, “What do you know about Mexico?” 
 
    “It’s a fucking mess. Begging your pardon, ladies. Them Juárezistas are not going down, and they are not giving up, and they go no place else to go. They ain’t going no place, no way.” 
 
    “You speak Spanish?” 
 
    “I’m from Oklahoma. I got a little Mexican. Good folks. Tough as rawhide.”  
 
    I looked in the kitchen, the indefatigable Olga was at the stove. I waved her over, said, “This is Woodie, you want to find him a bunk, put him to work in the Radio Car for the time being? He has some Spanish.” 
 
    “Si, no problema, gracias.”  
 
    I dug in my pocket, found a handful of silver, a little gold, handed it to our new recruit, said, “Hired. Get kitted out, Olga will find you a place to sleep. We will find some instruments, whatever we can do, but you are the new band leader. You can read music?” 
 
    “I can’t sight-read, but I can puzzle it out. Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good enough? Alde? You are assigned to keep this rapscallion under control. See what he can do, let’s get this band routine rolling? Good?” 
 
    “Sounds like more fun than burning my ass off.” She shrugged, modified it with a winning smile. “Come on, kid, finish your eggs, and let’s get to work.” 
 
    “Yessum.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Which should have been enough trouble for one day, but the Germans had other ideas. They hit us with Zeppelins this time. It was getting near dusk, but they screwed up and hit us a little too early, our pursuits could see to get off the ground. The zepps might have had a tailwind they had not counted on. It would have been a perfect set up for one of our Gun Ship Trimotors, but we didn’t have any yet.  
 
    The ground was falling into the shadows, but the sky was mostly clear, scattered clouds, red in the setting sun. The planes could get airborne; landing was another matter. Standing around watching was yet another. The sirens went off, belatedly, we all grabbed blankets and headed for the trenches as the ack-ack cut loose. All of a sudden the air was thick with unhealthy crap. We needed bunkers, not just slit trenches, but fuck it. Take what you had. Mostly cover.  
 
    A few sticks of bombs walked across the yards, a water tower exploded in a shower of white foam, a line of gondolas got unlucky, and went up explosively. No telling what they were full of, but it burned with enthusiasm. I hunkered lower, found myself half wrapped around Frankie, which was not where I wanted to be, exactly, but who has time for qualms when jagged metal is humming through the air like demented bumblebees? Cower and be grateful for somebody to cower with.  
 
    They only made one pass, but two bombing attacks in one day was not encouraging. The krauts were going for all the marbles. If they could get through the Wall, they could hook around through Mongolia, cut the Line, and link up with whatever Reds and Whites were left up in Siberia proper. We could stop them, more accurate to say the Japanese army could stop them, but it would be a bloody mess. The Chinese would find the truth of the old proverb, “When the elephants fight, the grass gets trampled.” And we would be fertilizer. Face it, we had nowhere to go, and nowhere to be if we could even get there. Which we couldn’t. Like they say in Vermont, “You can’t get there from here.” We won, or we died.  
 
    The sirens sounded the All Clear, we clambered out, stiff and cold, Woody was still coatless, but Alde had him wrapped in her blanket, Weeks looked only mildly put out about it. Jazz babies, what can you say? Theater people. None of my business. 
 
    The ground crew had lit lines of old tires to mark the runway for landing, pursuits droned in randomly, most landed well, one or two hit hard, but no disasters. Far to the east a flare lit the darkening sky. It had that orange-red color of a burning zepp. They dope the cotton canvas skin with aluminum powder in cellulose acetate. Once it lights, it burns fast and hot. The hydrogen lift gas burns faster, but it has a colorless flame. One zepp down. Bastard. I pointed the flare out to my people, none of them cheered, but Woody saluted with a middle finger. Then Alde dragged him off, not quite kicking and screaming.   
 
    Fuck Woody. Obviously one of those weedy little guys that strong women love to mother. For all the good that ever does them. That type is so independent they are just like cats. You can pet them feed them, do anything in the world for them, but you can never keep them. But go for it, Alde. I decided I was better off with Babs. At least she cared enough to get mad at me when one of my old women showed up. Send a telegram, tell her the coast was clear, come on. Good enough. I counted my blessings, slapped Frankie on the butt in a comradely fashion, and went to bed, all by my grown-up self.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The Germans were well past Karaganda, by dawn, and coming fast. As soon as it was full light, streams of planes, pursuits and dive bombers, landed at the airfield, refueled, and headed west as fast as possible. The troop trains rumbled through non-stop and at least one long fuel train was shunted to a siding to refuel the flyboys. It was getting shit-serious around here.  
 
    Weeks mounted his rocket clusters on our train, ten of them, and told me that more were on the way from Hong Kong. A flight of five Gunships, Trimotors with cannon, landed, refueled, and were sent on to the front, highest priority. I grabbed some caffeine, headed for the Radio Car. The US radio stations had admitted the invasion of Vermont was happening, pretty hard to ignore troop movements that big. Especially when they had to go right up Rt. 5. People were being advised to “seek alternative routes,” which was a joke to anybody who grew up there. Good luck to anybody who had to cross the Connecticut River.  
 
    No telling what was happening tactically, but the strategic plan was easy to figure. Go straight down the river, past the mountains, then split off left and right to destroy the road network, once you got to the coast and Rt. 1, New England would be cut off from the rest of the states. Then strike west for Albany, while coming down from Montreal. They didn’t have to win, they just had to fuck things up so bad that Patton could not recover the initiative.  
 
    If they kept New York Harbor blocked off with U-Boats and mines, kept the Panama Canal closed, and the Mississippi in chaos, they were home free. In the long run, I suspected, they didn’t really care about Central Asia. They might have needed its oil and coal at one time, but with Arabia under their control, they could just use all the Stans for a buffer zone, a place to lose unreliable troops, winnow out the cannon fodder, while the elite troops, Brits and ethnic Germans, conquered the Atlantic and the Middle East. And there was nobody to stop them. Not me for sure.  
 
    Lupo had a thick sheaf of transcripts, the Juárezistas were still holding around Vera Cruz, and were causing enough trouble in Juarez and Tijuana to provoke cross-border thrusts into the deserts of Sonora, Chihuahua, and Baja California. You would think Patton might have learned his lesson in 1916, chasing Pancho Villa, but apparently not. Some people are so full of themselves, they never think anybody would dare fuck with them, even when it is a matter of desperate survival from the party of the second part. That made me remember a scurrilous quote, that right after he scraped through West Point on his second try, dear Georgie made a beeline for the seat of power in the U.S. Army, Fort Myer, near Washington DC, making no bones about his goal of “getting a bootlick on people of note.” The same spirit had led him to impose himself on Pershing’s Expedition to Mexico, where he demanded a spot in any capacity; “Because nobody else wants this as bad as I do.” Kiss up and kick down. That one tactic that son of a bitch was a master of.  
 
    While I was reading, a bulletin came in that our leader had suffered yet another head injury falling off one of his beloved polo ponies. Nothing could keep him from his he-man activities, not even a couple of wars in his back yard. Prayers were being offered for his speedy recovery. Not by anybody in this hemisphere, but what the hell? It would have made me angry, but this whole mess just made me Homerically sad. This whole interminable Endless War had been a fuckup from the word go. A family squabble between an inbred collection of idiots and morons, who had an endless supply of cannon fodder to throw at each other’s illusions of invincibility.  
 
    Pershing could have won the war in France, he wanted to keep AEF troops under his sole command, deploy them in an effective, open order battle plan, but the British and French High Commands had fought him every step of the way, rumor had it that MacArthur and Patton had undercut his authority at every opportunity. MacArthur had been killed in a Zeppelin attack on Paris that got lucky and hit a ritzy restaurant where he had been dining, Patton had moved into the power vacuum, kissed ass, and wound up with the plum job. It hadn’t mattered that his great tank attack in ’20 had been a soggy disaster, he kept telling everybody he was a hero, and his open bar for the press got him enough laudatory coverage to make the illusion into the reality. If I had not spent a month or so dragging the charred remnants of doughs out of burned tanks, I might have believed in the myth too. But charred bodies wedged into tight little crevices of armor plate leave indelible imprints in the memory. When I say “dig out” I mean just that.  
 
    All back story and bullshit at this point, serving only to piss me off even more. For all the good that did. I might as well turn Buddhist and cultivate calm. Just as soon as the war is over. I sent a telegram to Barbara, “COME IF YOU WANT TO STOP I WOULD LIKE THAT STOP I CARE FOR YOU STOP MILES ENDS.” Romantic, no? I amaze myself sometimes.  
 
    Being brave. I managed to shave for the first time since my cheek was ripped open, there were still a few stiches in there I had to shave around, I had any number of interesting scars, but I still had a face. Not too much uglier than usual. One more bowl of soup, one more look at the transcripts, and I walked over to the Field Hospital to have those stiches out. I hadn’t even thought of them for days, but as soon as I was conscious of them, they had to come out. You would think I was trying to pretty up. Fat chance of that shit ever happening.  
 
    I could see a lot of activity on my walk, a steady flow of planes coming and going, trains constantly rolling through, more munitions than soldiers now, but lots of both. When I got back, the Mail Car had a package for me from the Bulletin. It turned out to be a couple of books on Amateur Radio, and a dozen ragged copies of “The Electrical Experimenter” and “Science and Invention” magazines. I flipped through them, all full of diagrams I could not understand, and similar bull-docky. Something called schematics. They did appear to publish some odd genre of pulp fiction called scientifiction, which would have fascinated me a few years ago. Now, I had other things on my mind. Good enough. I found a PFC doing nothing and had him run the books over to Aneko at HQ. Done. I requested a receipt, just to fuck with her a little.  
 
    Our Portuguese interpreter from Port Arthur showed up a little later, a salty type, noncommittal blue uniform, duffle over his shoulder. Bobby Olvera. He looked like a smart ass. A type I recognize easily enough. It was easy to tell that Bobby-O was a chatty type, always had to get the last word, but seemed solid enough. He also had Spanish, French, and some Russian, he said, had been on lumber ships all up and down the West Coast for years. I fed him to Peaches, and tried to find some way to keep myself out of trouble until dinner time. 
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    The battle for Newport, Vermont could not last long, not with real forces involved. A look at what maps I had showed that there was fuck-all to stop them until White River Junction, eighty miles south. I knew that Rt. 5 stayed on the west side of the river for the most part, I could not remember if there were bridges, and these maps did not show that fine a detail. I had been up there a few times, and there was not a whole lot of anything up there but cows and maple groves. Nothing to stop armor, for sure. And if it was all snow-covered, frozen solid, then tanks would roll over everything in their way. Mud will stop them, but mud in Vermont this time of year was not bloody likely. If the rivers froze solid, they would be tank highways. A little too early for that, but the war was young.  
 
    White River Junction was where Rt. 4 crossed 5, so that would be the cut-off point for the thrusts to Albany and Boston. Looked like big trouble for the “Military Genius of the Age,” especially if he had had his bell rung good and solid. He was such a jealous fuck, that you could bet that all his most competent generals were over here, chasing Fritz across the steppes. Or being chased, more like it. My head hurt.  
 
    I was so restless thinking these thoughts, that I had to go walk around, went to the Radio Car, I wasn’t pulling regular shifts anymore, but I needed to do something. It was buzzing, daytime back in the states, and all sorts of shit was hitting all sorts of fans.  
 
    Bobby-O was already earning his money. The Portuguese and the Brazilians had declared neutrality, and therefore were not censoring their radio stations, perhaps the only free stations on the planet. The Portuguese Empire, Ultramar Português, was in decline, perhaps, but was still widespread; Goa on the west coast of India, Macau near Hong Kong, East Timor in the Netherlands East Indies, and two colonies in Africa, Angola and Mozambique. Who knew? All those places had radio shortwave stations, and all were broadcasting what they believed was the truth. Truth is in the ear of the believer; I think that’s how that goes.  
 
    One point of immediate interest; a lot of American doughboys had made their way by hook or crook to Portugal after the slaughter of the troop convoys just after the Peace Treaty, they had been joined by thousands of American civilians from all over Europe, fleeing to neutral countries. They were still there, and they seemed to have their own stations. I guess some of the refugees were pretty well off, but anyway, they had access to the Air, and were using it to vent their opinions of the war situations. They were only on part of the time, but Bobby-O promised to monitor them closely.  
 
    Anyway, the Portuguese had lots of stuff on the Japs having to quash rebellions in their new territories. That “Co-Prosperity Sphere,” bullshit was fading away, if it had ever meant anything in the first place, and Japanese boots were on the ground in Java, Malaysia, the jungles of Burma, Ceylon, and of course, in the mountains of northern India. The Muslims up there were having none of another foreign occupation, Bengal seemed to be the home of the worst unrest, but the lands below the Khyber Pass were getting out of hand too. It was a safe bet that Anglo-Germans were fanning the flames. We were starting to get similar reports from the new Persian State Radio, they had an English Service now. They didn’t say much, but reading between the lines, it was not hard to see that Afghanistan was aiming to be the Graveyard of Yet Another Empire. Well, shit, they had plenty of practice at that job. I think Alexander the Great was the first one to try that game, and it didn’t work for him either.  
 
    The Afghans seemed to think they had been done dirty, lead astray by the Germans, and led into a trap in front of the city we were sitting in now, Jiu-quan, the end-point of the Great Wall. Seeing how I had helped spring that trap and helped clean up the mess, I had to admit they had a point. And fuck them, they couldn’t take a joke. That’s the state motto of Connecticut, you know.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I read until I was nodding at my desk, stumbled of to beddie-bye, and was woken up by another bombing raid, bright and early. The Railroad Engineering troops had spent the night improvising bunkers out of ties and ballast, so we were a little better off than yesterday. Bless them. The shelters would not survive a direct hit, but they would keep the steel rain off our necks.  That meant we were almost comfortable while we were cowering for our lives. Then back to business as usual. We had found out in the AEF, that in time, the unimaginable could become trivialized into the boring. Your brain has a capacity to accept the unacceptable. Unless it goes insane. No need for that; we were orders of magnitude better off than we had been in France. For one thing, it wasn’t raining. We were not ass-deep in mud. We had beds and warm food, and even luxuries, like dry socks and cigarettes and booze. Count your blessings. When the duckboards at the bottom of the trenches are three deep, and the mud is still over your boots, then life is fucked. Until then, have a nice cuppa, listen to the goddamn radio, and count your blessings. 
 
    When I got back to my desk, there was a yellow envelope. I ripped it open, it said, “YES STOP ME TOO STOP BABS ENDS” I’m not the only deathless romantic in the world, am I?  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    Of course, the next couple days dragged on, Babs had not bothered to say, probably did not know, when she was due in Jiu-quan, the troop and munitions trains had the right of way, and I did not think she rated air transport. Meanwhile, back in the war, the enemy had bypassed Karamay, and were hooking around to Urum-qi. They had no way around that bottleneck, it was break through, or try to sneak through a mountain pass someplace to the north. They knew that, we knew that, and they knew we knew that.  Hodges and Bradley were no dopes. The Reds and the Nationalists knew that they could make no deals with the Germans, who were even more brutal than the Japanese, if it came right down to the nut-cutting. All the German allies, the Stans, the Russians, the remnant Cossacks, were all hereditary enemies of the Chinese, so that was not going to fly either. You get to these points in wars where all the cards are on the table, the game just has to be played out with what is showing. 
 
    Maggie and Stan did another flight, just out and back, Oblenski was out of hospital, more battered than seriously injured. We drafted him into the Radio Car, he had Polish and a little German, there were a few Polish stations that pretended to be sort of free, but no revelations there. No revelations anywhere. Or was I just getting tense?  
 
    I did brave the cold wind, and take a turn around a couple of platforms, just to be doing something. There were crews installing quite a few Rocket Cluster drums along the tracks, more than I would have thought, and some black doughs building things that looked like barbeque pits, masonry stoves with chimneys over toward the Wall. I walked over and asked them what they were doing, and got a dusty answer, that I was not cleared for that information. “I’m Colonel Kapusta, I’m the head of Recon here. It’s my job to know what’s going on around here.” 
 
    That just got me a long cold look, and a nearly polite request to take the matter up with General Remus, if I really wanted to know. Just what I needed, more frustration.  
 
    I did sort of want to tie on a good drunk, but that was not a good plan either. What was a good plan? Play cards with Peaches and Frankie and somebody? Get them good and drunk? That was working on a plan. But they were not in evidence, their door was closed, even though it was not even dinner time. Fuck it. Zane Grey.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The next day was more of the same, no air raid, but the wind was setting in hard from the northeast, it might have been too strong for the zepps to fight on the way back home. They have a lot of endurance, can cross oceans, but their top speed is only about sixty-five miles per hour, so they can easily be grounded by a storm. Our ground crews and the railroad troops improved the shining hours by making real bunkers, hiring coolies to fill thousands of sandbags, and getting ready for more attacks. Troops here were getting thin on the ground, everything possible had been moved to the front in Urum-chi, the hammer was about to come down any minute now. Nerve-wracking. I hate waiting, and now I was waiting for two things, one good and one bad. I found myself snapping at people, and pacing up and down the cars, as if I was looking for trouble to get into. Just like a boss. I would call myself an asshole, force myself to sit down, be up a few minutes later, pacing again.  
 
    That Woody guy and Alde were wrapped up pretty tight, she had promoted a flivver, and the two of them were putting about in the cold trying to locate musical instruments of any kind. Come to find out that the Missionary Schools almost always had pianos, and Chinese Army units had bands, back at the turn of the century, before all that shit hit all those fans, and some of them had western instruments, tubas and trumpets and such.  
 
    There were a few Russian guitars, although they had seven strings for some reason, and accordions were not hard to find. I just cheered them on, found them another passenger car with a coal heating stove, and let them do what they wanted. One of those, “It can’t hurt, might help” deals. Which only left another twenty hours in the day to make a pain in the ass out of myself.  
 
    Eventually I wore myself down, had one large drink, and passed the hell out, in the hope of a glorious resurrection. Or at least some word from Babs.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    In the night, I rolled over enough to realize the wind had died down. I reached down, made sure my boots were handy, then had second thoughts, got up and slipped on long johns and a couple pairs of socks. Been to these movies before. They never end well. The bad guys win every once in a while. Whether they win or not, you do need to keep your pants on.  
 
    The sirens went off just at dawn, and the bombs started detonating a very short time later. We were digging for the bunkers by then. Big bombs this time, and they were walking in from the east, backwards from the usual. I knew that zepps could carry sixteen hundred kilograms of bombs, not quite two tons, and it sounded like they were carrying one or two bombs apiece. Fuck-blisters. At least you wouldn’t get hurt if one of those things hit your bunker. Could save on burial expenses too. Such happy thoughts.  
 
    But the bombs were not hitting the yards, they were landing back near the Wall and the Barracks, the Tank Park, and the Motor Pool. The ground still pulsed hard enough to hurt, the blasts rang your ears a half mile away.  
 
    Once the detonations ceased, I slapped some butts of the people nearest me, said, “Go get your rifles. Something bad is coming! Move!” Blank looks, but Lupo and Peaches and Frankie got it, started kicking asses. You play these games long enough; you can smell shit going bad. You learn, or you die. We ran. Back at the train, the ack-ack guns were fully manned, the railroad troops hunkered down, rifles to shoulders, the Cluster Drums open and ready. Good. We thundered up the steps, grabbed rifles, tin hats, and cartridge belts and ran full-speed back to our holes in the ground. Real foxholes would have been better, but fuck that shit.  
 
    We got back under cover just as the Gothas plastered us with indiscriminate fifty-pounders, sticks walking all over the yards, looked like at random. The Gothas were too high to see well, the sky almost completely clear, perfect bombing weather. Such fun.  
 
    We had an hour’s break, the big boys were gone, they might need ten or twenty hours to come back, unless the Germans had set up refueling basses out in the desert someplace. Maggie and Stan had not seen any, but it was a big chunk of nothing out there, whole armies could vanish in the emptiness. A few sand-colored tarpaulins, and a fuel dump would be invisible from a thousand feet up. Plus, there had been enough snow on the ground to wash out any details. I ran back to get Bob Weeks on the job, but he was well ahead of me, had canvas flats set up to break the straight outlines of the cars and platforms, even had a phony engine set up at the front of a line of empty boxcars a good distance away from our real train. Every trick in the book. Would it be enough?  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The next wave hit just before noon, and it was nothing I had been expecting. I had almost forgotten about those gliders that hit Maeve and me at that airport west of Irkutsk, Angarsk. Again, they had waves of the Junkers Ju 52 Trimotors, Tante Ju, they called them, towing tubby gray gliders, each about the size of a school bus. Each glider had about thirty soldaten, a good squad, and they were ready to kill my personal ass. “Get the fuck up here, shoot these bastards!” I screamed, not in my officer voice, in my scared as shit voice. It got through to them.  Again, the attack was west to east, aimed at the inside of the Great Wall. I wondered for a second, then the first wave of gliders cast loose, and smashed into the Wall. They were not full of troops; they were full of explosives. The detonations were far, far more violent than those huge one-tonners dropped by the zepps this morning. Six thousand pounds? Who the fuck knows? 
 
    I was blasting away with my Springfield, trying to lead the Junkers, trying to hit the pilots, hit something. Everybody else was blazing away too, everybody out of the shelters, the trenches, blasting away, just trying to get as many rounds in the air as possible. I stole a look, and there were lines of dive-bombers behind the first wave of gliders, and more trimotors behind them. Somebody said, “We are all going to die.” It might have been me.  
 
    The troop transports were strings of gliders behind one tow plane, so the sky was getting really crowded. Several kinds of all hell broke loose. Weeks and his guys triggered the Rocket Clusters, the ack-ack guys were right behind, and everybody with a gun was firing as fast as they could. I saw blocks of black troops cluster together and start firing by the numbers, not the best plan to group up into a target, but fuck it. I was busy.  
 
    Some truck-mounts were in action by now, and shit was flying everywhere. The dive-bombers targeted the trains, the few pursuits on the runways, and the AA, scored some hits and zoomed off to reload. For a few seconds, it got quiet enough to hear sergeants of the 33rd screaming at their troops to take cover, people were running in every direction, then the troop-carrying gliders skidded down, and shit got interesting. Welcome to the poor bloody infantry. Asshole.  
 
    Step one; find a place to hide. Step two; shoot at the enemy. Step three; try to live through steps one and two. Lucky for us, the focus of the attack seemed to be the Wall itself, and the garrison buildings in the town over near the Main Gate and the Railroad Gate, a good half mile away. The next wave of troop-carriers came right over the ack-ack in the Train Yards, and the Rocket Cluster emplacements, they were not expecting that, and all previous incarnations of Hell were immediately eclipsed by the crap that cut loose then.  
 
    The Rocket Clusters had been designed to throw dive-bombers off their targets, but what they did to the bigger, slower, transports and gliders was just nobody’s business. Every glider had a pilot, but they were probably just infantry men with a few weeks training, all they were expected to do was to crash softly. They were not expecting to lose all visibility, to have flaming crap and minor explosions rattling off their windshields, which were only celluloid anyway. The gliders were wood and doped linen, they were highly flammable, overloaded with explosives and ammunition. Once you saw it happen, it was obvious and could have been predictable. Chaos. Glider pilots flinched wildly, some of them tried to veer off without triggering their tow releases, and the sky was suddenly full of crazy. We helped, of course, firing everything we had at the low-flying transports.  
 
    Right overhead, a glider pilot jinked at exactly the wrong time, dragged the tail of his tow plane far enough off line to make it veer right into the path of the next plane to the left. Two tow planes and six gliders, and they all had nowhere to go but down. We helped, we shot the shit out of them as they slowed and stalled in mid-air. Then another tow plane caught fire in its right engine, and crashed close enough to us to wash the bunker with flaming gasoline. We ran like turpentined dogs. By instinct, all my guys headed back toward the Recon Train, I thudded my feet to get in front of the mob, bellowed and pointed to a line of military slit trenches a few dozen yards away. “No, you idiots! Go that way!” 
 
    Some of them listened to me, Peaches and Frankie and the Mexicans, Oblenski, the veterans. That gave the rest of them people to follow, and most of us humped our asses over to the trenches and dove in, headfirst in some cases. Good thing, a vee of pursuits were right behind the transports, strafing anything that moved, and raking down the line of the Recon train. I guess all the rockets had all been fired, and the ack-ack was still traversed to the west, following the transports as they zoomed over the Wall after dropping their troops. The Motor Pool and the barracks erupted in rifle and machine gun fire, and we sorted ourselves out from being entangled with the Railroad troops, and got our rifles aimed back at the sky. We had jumped into a trench occupied by big Negro gandy dancers, a section gang. The sergeant winked at me from under his soup-plate helmet, said, “That white folks’ bunker ain’t good enough for y’all?” 
 
    “Any port in a storm, Sarge, any port in a storm.” Then the next wave of transports roared down on us, and we got busy. This batch were more of those huge bombs, one of them released early, I thought I saw a motor smoking on the tow plane, and the glider smashed into the far end of the dummy Recon Train, the one Weeks had made. It was a good distance from us, but not far enough. My god, what a blast. I assumed the position, full cower, and shit just poured down out of the sky on us.  
 
    It took long minutes before we could lift our heads, and an even longer time for the dust and smoke to drift away so we could see. Not much left of the whole back of the dummy train. Later for that crap.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be many more planes in the air, but the firing behind us from the Wall intensified. A full battle. We all shuffled around, we were packed in there pretty tight, and tried to see what was going on. Not a chance. “Stand your ground. Reload. Be ready.” The sergeant said much the same to his troops, obviously, it was a time for caution. I tried to get an idea of what was happening, scattered fires here and there, the end of our train was burning, it must have picked up fragments from the dummy. I could see a couple of full-sized box cars that had been tossed like toys, a couple had landed on the Recon Train. I could see our soldiers fighting the fires, dragging the wounded to what little shelter there was. Nothing in the sky, and I could hear the blat of tank engines firing up in the tank park area. Hard to see, but I figured the Germans were about to get run the fuck over. Too bad. Those masonry chimneys the garrison troops had been building fired up, pouring out black smoke, they must have been burning old tires in them, trying to make a smoke screen.  
 
    I waited a good half hour, then the firing over near the Wall slowed down to scattered single shots. That usually means clean up time. And it was also time for me to earn my officer’s pay. I dragged my fat ass up out of the trench, told Peaches, Frankie, Lupe, and a couple other AEF guys to follow me. That Bobby-O followed without orders. Good enough. We were, they were, officially civilians. First priority seemed to be fire-fighting and tending the wounded, but a new outburst of firing from the Wall changed that plan toot sweet. I could see more smoke, hear small caliber artillery back there, then caught a glimpse of white-painted tanks smashing through a hole in the Wall, and headed straight for us.  
 
    I was boggled for a long minute, then figured it out. All a setup. There had been a strong force out in the desert, somehow they had bypassed Urum-chi, hidden in the snow-covered wilds, and were here to smash the railroad. They had breached the Wall, punched a hole in it with those huge bombs and were coming right down our throats. Maybe their timing had been a little off, but fuck that. Here they were.  
 
    I looked around for a defensive position; the flames that had washed our bunker had died out, and even though the opening was facing the wrong way, east, it was as good a spot as we could get. I ran back, slapped that black sergeant’s helmet, and just pointed. He jumped up, took one good look, and bellowed for his men to face the other way. I waved my people to the singed bumper, and set them to flinging sandbags around to make a breastwork facing west. Not going to leave shelter and attack, not my job. We were in the soup now.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The thing about battles, is that your perspective, your focus, is extremely limited; usually just what you can see through your rifle sights. We were up a little, a yard or so high, bad bunker design, but nobody had expected a ground attack here. They hadn’t expected a lot of shit that was coming right down our throats.  
 
    I could hear our pursuits fire up across the airfield, no telling how many were left, but every little bit helped. We might have had a few tanks left. The truck-mounted AA I could see from where I was at were all unlimbering and heading toward the battle, and the ack-ack troops were frantically cranking their guns horizontal. The ones on top of our trains had a better view, but they were just that much more exposed. I was just as glad to be a mud-grubber. Gladder. 
 
    There was not much between us and the place the Railroad Gates used to be, just tracks, a few odd cars, tool sheds and switch engines. Suddenly we were the front lines. A few of the switch engines were desperately getting up steam, trying to get away from the enemy tanks. One must have been hit, a huge cloud of white steam shot with black erupted at the far end of the yards, and people started running, abandoning their locomotives. I looked to the south, my left, and soldiers were frantically unloading howitzers from flat beds, digging them in, as best they could, hauling caissons by hand, and getting ready to fire. I wished we had a fucking flag to let them know who we were.  
 
    The Training Camp was behind us and to the south, there were a lot of men there, but what good they would be was another matter. God knows how many different languages they spoke, who they owed allegiance to. But, fuck that. They had to fight or die. There sure was no place to run, nothing but desert and mountains for hundreds of miles in any direction.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    We had a few minutes of quiet, a brave truck-driver from HQ ran by and threw out a few cases of 30.06, most welcome, for morale purposes, if nothing else. The firing at the breach in the Wall intensified, lots of rifle and machine gun fire, I thought I could see our troops running along the top of the Wall, south and north, to try and plug the hole. It’s only twenty, twenty-five feet high, bricks and stone, not a real fortification against what was coming at us  
 
    Everything motorized that we had was heading the same direction, a dozen tanks roared by, wide open, I guessed they were from the training ground behind us. They were not painted for combat, had big white numbers all over, but they were here, and they were hot, and they were welcome. I hoped the Instructors were manning them, but fuck it. All good.  
 
    They didn’t stop to chat, they ran right into the battle, which was hard to see from all the smoke and dust in the air. The few Pursuits we had left roared back in to add to the confusion, a couple of white-painted tanks, with a wedge of tarp-covered troop-lorries behind them burst out of the clouds of crap and headed right for us. The AA on the Recon Train behind us saw them and started firing, flat trajectories, right over our heads. It was insanely loud, painful, and barely worth noticing. The shit was on.  
 
    “Ignore the tanks! Shoot the troops!” sometimes you just have to say the obvious. That’s the officer business. I followed my own orders, and laid into the leading lorry. Somebody got lucky, it swerved violently, dead driver, and the truck behind it smashed right into its side scattering troops in all directions. They did not seem to be wearing field grey, Brits maybe. Fuck them. The Railroad Troops in front of us were laying down some serious fire, but they, like us, had only rifles. Do what you can with what you have.  
 
    Any soldier exposed on the hardpan didn’t get to take more than a few steps. A few of them got behind the oncoming tanks, hid behind rails or wreckage, but they had not expected entrenched professional troops. We stopped the trucks, mowed down the poor slobs once they were on foot, and the AA guys took out most of the tanks. A few turned and ran for it, that exposed their flanks, the armor is thinner there, they did not get far.  
 
    One tank kept coming, shells zinging off the frontal glacis, anti-aircraft shrapnel shells are not the ticket. They have timed fuzes for explosion at altitude, so they just bounced. Somebody got lucky, a shell apparently zipped through an open vision slit. The tank stopped, the shell bouncing around inside hashed the crew, all was well until the fuze burned down, the shell exploded, the tank’s ammo cooked off and the fuel tanks ruptured. Too bad the tank was straddling the railroad guys’ trench when it went off.  
 
    Fire everywhere, the blacks ran in all directions, we tried to put down covering fire, but there was entirely too much jagged shit flying through the air to carefully consider any actions. Keep firing, that’s all you can do. Some of them made it over to our bunker. The sergeant was one of them, he didn’t speak, just slid in another stripper clip, looked for targets. I was tempted to smart-ass him, but later for that shit. 
 
    We kept firing well after we ran out of targets, then when I was sure nothing enemy was moving, I stood half up and bellowed “Cease Fire!” It took a few times and a few kicks in the ass to get through, but eventually I managed. “Peaches, Frankie, Lupe, go get us some water. The rest of you check the wounded, you all know the drill. Move!” 
 
    Old lags, they did all know what to do. I surveyed the damage, all quiet. I stood up the rest of the way, could see our guys standing up, doughs scrambling down the rubble of the Wall, fanning out, doing cleanup. Nasty job. Let them handle it. They were getting paid; twenty-one dollars a day, once a month. I realized I was a little giddy. Sit down before you fall down, asshole.  
 
    That big sergeant stiffly tried to stand up. He made it, but he was all kinds of battered. I never knew black people could turn all those colors. He pulled off his tin hat, wiped blood and sweat off his face and said, “I guess we integrated these here high-dollar premises, Colonel.” He might have tried to smile, but it wasn’t a success.  
 
    “Any port in a storm, Sarge, any port in a storm.” 
 
    >>>>>>>>> 
 
    Hard to believe, but it was over. More of our planes were winging in, landing for fuel, and roaring off west. Good hunting, guys. I found one of our flivvers that was only mildly full of holes, sucked down a quart of water Peaches brought me, and putted over to HQ, to find out what the deal was.  I passed a couple kraut tanks on the way, they looked like the same Renault FTs, the old ones, not the new improved models coming from the states that we had. And the scattered bodies were in Brit field dress. They were not all white, the ones you could tell what color they had been, but they had been Brits. Looked a lot like this was another last gasp operation; I supposed the German troops were either up the Line, or waiting to smash through Urum-chi.  
 
    We were odds and sods too, as well as being exiles, but we might just be better off than our attackers. Surely this was a desperation attack, if not as much of a long-shot gamble as the previous battle here. Lots to think about, and damn little time to do any of it. The planes kept cycling through, the tanks were lined up refueling, ready to move out into the snowy desert, and I could see engineers digging trenches and rebuilding redoubts at the breach in the Wall.  
 
    HQ was calmer than you would have expected, only a normal level of chaos. I had suspected Stillwell was a cool character, and this just proved it. An aide took my verbal report, and told me to carry on, in a way that said I was in danger of wasting his time with my side show. Lines were being moved on maps, orders being cut, and wires being burned up as orders flew out to field units. SOP. Time for me to go home and listen to the fucking radio like a good boy. 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Reaction did not hit me until I pulled the flivver next to the platform, and tried to step out. Tried. I had to sit and shake for a while. Peaches must have seen me through the window, she came out and helped me up. Once a nurse… “Your ass looks whipped, Miles. You need a stiff drink and a blow job.” 
 
    “I know you aren’t offering.” 
 
    “Don’t bet on it.” But she could not keep a straight face at that, she cracked up, smacked my ass, and led me to my compartment. “Take off a few clothes, I’ll be back with a cup of tea. High test.” 
 
    “Love ya.” And I did. Tattoos and all. A monster.  
 
    I knew I had to stay awake, eat something, get a situation report, sponge off, and change clothes at the very least. These clothes were stinking with cordite, gasoline fumes, smoke, flop sweat, pure panic, and a few other foul substances. The tea and brandy helped, a handful of aspirin helped a bit more, I was able to change shirts and socks, at least feel quasi-semi-human. An illusion, I knew, but I’ll take it.  
 
    I made my rounds, our end of the train was slightly perforated, we had lost only a couple of people, a few more wounded, the boxcars that had been thrown by the glider bomb had landed on an empty troop car and one of the Cammo Squad’s workshop cars. It looked like Woody and them would have to promote another piano or two, theirs had been smashed to flinders on the platform, but all in all, we got off easy.  Conductor Earl was making his rounds too, he agreed. “We could fall in a cesspool, come out covered with diamonds, this keeps up.” 
 
    “Let’s not tempt fate.” He just shook his head, ruefully, spit three times to take off the hoodoo. Whatever magic you have, use it. I kept my back to the cleanup at the Wall breach. There was nothing there I wanted to see, and anyway, there were plenty of bodies being picked up everywhere you looked. When I did lift my eyes, on the way back up the platform, I was shocked to see how low the sun was in the west. I didn’t feel much like eating, but I could take another belt or two and try to lie down. I had earned it. The hard part about being an officer is not fucking up, and I hadn’t. Viva.  
 
    As soon as I saw how late it was, fatigue hit like a sandbag. I stumbled to the dining car, shot down a drink of something, stared at a cup of soup. The soup won, I went to bed.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I was awoken with a kiss in the dead of morning. I thought it was Peaches or Alde, but fortunately didn’t call anybody’s name before the light clicked on; “Babs!” 
 
    “Me,” she said, ungrammatically but accurately. “You stink. Was it rough?” 
 
    “It was not fun.” I looked her over, she looked tired and worn herself. “You had trouble?” 
 
    “A few bombs. They missed. Zepps I suppose. We only ran at night after that, that’s why it took so long to get here. Let’s hit the showers, and get some clean sheets. We have a few hours before dawn.” 
 
    “Sensible damn woman.”  
 
    “Sorry about that. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    We did make breakfast, and settled back into our routine. The war in Vermont was not going well for the so-called good guys, even though all the Micks in New England were raring to go at the Brits. Reading between the lines, it was easy to see that most of our better-class materiel was over here or in Mexico, while the National Guard in New England was stuck with shit equipment. Likewise, the Brits here had old crap, while we had the new stuff. I suppose they were not shipping Japanese trucks and tanks back to the States, were they? When things go bad, they snowball out of control. Law of nature or something like that. 
 
    Bobby-O was turning out to be a good investment; once he got the Portuguese stations sorted out, he could schedule the American refugee shows, they were in English, so other people could monitor them. They were the proverbial fount of information. A lot of them were professional radio men who had lost their Stateside jobs for being too liberal, or Jewish, or both. And they had nowhere else to go. Brazil was the only option, but crossing an Atlantic full of U-Boats was risky to impossible.  
 
    They were saying that the war in Mexico was going very badly for Patton, it was not his kind of war, and he could not cope with an enemy who would not stand and fight. The Juárezistas were a ragged-ass bunch of hillbillies, all they had was serapes, rubber-soled sandals and old rifles, but it was their country, they knew ever rock and cactus by name, and nobody was going to winkle them out of their home mountains without a hell of a fight. They could not win, but they could not lose either. Patton could not win either, but he could definitely lose.  
 
    There were reports of soldiers smoking marijuana, drinking any kind of poison they could get their hands on, and screwing Mexican whores against all orders. Sometimes senorita would jam a long hatpin through the satiated fool’s ear and into his brain, to teach him respect and better manners. There were even tales of putas somehow putting razor blades up in their pussies to discourage frivolity. Seemed unlikely, but who knows? I would put nothing past a pissed-off woman, even if there was not a war going on.  
 
    Happy thoughts.  
 
    However, the Portuguese connection finally gave us a decent view of the situation in Africa. The Germans had made the Belgian Congo their main thrust, up the largest river in Africa. Belgium was part of Größe Deutschland, of course, so with the Congo and German East Africa, they had the continent spanned. Above that had been almost all French and British, they might have kept the names, but that was about all. There were a few small Spanish possessions on the west coast, but all the rest of it was under German control. 
 
    Below the Congo were Angola and Mozambique, both Portuguese, and below that was the more or less independent South Africa. Liberia and Ethiopia were both independent, as if anybody gave a runny shit.  
 
    All well and good, the Germans, with Brits for mentors, were hiring native troops, reopening mines, restarting lumbering, getting plantations up and running, all that good stuff. The old colonial game. The only problems were the same old colonial games, keeping the native-on-native atrocities down to a dull roar, and trying to keep the white predation at the merely exploitive, not bloody enough to kill any golden geese that might still be alive.  
 
    Meanwhile, there was a dandy little war here, right outside our windows. We got a call for a photo run, Maggie went to see if she had a plane left. 
 
    She came back to report that they had a plane, a two-seater, but no pilot. Would I like to fly the bastard? 
 
    “Hell no, fuck no, and no.” 
 
    “The mission has to be flown. We have to find where the pass through the mountains these sons of bitches are getting through to attack us.”  
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    She looked at me for a long time before saying, “Does that mean no?” 
 
    “That means yes. I will do it. But I hate the very idea. I am about the worst pilot in the world. But on your head, so be it.” I so hate this shit.  
 
    “I knew I could count on you. Let’s roll.” I hate fearless women.  
 
    >>>>>>>>> 
 
    Not being complete idiots, regardless of the evidence, we did pore over the maps we had on hand. They were inadequate, sketchy even, but it was clear that there were damn few roads through the mountains north of us. There was a place named Kumul, which was famous for melons, the books said, but there was damn all else. “We will have to refuel in Urum-chi, and head north. This Kumul place is about two hundred miles north. But I can’t see how they can get to there to attack us.” Maggie pointed out.  
 
    “That dump makes the ass-end of no place look like a metropolis.” 
 
    “Agreed. Ready?” 
 
    “Fuck no, but let’s do it. Bring lots of film.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “Sometimes you just have to say the stupid stuff, Mags.” She didn’t point out that I was real good at that, so fine.  
 
    Kiss the girlfriend, put on a few more layers of clothing, pack a few things that might help if you have to walk home in a soft bag, and fucking go for it. I had to ignore a few tears from Babs, but that’s the war business. She knew it, and I knew it.  
 
    Five hours and more to Urum-Chi, a desolate landscape dusted with snow and dotted with wreckage. We could plainly see the attacker’s tracks, they had come down from the north-east, from the direction of that Kumul place, but then again there was just nowhere else they could have come from. The question was how had they gotten to Kumul. It got rough up there. Six hundred miles to Urum-chi, two hundred more to Kumul. One thing at a time.  
 
    Urum-chi was packed with materiel and troops, tanks parked everywhere they could be parked. If the Jiu-quan attack had been planned to cut the railroad, stop the buildup in Urum-chi, it was too little and too late. Urum-chi was the last place that was worth a name going east, just like Jiu-quan was the last place that was a place going west. The big buildup to strike up into Kazakhstan was on the trips, just waiting for the word. Nobody actually said it out loud, but our job was to make sure there was not a flank attack from Kumul once the main forces were rolling. It was hard to imagine they had that much left, but Grosse Hermann had proved himself one tricky bastard time after time. Go and look.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    We were the tits on a boar; Hodges had plenty of photo-recon planes out there, but I guessed that Stillwell wanted a double-check on his double-check. Belt and suspenders and another belt, that’s the way a cautious general does things. If you have a job for five guys, you send ten out, and then another ten behind them, just to make sure. And you keep a couple guys with telescopes watching the first two teams, and a damn rescue squad ready to roll. Just like the “old pilots and bold pilots” deal. Shit happens. Never stops. We had enough daylight for the mission to Kumul, if we didn’t dawdle, so we didn’t.  
 
    It was miserable. Some more weather was blowing in from the north and west, snow on the way, cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. There were scattered clouds, I stayed as high as the machine would let me, we were blue with cold and thin air, dodging in an out of clouds all the way. I didn’t see any zeppelins, the Gothas were below us, and the dive bombers and pursuits well below them. We saw battles all the way, the Gobi was one huge, scattered battle, groups of a few dozen vehicles chasing each other’s tails across the snow-covered gravel. Fortunately, everybody was focused on the ground action, we just stooged along, freezing our asses off and clicking film.  
 
    Kumul was at the head of a narrow valley, even more of the ass-end of nowhere than the rest of this god-forsaken landscape. Any self-respecting deity would have fled eons ago. This was a good place to starve a coyote, if they had any.  
 
    We took a quick look, a few pictures, and yes, there was a new road going up over the head of the valley and winding back into the mountains. You could see new bridges and excavation scars, piles of spoil not yet completely covered with snow. The road trended back toward that Abakan, Republic of Khakassia, place, but we had no desire to go check it out. As soon as Maggie shot her last roll of film, I cranked the Curtiss around and headed to the barn. We made it, with no incident, and landed in Urum-chi just as night was setting down. They had a sauna, a Russian custom and a blessing. Maggie took one with me, I was too tired to even ogle her. There were another three or four bodies in there too, so that was just as well.  
 
    They showed me to a rack in the BOQ, and I don’t even remember lying down.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I remember being kicked awake though. Some sergeant the size of Paul Bunyan slapped the end of my bunk with a size thirteen, and said, “Begging your pardon sir, orders are, you to report to the flight line immediately.” 
 
    “Whhaaa.” My eyes opened enough to see he was in full combat gear, including helmet, rifle in his hands. Ahhh… That explained the foot salute. “Yes. On the way.” 
 
    “I have a bike outside.” 
 
    “The Germans are coming.” 
 
    “They are here. Sir.” 
 
    “Fucking Jesus.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Communications established. Drop your cock and grab your socks. Three pair. Two sets of woolies. Flight suit. Buckle on your .45. Grab the rest and run.  
 
    It was cold outside, snowing, wind from the north, strong and steady. There was rifle fire from the distant north, muffled by the snow, but ominous. I hopped on the pillion, the sergeant straddled the idling Indian, and off we roared. When we got there, Maggie was sipping coffee; waiting for me, and a crew was swabbing whitewash on the upper wings and fuselage. An older lieutenant was supervising, he didn’t even wait for me to ask, “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Colonel Kapusta, sir. General Hodges’ compliments. He apologizes for the risk, but the enemy cut the telegraph lines in the recent sortie, and the General has urgent dispatches for General Stillwell. The air staff says the flight path has been cleared of all but stragglers, and all enemy planes should be grounded. Air suggests you fly low, the white camouflage should protect you from enemy observation. Simply follow the rail line south to Jiu-quan.” 
 
    “Simply. Right. I love it. Fine. How is the battle?” 
 
    “Just skirmishers, irregular infantry so far. Under control. Oh, and the dispatch case contains a thermite device. The red handle triggers the device. It is imperative that these dispatches do not fall into enemy hands. There are duplicates traveling other routes, but you should act as if the whole battle was all depending on you. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” I saluted, the painters were finished. I did my walk-around, no major parts dangling. Check. I wrapped a scarf around my neck, just like a dashing knight of the air, and clambered my fat ass into the pilot’s seat. Fuck this for a game of sojers. 
 
    Maggie took her position, a crewman checked her machine gun, I tested the controls, the prop was thrown, and off we went into the night.  
 
    Of course, we took off into the wind, north, gained a few hundred feet, and banked south. The sheer stupidity of this venture was absolutely astounding. The sun was coming up behind the clouds, it was gray enough to see the horizon line, if little more. I found the rail line, it was sort of cleared of snow, trains were running again, shuttling men and materiel up to the big battle. I got smart and flew a quarter mile or so to the left of the tracks, so no trigger happy ack-ack crew would mistake us for a dive bomber. Not that they could hit anything, but why take even more chances? There were enough chances you had to take every day to satisfy me.  
 
    The snow was coming down hard enough to destroy visibility at any distance, but I could fly. It was not all that thick, after all, it was a desert out here. Might get an inch or three of snow, just a flurry back in Connecticut, but quite a bit out here. Fuck it. Keep your head down, and burn a hole through the snow. No problem.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    About an hour into the flight, I got an idea; if those assholes were coming back for another try at Jiu-quan, they would be coming from the north-east, my left. We hadn’t seen any big formations of troops or tanks or tracks on the flight out, but a few white sheets and a little snow and they would be invisible. Holed up in some gully or dry riverbed someplace. Hanging with Bob Weeks was giving me all sorts of bad ideas. Check it out. I had a compass, and it wasn’t like I could miss the fucking Great Wall of China. Right?  
 
    I eased over five or ten miles, and saw nothing. I told Maggie to keep an eye peeled, and kept on churning through the flurries. Another hour, and nothing. Repeat ad nauseum; cold, chilled, thirsty with that tickling thirst you get in the driest part of the winter. Boring. Danger just makes boring more boring. My eyes were blanked out like Little Orphan Annie’s, so Maggie had to yell at me over the intercom. “Miles!” 
 
    “Huh?”  All of a sudden, I saw it. Them. Lots of them. An arrowhead of tanks headed for Jiu-quan, and not those obsolete Renaults either. The big boys, the AV10s or 12s with a screen of armored cars, Panzerkraftwagen Ehrhardt, fanned out in front. Lots of them. “Maggie, take a few shots, don’t linger. Deep shit.” 
 
    “Too much snow for a good count…” 
 
    “Fuck that shit.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    I cut across their line, once and once only, there were tanks as far as I could see through the snowflakes. Who needs an inventory of how fucked you are? One pass, and I turned back to the southwest, away from this shit-storm. We made it, if they fired at us, I never saw the flashes. Good enough. Wave bye-bye.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    Another cold boredom period, I picked up the tracks, followed them to the Wall, then gained altitude and circled the field while Maggie dropped a few red flares to signal innocence. They responded with three smudge fires of old tires to mark wind direction and force. We landed, and I just sat there, letting the frozen sweat and sleet melt on my face before she helped me up out of the cockpit. “Come on, grandpa, shake a leg.” 
 
    “I feel like two grandfathers laid end to end.” Which didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but it was the way I felt. A fuckup, there was no one official there to meet us, but the ground crew did have a thermos of coffee they were nice enough to share, so all good. We rode a flivver to HQ, got warm, handed over the dispatches, and got an attaboy from the captain in charge. Close enough. I told him about the tanks, I guessed they were still a day out, three hours in a plane is at least ten hours ground speed, and I supposed they would not want to show lights at night. That news lit a fire under him, Stillwell came out from his office, called me the bad penny, and had me guess where I saw them on the big tactical map. “This is just a SWAG, sir, Scientific Wild Ass Guess.” 
 
    “Understood. Well done, I appreciate your initiative, Colonel. Go warm up, and get your troops ready for another round. We were damn lucky the last time.” 
 
    “A word to the wise, sir.” 
 
    “Carry on.” Yeah. At top speed. We stole that flivver, they could sort that shit out later, and putted at maximum speed back to the Recon Train. It was still only early afternoon, so we had perhaps a whole day before they got here. But you can’t count on that. We could have easily missed a whole other army out there in all that crap. Peaches was waiting on the platform with big mugs of tea, which we sucked down before we got all the way up the steps. Babs was there waiting. Looking worried, but I could spare her no more than a quick hug.  
 
    “Peaches, we have another attack coming. A big one. Get more trenches dug, have the engineers and railroad crew move and emplace the AA in the ground. Get everybody’s asses below ground level, find enough ammo.” 
 
    “And then?” She might have been sarcastic, but probably not. She had seen the fucking elephant too.  
 
    “Some kind of a stove in a safe place for Olga and anybody she needs to keep the grub and coffee coming. This is going to be a bitch. I’ll get the radios and the telegraph guys under cover.” 
 
    “Plan.” And off she went.  
 
    “Maggie, you get your people, Weeks and what’s his name, the musician…” 
 
    “Woody.” 
 
    “Him. All of them digging a safe bunker. Send that flivver back for sand bags and more 30-06s. You know.” She saluted and ran. Conductor Earl was right there, waiting. “You know what to do, Earl. There are hundreds of Germans coming, lots of tanks. Deep shit.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Which left me and Barbara. She looked scared, but willing. “Honey, I need something to eat. A lot of something. Soup or a couple of sandwiches. I’ll be in the Radio Car. Love you.” 
 
    She just smooked my cheek, and ran off. I went, changed my socks and ran to the Radio car. A whole lot of shit happening in a big hurry.  
 
    I took over the old bunker for the radio crews, it was at least near the power. By the time I could lift my head and pay attention, we were set up, at least a start had been made on trenches and bunkers, that railroad sergeant was right there with his crew, dirt was flying, and I noticed that all the incoming trains and planes were being held here for reinforcements. Somehow they had dragged that burned-out tank away someplace. I went out for a walk-around, things were pretty much under control, or getting there. Good bunch of people. When I got back, it was well past dark, Babs, bless her heart, had a bed made up in a corner of the Radio Bunker, at least a couple of wood pallets with blankets and a trunk to hold some spare clothes. I tried to thank her, she kissed me, and pushed me on the chest so I nearly toppled over. “Lie down before you fall down, you big lug. We have this.” I tried to argue, she just kissed me again, knelt to unlace my boots. Love a sensible woman. 
 
     >>>>>>>> 
 
    I didn’t sleep well, but I did sleep. I needed it bad after being hammered by that frigid wind for two days. It was almost normal to be awoken by bombing, I knew the skies had cleared before I got my boots on. Babs was right beside me, she had slept in her clothes too, coveralls, actually. Sensible woman, or did I say that already? We were already in the shelter, no need to run, no need to look out. We were safe from anything but a direct hit, so we stayed put. I found I was not as petrified as I used to be. How fucked up is that, when my main fear is supplanted by other fears? Count your blessings.   
 
    The radios were working, Lupo and Bobby-O and Peaches spinning the dials, trying to listen through all the racket. Nothing was close to us, except our AA, of course, and we were under layers of sand bags. There were just two entrances left, a lot of work had been done while I was slug-a-bed. I must have slept harder than I thought. Fuck it, up and at’em. 
 
    The firing slacked off, the bombs had been small and scattered, erratic, probably zepps. I stuck my head out, and found I was right. Same old deal, hit us at dawn, before the pursuits could gain enough altitude to intercept the zepps. But, that meant that their chances of hitting anything were just that much smaller. Harassment was all that was. Now that the sky was open, high clouds, our planes were lifting off, headed out hunting. I did a quick inspection tour, they must have worked all night, like beavers to get all this done. I saw that sergeant, he was sagging, but he was standing. “Well done, sergeant. By the way, what is your name? I apologize for not asking before.” 
 
    “Johnson, sir. Jack Johnson. You know, you are the first white… man to ever ask me my name?” 
 
    “Sergeant Johnson, Jack, we are both in the same place, at the same time, in a load of shit. My name is Miles. Miles Kapusta. Silly name, but it’s my name. Sarge, you better take ten, you look like your ass is dragging. I have a rack in there,” I pointed, “If you want to lay down.” 
 
    “You offering me your bed?” He shook his head in wonder. 
 
    “No, my bed is back in the train. This is a rack in a bunker for anybody who needs it. You need it. Just take your boots off, if you please.” 
 
    “Damn. Thanks, but I better not. Those bastards have got to be real close. I’ll just get out of the light, and rest my eyes for a minute.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. We are all in this together. And if the Germans win, it won’t matter what color we are.” 
 
    “That’s a damn fact. Thanks.” He went inside, I didn’t bother to look and see where he settled.  
 
   
  
 

 My crews were well dug in, the AA crews getting there as fast as they could hump sandbags, and I saw gangs of coolies headed back toward HQ to get more orders, I suppose. Other gangs were unloading field pieces, tanks, and car after car of rocket cluster drums. The cammo squads were not bothering with the trains, they were setting up tarps and flats to hide artillery emplacements from the air. I finally found what those secret furnace things were, they all had fires in them, and silk and paper hot air balloons over the flues, tugging at their hold-downs as the air inside got warmer. I noticed neat coils of rope and wire beside each one, and deduced that these were antiaircraft weapons. Propellers on planes chew through ungodly amounts of air, and if there was a wire in that air, it would just be too bad for the pilots. Good. I didn’t expect them to be too effective, but just like the rocket clusters, every little bit of diversion was a plus. And fuck them on general principles.  
 
    Anyway, what the hell, paper and bamboo are cheap enough.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    They had built me a little sand-bagged observation post on top of our bunker, so I had a ringside seat for all the action. We had a few more hours before the Gothas bombed us. It did not work all that well for them, our pursuits were up high, hanging out in the sun-glare, and they got at least three of those big slow bastards. I wished we had a couple of Gun Ships, that would have given them religion, but we did all right. The dive bombers were right behind them, as if we hadn’t figured that out from all the other times they had done this to us. Fucking krauts, sneaky but predictable. They had not planned on us having pursuits up and hot, they may have figured on the rocket clusters and the AA, but those silly hot air balloons took them by surprise.  
 
    The furnace crews had enough time to inflate their flimsy constructions, a few dozen were bobbing at their moorings when the dive bombers roared in on the deck, barely clearing the Wall, dipping even lower for the attack. That got them under the AA bursts, under the exploding heads of the rocket clusters, but duck soup for the ground rifle fire and the balloons. Shit got real hectic there for a minute or two.  There were dive bombers crashing everywhere, fouling each other, and any that chickened out, jettisoned their bombs and pulled out, flew right into the sights of the diving pursuits. A fucking mess. I went back to cowering.  
 
    When I dared to stick my head back up, there were black columns of smoke everywhere, but just as I was feeling a little upbeat, the next wave of dive bombers hit the hastily constructed fortifications at what had been the Railroad Gate in the Wall. I was thinking that Stilwell had missed a trick, they got plastered hard. But, the pursuits pounced the stragglers and those that did not make a clean pullout from their bomb runs.  
 
    One of the German dive bombers crashed into the side of the Recon Train’s engines, there was a lot of fire, but they did not have steam up, so no boiler explosion. No bomb either. Still too close for comfort. I was starting to feel like a jack in the box, and I had no business up here, but I had to look. History has killed better men than me.  
 
    Far back in the yards, a locomotive was getting up steam, black coal smoke billowing out of the stack. I supposed some valuable cargo was being pulled out to save it, the locomotive was at the far end of a long line of gondola cars, headed east. The dive bombers were gone for reloading, we had a few minutes to grab a drink, refill the ready boxes, and get set for the ground attack. They could not be far away now. Our pursuits were landing now, reloading and refueling as fast as the crews could possibly work. A couple of pilots had been wounded, they were lifted out of their seats and helped away to an aid tent. Other pilots climbed into the bloody seats, the props were thrown, and off they went. Nut-cutting time.  
 
    >>>>> 
 
    We did not have long to wait. The first blow was artillery, long range and not very accurate. Small stuff, 57 and 75mm tank guns I guessed. I should have cowered, but I was down with a massive case of the fuck-its. I had nothing else to do but listen to the radio, and I was supposed to be an historian, wasn’t I? I wanted to climb up on the Wall, and get a good look, but I’m just crazy, not stupid. Most of the artillery was aimed at the top of the Wall anyway, only the stuff that missed high hit the Yards. I expected our tanks to run out through the gates and attack the Germans out in the plain, but they just waited, well back, motors running, but immobile. I was beginning to feel like a primer about to get hit by a firing pin.  
 
    Then I heard the growl of unmuffled diesels, they were coming. The Sturmpanzerwagen AVs are huge, forty tons, thirty feet long, ten feet high, with a crew of twenty men, more or less. They can carry 75mms and any number of smaller cannon and machine guns. The krauts don’t do subtle. A solid wedge of the big white-painted bastards hit the new Railroad Gate, smashed it aside like match-sticks, and roared into the Yards, spewing shells in all directions. Right behind them were lines of Überlandwagens, Troop Carriers, each with about thirty Sturmtruppen on board. They jammed up at the gate, but they were still coming. Our tanks were still not moving, our emplaced guns mostly silent. I began to entertain a suspicion, that became a certainty, when I saw that mysterious freight train vent steam, and start rolling. West, not east. Rolling right at the Gate. Fast. Fuck you, Vinegar Joe, you sneaky son of a bitch.  
 
    My brain finally started working, I slid down the ladder, yelled, “Get the fuck down! Cover your heads!” I was the last one to follow my own advice, and I thought fucking worlds had collided. Sometimes profanity is just not strong enough. Nobody could have heard me anyway. The fucking earth moved. We felt it. Sandbags toppled from the walls, the bunker was instantly filled opaque with dust and smoke. We were bashed, deafened, and battered, and we were a half a mile from the gates. I wanted a nap. Right where I lay would have done, but somebody kept poking me, asking me stupid questions; “Miles, are you alive? Answer me?” 
 
    “Babs? Is that you?” I tried to say, but I could not understand the words even when they were in my mouth. I expended enough energy to move your average mountain, managed to push myself to hands and knees. “I’m all fucked up. What a hit.” 
 
    “Let’s get you outside in the air. I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Yeah. Safe?” I managed. 
 
    “Safe? That’s a joke?” She helped me stand, another somebody supported my other side and we stumbled up and out. There was still small stuff falling out of the air, sand and dust. There was a big hole in the Wall where the Railroad Gate had been, there was a shitload of scrap iron scattered everywhere, a few chunks of flesh, and some smoking debris. And a whole army, engines running, waiting for the word to roar out and smash what was left of the invaders.  
 
    Three green flares burst over the Wall, a whole lot of clutches were engaged, and the Black Bears headed for Urum-chi. I watched for a while until my brain started working again; “What hit me?” 
 
    “A couple of sandbags.” It was Frankie, she had been on my right side, Babs on my left. “We need to get you to a doctor. You are bleeding.” She looked me right in the eyes, said, “Your pupils are the same size, but you are all fucked up. If you can get out of bed tomorrow, I will be amazed.” 
 
    I took inventory of my aches and pains. “Yeah. Me too. Let me sit down, you find a flivver or something. I’m fucking had it.” 
 
    “No shit.” She said. “Barbara?” 
 
    “I’ll watch him. No problem. Please hurry.” Off she ran. She still ran like a man. Good. They run faster. Peaches showed up with a water bottle and a wet cloth, she swabbed some of the crap off my face, let me drink. The water was stale, warm, and better than my chances of salvation. Lived through another disaster. I vaguely wondered what had been in those gondolas, but I didn’t care. Shit that went boom. Good enough.  
 
    I sat and watched a few hundred trucks and tanks move out west, and tried to feel how I felt. I decided I felt alive, which was good enough.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    The next day they decided I was fit for light duty, and home I went. The Yards looked empty, I guessed they had worked like Trojans to fill the crater and re-lay the tracks through the blast zone, but I didn’t care. I tried to get my eyes to focus on the radio intercepts, but it was a losing battle.  
 
    I crawled into bed, and let the rumble of even more west-bound trains lull me to sleep.  
 
    >>>>> 
 
     In the morning, we had orders to move up to Urum-chi, that battle too was over, the Germans and their allies had overextended themselves and been smashed. Had been allowed to smash themselves, more like it. We had another day to load up and get another locomotive hooked on, re-emplace the AA guns on top of the cars, but all I had to do was stumble around and say, “good job, well done, carry on.” Conductor Earl and Bob Weeks did all the hard parts. I was still weak as a kitten, and nowhere near as feisty. My bell had been rung good and solid. I might have been the oldest twenty-eight-year-old in history.  
 
    Somehow, though, once we got rolling, I could allow myself to feel better. I could just sit by a window in the Dining Car, sip tea, read the Radio Logs and feel like I was actually accomplishing something worthwhile. My ears were still ringing, and every part of my body hurt, but motion is a balm in itself, especially to us asshole Americans. 
 
    The scenery was not aesthetically pleasing, but it made my flinty heart glad; it was all wreckage of German war machinery. Norman Rockwell might not have approved, but he wasn’t here. Some of the wreckage was still smoking, and the nomads were already reaping their harvest, and good luck to that. They sure wouldn’t have to buy much ammunition for the next century or so.  
 
    I would have been happier if I hadn’t known we were rolling from the frying pan into the fire. We had accomplished so much, pulled off so many miracles, and there was no end in sight. Would we have to get all the way to Calais to be done with this shit? The radio reports were not encouraging; Burlington in Vermont had fallen, apparently so had Montreal, at least there were troops coming down from there toward Burlington and Lake Champlain. There was a suspicious lack of vainglory concerning the Detroit-Toronto area, and the Mexican War reporting was obviously propaganda. Lupo said, “If Patton keeps advancing like this, he will be invading Houston next.” His English was getting a lot better, his attitude was getting even worse. Mine too. We chugged on, quite slowly, we were pushing a few flat cars to trigger any mines, and behind them were a couple of heavy gondola cars full of Combat engineers to make doubly sure we didn’t wind up in a trap. There were trains in front of us, of course, but there was no telling who might find it amusing to booby-trap us, for fun, loot, or glory.   
 
    The weather was getting no worse, we were coming up on March now, I had been here almost a year, and never had even stopped to wonder if I would make my anniversary. And here it was, starting me in the face. Not a good time for reflection, but I could do little else.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    It took more than a whole day, thirty hours, to get to Urum-chi, it was two madhouses and an insurrection there. Trains were jammed in sidings as tightly as they could be packed, while construction crews seemed to be headed out in three directions, north to that Kumul place, northwest to Kazakhstan, and west to Persia, or hell for all I knew. A lot of them were Japanese Army troops, god knows how they got there, and the rest seemed to be Americans and Red Chinese. No matter, it was Hell on Wheels and the Tower of Babel all at once. And bless its little heart. It looked like a whole shit-load of iron was being spiked down, for a fact. 
 
    As soon as I was situated, I got orders to report to Hodges’ HQ, ASAP. I spruced up as best I could with the aide waiting impatiently and we were in front of Hodges in a very few minutes. He didn’t even offer me a cup of coffee, waved the aide out of the room, closed the door gently and said, “Miles, what I am going to tell you is Top Secret.” 
 
    “It can’t be good.” 
 
    “It’s not. Patton has stopped all shipments of men and material to us. No oil, no ammo, nothing. We are on our own.” 
 
    I knew it was coming eventually, but eventually is different from right the fuck now. “So, what now? More precisely, General, what do you want me to do? I thought we won this war?” 
 
    “We have. Our men, people, have been superlative. We won every battle. The Germans are broken. They cannot attack China again for the foreseeable future. Now, we just have to survive. The Japanese can take over this operation, they will keep us in fuel, food, and some munitions for a limited time. They don’t want us here, but they want to fight us even less. This is very sub-rosa, but there are two treaties about to be signed. First an armistice with the Germans, they will have to withdraw to the Caucasus, giving them and the Japanese most of what they need. Oil for the Germans, coal and a settled border for the Japanese. A done deal. We can live with that.” 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    “Is between the Nationalists and the Eighth Route Army, the Communist forces. There will be a cease fire. Perhaps a truce, and hopefully a coalition government. Perhaps not immediately, there is a lot of bad blood, but they really have no other choices.” 
 
    “A truce enforced by the Japs.”  
 
    “Exactly. They have been backing Chiang for years, but, by the same token, they know what a weak reed he is. This Mao, and his second in command, Chou En-lai are a couple of tough cookies, smart, cold, and competent. Another done deal. There will be lots of nut-cutting, of course, but that’s not our problem.” He waited, giving me a cue. 
 
    I took it. “Our problem is where to go.” 
 
    “And?” Another cue.  
 
    “We don’t want to stay here in the ass-end of nowhere. We can go back to Dalny and try to live on salvage or trade or something, we could just join the Germans, as being officially white and all.” He nodded. I went on. “We could take over Vladivostok and as much of Siberia as we could stand, and play lumberjacks and miners. That could work. We have tradesmen, union miners and such. There is fishing. There is a big-ass island we could take over and be more or less safe.”  
 
    “Sakhalin. Cold, wooded, and has only a hundred-day growing season. But, you are correct. We could take it over. There are only a hundred thousand people on the island, as far as anybody knows, and most of them don’t care who runs the place. Convicts and Coreans and some sort of people that sound like Eskimos.”  
 
    “So you are way ahead of me, General. You tell me.”  
 
    “It’s simple. We are going home. To the States. We are going to restore our country, restore freedom, and give everybody a fair shake. We might have to kill a lot of double-dyed sons of bitches, but we are going to give it a good try. It is what needs doing, and we are going to do it.” Hodges never swears. Unless he really means it.  
 
    “Or die trying.” 
 
    “Dying will not help our suffering people, Miles, so just get that idea out of your head. You hear me?” His voice may be mild, but his blue eyes can pierce you to the bone.  
 
    “Sir. Yes, sir. I’ll do my best. Tell me what to do, and I will do it.” 
 
    “First and foremost, keep up the good work on the radio monitoring. It is highest priority that we know as much about the world as we can. You need anything for that, just ask. Secondly, I have read your plan to create a musical morale corps. Do that. We need that. We are all sorts of people, most of them naturally at odds with each other. Get them singing and dancing together, make them hug each other, smell each other’s sweat, talk to each other, have a few drinks, and that will help us grow back together. That’s what we need. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “General, I can.” 
 
    “Dismissed. Thank you, Colonel Kapusta, I knew I could count on you.” 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    What could be easier? I went back to the train, gave the plan without the background. They could figure it out soon enough, without making it official. I got Woody and Weeks and Alde together, gave them the word, and what gold I had on hand, told them to get practicing. It was Wednesday, I decreed a show Friday night, told them to find a place, improvise a stage or something, and get a band practiced up. Right the hell now. They just took my money and set to work. Good crew. I went back to bed.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    Babs made me take it easy Thursday, I tried, but the clang and rattle of constant train-switching made it difficult. I made it with liberal applications of female voodoo. How I suffer. Friday, late and gloomy, I got my uniform on, found I could move around like a person only twice my age, and went back to work. Peaches had the radio logs, and an interesting bit of news; “Bobby-O is finding what you might call “outlaw” stations in New England. In Portuguese. Some of the stations are being picked up and rebroadcast from the Azores. Looks like low-power hobbyist shortwave to the Azores, then to the Portuguese stations worldwide. Who knows?” 
 
    “The Portuguese have a lot of fishing boats, some of them must have radios; Morse code in Portuguese would be very hard for John Hoover to stop. I don’t know, but if their fishing boats flew a neutral flag, the Germans would not want to sink them, maybe. But good, what have you got?” 
 
    “I got a load of shit. The war in New England is going very badly. Quebec is solidly German, the froggies have been pushed north into the snow. Burlington is gone, the Brits and Krauts are down to someplace called Northfield, Mass, and Albany is under siege. Boston is in revolt, but nobody seems to know who, what, or why?” 
 
    “Sounds like the fucking Micks. They can be counted on to do the worst thing possible.” 
 
    “At exactly the worst time. Agreed. My name is Donovan, I’m from Southie, but sure. A bunch of dickheads.” 
 
    “Guaranteed to think with the wrong ends of their spines, a fact. So, I’ll boil it down and type it up. What about Mexico?” 
 
    “Lupo says there is so much mierda, bullshit, flying around, nobody knows anything. It’s easy to see that we are not winning, we have not won, and we are not going to win. A morass. He says the locals are calling it ‘el lodazal,’ the mud.” 
 
    “A swamp of bullshit. Charming. Fucking Patton could fuck up a wet dream.”  
 
    Babs chimed in from across the table; “You build your life on falsehoods, then you can’t be surprised when those falsehoods prove false.” 
 
    Peaches agreed. “Reality is a bitch. Fact.” 
 
    “Carry on. You see Alde or one of them, I need an update on that concert deal tonight.” 
 
    “They said to give you this…” This was a crude flyer, looked like a woodcut print.  
 
      
 
    Concert and Dance! 
 
    Come one, come all! 
 
    Two Bits Admission 
 
    At the Grange Hall Friday, March 6th, 1931 
 
    Behind the Depot 
 
    BYOB 
 
    8:00 Sharp! 
 
    “And what is this so-called Grange Hall?” 
 
    “It’s an old warehouse, what they call a godown. It’s rough as a rat’s ass, but it’s big enough, the roof might keep the rain off, if it doesn’t rain too hard. Weeks and his boys are whipping it into shape. Fur is flying.” 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    An understatement. I hacked out my report, headlining the Azores connection, and took a taxi to HQ. The Yards were noticeably emptier, but freight trains were still rolling in. I was happy to see tank cars of gasoline. I supposed that if Eppi was selling salvaged ships in job-lots to the Japanese, our credit might be pretty damn good. How much do ships cost? Never mind. A lot. It looked like most of the troops were headed northwest, into Kazakhstan, while the motorized forces were northeast, into Kumul, and hopefully on to the Republic of Khakassia. Big doings.  
 
    We delivered our summary, signed for a bag of gold, and dropped up a list of requisitions that Bob Weeks had clipped to the flyer. Flyers, there had been a stack of them, I gave them to an aide, he promised to have them copied and distributed to Mess Halls and Officers Clubs as fast as it could be done. I was not expecting a big turnout tonight, this was more of a trial run, a dress rehearsal. Do what you can with what you have. That’s the road to success. Or disaster. Same road. It all depends on how you travel it, and who you bring with you.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    There was still nothing from the various official radio stations, the American stations were suddenly all part of the Victory Broadcasting Network, VBS, they didn’t even try to pretend to give the news, it was all patriotic music and Patton’s poetry set to anthems. “A Soldier’s Prayer” was high in the rotation. Großdeutschen Rundfunk and the BBC were all glory all the time, with even worse music. I began to think there was a music gap, and we might be able to do something about that…  Make a note.  
 
    NKH, Japanese State Radio in English was a little more open, but not open enough to make good copy.  There was a brief mention of a diplomatic mission to Geneva to “Normalize Borders in the Central Asia Area,” but that was all. I supposed that if they went by Zeppelin, they could be there in a week or so, and then a deal could be struck for us lowly types to hammer out on the ground. And I do mean hammer. But that got me thinking; if Eppi, Commander Epstein was making money salvaging ships and metals for the Imperial Navy, then who was paying us for all the miles of railroad we were building? Okay, it might be their track, but the timber for the cross ties and the ballast had to come from somewhere, probably Siberia. Bradley had to be getting a cut of that, didn’t he? If the track was rolled out of our Port Arthur salvaged steel, then we had to be getting a cut of that action too.  
 
    Japan had no iron mines, no coal. Those were volcanic islands, even I knew that much geology. So, if the coal the locomotives ran on came from China, somebody was paying the miners, unless the Japs were using slave labor. Not that I would put it past them for a minute, but free men work harder and smarter.  
 
    Oblenski had told me about the Hoovers clearing out the Pennsylvania coal country, so all those people, at least the survivors, were over here. Who thinks about coal miners anyway? Out of sight, out of mind, and nobody is more out of sight than the poor coal miners.  
 
    I needed to do some research. People like to think wars are all about patriotism and courage, but they are really about coal and iron and chemicals. Copper and brass. Wool and cotton. And somebody has to pay for all that, pay for the poor slobs who have to move all that crap around, pay for the coal to run the engines, and all that unromantic shit.  
 
    So, that meant wheels within wheels and deals within deals. And Hodges was a master of logistics. As was Bradley. And that meant that I had been missing half of the story. Probably the big half at that. Dumb-ass. 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    We all dutifully traipsed off to the Grange to catch the show, not expecting very much, but were pleasantly surprised. They had found another piano, and somebody to tune it, some black guy was tinkling the ivories, one of the Railroad troops, from his insignia. There was even a little hand-printed sign on the piano, “Leroy Carr.” I had no idea who he might have been in the States, but he was smooth and competent, got the job done, as we filed in and tried to find places to sit. The place was packed; people must have been entertainment starved. Well, of course they were. There hadn’t been any for a year and more.  
 
    One of the ushers, I thought I recognized one of Bob Weeks’ men, took mercy on us, and led us to reserved seats right up front. They were old battered folding chairs, but probably the best in the house. A lot of people had to make do with crates, barrels, plank benches, and the like. It didn’t seem to bother them much. It didn’t even bother anybody that seating was first come, first serve, blacks and whites, Chinese and Yankees, men and women, cheek to jowl, or something like that.  
 
    Pretty soon, it didn’t matter that there was no heat in this place. It was jammed full of people, including a lot of Chinese or whatever kind of locals they had here. Urum-chians, I guess. Bob Weeks was the MC, he had found a tux someplace, and a microphone that sort of worked, some of the time. All those backstage boys crave the footlights. They only had lanterns with tin can reflectors, but close enough for a Gobi Desert.  
 
    He waved the piano player to a halt, waited for the ending flourish, and said; “Ladies and Gentlemen, Members of the Black Bear Expeditionary Force. Airmen and Soldiers; allow me to welcome you to the first ever Gobi Freedom Concert. What you might call the Hoedown in the Godown.” He waited for a laugh, and got an attempt at one. “You have been listening to the blues piano compositions of Leroy Carr, late of Indianapolis. Corporal Carr is attached to the Railroad Troops, and is a baggage master. Let’s show our appreciation with a big round of applause for Corporal Carr!” There was a generous amount of hand-clapping, a few cheers and whistles from the black soldiers in the seats. “And for our first act, the Retread Brass Band will swing you a few John Phillips Sousa songs.” 
 
    The crowd was not overjoyed to hear a program of patriotic music, there was some muttering, but the sight of the band made them perk up and take notice. They all had their regular uniforms on, but their brimmed caps were as odd an assortment of styles as could be found in any Central Asian thieves’ market. They all had the word “Retread” picked out in gold paint on the front flares, but that was as uniform as they got. There were men of all colors, a few women, more than a couple of the men were missing legs, or hobbled on crutches, the trumpeter, who looked Jewish, had only one arm. Our accomplice Alde was there, in her flight suit, saxophone in hand. Her hat had more gold leaf than any of the others. Of course. They launched into “The Stars and Stripes Forever,” and from the first note it was obvious that something out of the ordinary was happening. And I was about to learn what that word “Swing” meant. The rhythm was raggy and draggy, chords sounded like they had a few extra notes in them, it was a throwback to that “Hot Jazzy” music they had played for a few years in the late teens before the war started going so badly, Prohibition kicked in, and the Attorney General and all his little Grundies had declared war on all things mongrel and unamerican. Negro music had been one of the first things to get the ax. But here it was, in full feather, headed for the stars above.  
 
    I never was much concerned with music, I just wanted to write, but this was something else. It made your feet itch and your butt want to shake. A lot of the standees in the back and along the walls needed no further invitation. They were dancing in place by the first chorus. Even my uneducated feet were tapping. Babs was dancing sitting down, I caught her catching my eye, as if she expected me to ask her to dance, I leaned over and said, no need to whisper, “I don’t dance, I inflict injuries with my feet.” She smooked my cheek, and grinned. 
 
    The music got wilder and wilder, they never repeated a chorus, every time around it was different, and a little crazier. I had never heard anything like it before. But I liked it. It was fun. Watching people have fun is fun. And if they know what they are doing, all the better.  
 
    The next song was another old chestnut, “The Washington Post March,” but there was not going to be a whole lot of marching done to it at that tempo. Fornication? Sure. Just not marching. They gave up even the faintest pretense of Sousa with the next song, I guessed it was called “Tiger Rag,” at least they shouted “hold that tiger” in ragged unison every once in a while. I had heard that one before, when I was a kid, and such subversive stuff was allowed.  
 
    People were flat-out dancing, some people clambered up on the low stage to have room to gyrate, an older black couple showed us some steps that were surely illegal back in the States. When the band saw what the two of them were doing, they backed up a few steps, and let them have room for even wilder gyrations. It went on for quite a few minutes, people were shedding their coats and mufflers, it was getting downright tropical in there.  
 
    That song wore the band right down, it was easy to see they only knew a few songs, and they had not played in a long time. Bob Weeks came back out, patted the audience down, and announced, “Now for a change of pace, ladies and gentlemen, our own Major Alde Johannsen, will sing you a tender ballad of young love.” 
 
    The band backed up a few steps, Alde doffed her cap, handed off her sax, and Leroy Carr came in from the wings… Well, the side of the stage, there were no curtains. The stage had been hammered together out of scrap crates and railroad ties, but it was still standing, so far. It had had a workout, that was for sure. Alde struck a pose next to the piano, the one-armed trumpet player came forward, and Leroy cut right into another nasty down beat, Alde opened her mouth, and pure sex came out. Something about “Hard-Hearted Hannah, the Vamp of Savannah, G A.” 
 
    Whoa. Babs poked me in the ribs and whispered, “You’re drooling.” I barely had enough sense to close my mouth and keep it shut. My god. Who knows what evil lurks in the heart of woman? She tore a big sweaty hole in that song, and stitched it back together with sinews of lust. The crowd was thunderstruck. They sure had not allowed anything like that under the Hoovers. The epic wound its way to its chilling ending, the trumpeter jacked it up a couple more notches with a lascivious solo, and Alde finished off the slaughter with Hannah “With a great big pan, pouring water on a drowning man, Hard-Hearted Hannah, the Vamp of Savannah Gee Ayyyy!” Yowser. Everybody went nuts. She took three bows, blew kisses at the audience, and said, “Thank you so much, you lovely people. We only had time to practice the one song, but next Friday we are going to do this again, better, stronger and longer. Any of you want to make music with us, there is a meeting here, Sunday afternoon at three, if the war lets us, and we will have even more fun.” 
 
    More applause. The rafters rang. Hooting and hollering. Unrestrained demonstrations in the cheap seats. It looked like it was working. She went on. “For the final segment of our program, we need you to move the seats and benches back against the walls. We promised you a hoedown, and we mean to deliver.” She waited patiently, while the center of the room was cleared, it was only a dirt floor, but hard packed, like clay. Once that was done, the brass band, all but the tuba player and Leroy left the stage, she announced, “And now, for your dancing pleasure, Woody and the Lost Gobi Ramblers. Take it away, Woody!” 
 
    He shambled on stage like a farmer waiting for a bus, diffidently, as if in a strange station far from home. My heart sank. Was he lost?  Shy? Behind him, out of range of the footlights, four or five shadowy figures grouped up, adjusted instruments, touched a string or two. Woody scanned the audience, seeming to make contact with every eye, casually, then said, “Howdy folks. My name is Woody. I was named after the president, but I feel the name of the man who got us into this great war is too heavy a burden for a skinny little runt like me, so just Woody will have to do.” His voice was thin but clear, carried well. Not a pleasant voice, but perhaps an important one. I found myself caring about the next words to come out of his mouth. The crowd fell silent to hear his words, delivered in that dusty twang. 
 
    “We, me and the boys are going to let you hoot and holler in a minute or two, but we thought we would sing you a little old song first, a song that most all of us know, and even if we don’t know it, we have all lived it.” He half-turned and waved to the band, they stepped up closer, into the lights. Two of those Russian guitars, most of an upright bass that had been to more than one war, a mandolin, a balalaika, and somebody with a comb and tissue paper. Our boy Lupo was one of the guitarists. We waved, he nodded.  
 
    Alde came out from the back, she had set aside her sax, and now carried a violin. Wonders never cease. She stood like she had held one before. Woody produced a harmonica from a pocket, tooted a note, and off they went. It was one of those songs that sounded familiar, and I don’t even like music like that. I like soft music. Harps and Bach piano things, but that’s about all I know about music. I can recognize the types; this was akin to that hillbilly stuff from down south. Crude but energetic.   
 
    Then he cut loose with that dry, penetrating voice, and everything else was irrelevant.  
 
    “Goin’ down that road, feelin’ bad,  
 
    Goin’ down that road, feelin’ bad,  
 
    Goin’ down that road, feelin’ bad,  
 
    And I ain’t goin’ to be treated this-a-way.” 
 
    As simple as a song could get, I suppose. Most of a thousand people here, and nobody made a sound. They might have stopped breathing.  
 
    “I’m ten thousand miles from my home,  
 
    I’m ten thousand miles from my home,  
 
    I’m ten thousand miles from my home,  
 
    And I ain’t goin’ to be treated this-a-way.” 
 
     Fuck me. People say all sorts of things about art, but art is the truth. Not even capital “T” truth. Just truth.  
 
    “They give me the Black Bear Blues, 
 
    They give me the Black Bear Blues, 
 
    They give me the Black Bear Blues, 
 
    And I ain’t goin’ to be treated this-a-way.” 
 
    Alde took a violin solo, even I could tell she was too good, her tone too pure, but by god, she made it work.  
 
    “Give me a number for a name,  
 
    Give me a number for a name,  
 
    Give me a number for a name,  
 
    And I ain’t goin’ to be treated this-a-way.” 
 
    People started cheering and clapping at that. Clapping in time from the black folks, and the whites got the beat. The went around and around, the balalaika and the mandolin played a duet, a double lead, I guess you call it, and the crowd got just a little bit crazier.  
 
    “But I’m goin’ home someday,   
 
    I’m goin’ home someday,   
 
    I’m goin’ home someday,   
 
    And I ain’t goin’ to be treated this-a-way.”  
 
    People cheered louder, threw their hats in the air, waved bottles and danced in place. I felt an arm hug my waist, Babs. I gave her the hottest kiss in my vocabulary, and Woody launched into the last verse.  
 
    “Goin’ down that road, feelin’ bad,  
 
    Goin’ down that road, feelin’ bad,  
 
    Goin’ down that road, feelin’ bad,  
 
    And I ain’t goin’ to be treated this-a-way.”  
 
    Not only did people join in, they made him sing it three more times before they let him quit. The applause and cheering sounded louder than any-Yale Harvard game I ever heard, when my father used to take me when I was a kid. I joined in. I couldn’t hear myself, and I didn’t care. It was nuts. Woody didn’t even take a bow, he just smiled and waved, then took his place back in the band, they kicked off some sort of square-dance tune, the comb and tissue guy stepped forward and started organizing the square dance on the fly as it were, “Couples form up in a line, and promenade, ladies choose your partners, if they won’t dance, find another beau that will. Step lively, ladies and gents, form up now, couples form in a line, stand up and be counted, it’s hoedown time… Shake a leg and let’s get started! 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    I looked at Babs, she looked back up at me; “I don’t dance, but if you want me to try, I will.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is something well-bred Jewish girls are taught to do. I have a better idea for the rest of the evening.” And she gave me a kiss that left no doubt as to the thrust of that better idea. Yeah. I can cope. I ceremoniously took her arm and we proceeded towards the exit. I won’t say we promenaded, but there was a certain amount of ceremony in our procession. I thought I saw Yelena, Isis, up against the side wall with a couple more oriental ladies, but I did not call attention to my recognition. Shut up, and keep walking, fat boy, don’t cause any more trouble than you absolutely must.  
 
    There was a very ornate and well-armored private train parked a few sidings over from our Recon Train, some big-wigs, but I had better things on my mind. And so, to bed. In the morning, there was the usual paperwork to plow through; some of the staff were still not on the job, while most of the others seemed energized, so efficiency wise, it was a wash. Win some, lose some. I let Babs sleep in, at least until I had a couple cups of coffee, but when she crawled out of the sack, she took one look out the window at the new train and was instantly wide awake. 
 
    “You know who that is?” 
 
    “Tell me. Coffee?” 
 
    “Thanks. That train, dear soul, is flying the personal flags of Soong Mei-ling.” 
 
    “Great. I’m impressed. Who is he? 
 
    “He is a she. Mei-ling Soong, better known as Madame Chiang Kai-shek.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “As you would say, Miles, fucking really.” I knew I was a bad influence on her. She used to be such a nice girl too. “Soong Mei-ling met Chiang Kai-shek in 1920. Since he was eleven years her elder, already married, and a Buddhist, May-ling's mother vehemently opposed marriage between the two. She finally agreed to the match after Chiang showed proof of his divorce and promised to convert to Christianity. Supposedly, Chiang told his future mother-in-law that he could not convert immediately, because religion needed to be gradually absorbed, not swallowed like a pill. They married in Shanghai three years ago in 1927.” 
 
    “True love?” 
 
    “Hardly. Mei-ling is one of the richest women, people, in all of China.  Her father was a very rich preacher. He had three daughters, all educated in the States as Methodists. I think in Georgia. The oldest, Soong Ai-ling, born in 1888 married the richest man in China. He was also Finance Minister. His name is H. H. Kung. The second sister, Ching-ling, married Sun Yat-sen in Japan back in 1915.” 
 
    “Oops. You know this how?” 
 
    “I told you I studied Chinese history in school. A fascinating story.  It was so convoluted and interesting; I did some more research. I did a term paper on the Soongs. Soong Ching-Ling's father was an American-educated Methodist minister named Charles Soong, who made his fortune in banking and the printing of Bibles; though he had been a personal friend of Sun's, he was enraged when Sun announced his intention to marry Ching-ling.” 
 
    “His problem?” I had to ask. She was a great story teller, easy to see she was the historian I was pretending to be. In my spare time.  
 
     “Well, basically because Sun called himself a Christian yet kept two wives, Lu Muzhen and Kaoru Otsuki; Otsuki was Japanese. Soong viewed Sun's actions as running directly against their shared religion.” 
 
    “And being too tricky by half. Not going to get his claws on the preacher’s baby daughter, no doubt a tender blossom. I have heard of Sun Yat-sen. They call him the George Washington of China.” 
 
    “They do. But the real story is more complex. Sun Yat-sen was born in 1866, he was variously a physician, writer, philosopher, calligrapher, and revolutionary. He became the first president and founding father of the Republic of China. The Father of the Nation they call him, officially."  
 
    “He spent time living in Japan while in exile. He befriended and was financially aided by a democratic revolutionary named Miyazaki Toten.  Most Japanese who actively worked with Sun shared a pan-Asian fear of encroaching Western imperialism. While in Japan, Sun met and befriended Mariano Ponce, then a diplomat of the First Philippine Republic.” 
 
    “During the Philippine Revolution and the Philippine–American War, Sun helped Ponce procure weapons salvaged from the Imperial Japanese Army and ship the weapons to the Philippines. By helping the Philippine Republic, Sun hoped that the Filipinos would win their independence so that he could use the archipelago as a staging point of another revolution, his own. However, by the time the war ended in July 1902, America emerged victorious.  Therefore, the Filipino dream of independence vanished with Sun's hopes of collaborating with the Philippines in his revolution in China.” I could tell from her phrasing that she was quoting her own term paper.  
 
    I broke in “Tell me this has nothing to do with the new “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, or whatever they are calling it now.” 
 
    “You have a low, suspicious Slavic mind, dear heart, and you are dead on the money. This has been in the works for a third of a century and more.” 
 
    “So when the Japs tell Chiang to shup up and play ball…” 
 
    “Of course. There is more; in 1900, Sun launched an uprising to attack Huizhou and provincial authorities in Guangdong. This came five years after the Guangzhou uprising which failed. This time, Sun appealed to the triads the gangs, for help. This uprising was also a failure. Miyazaki, that same guy, who participated in the revolt, wrote an account of this revolutionary effort called ‘The Thirty-Three Year Dream’ with Sun.” 
 
    “And the Japs were behind that, to, let me guess, put a spoke in the Brits’ wheel, while pasting innocent smiles on their faces.” 
 
    She poured us more coffee, and snagged the last sweet roll. “Sun had been in exile not only in Japan but also in Europe, the United States, and Canada. He traveled all over the world, at least the civilized part of the world to raise money for his revolutionary party and to support uprisings in China. In 1896 he was detained at the Chinese Legation in London, where the Chinese Imperial secret service planned to kill him. He was released after twelve days through the efforts of James Cantlie, The Times, and the Foreign Office, leaving Sun a hero in Britain. James Cantlie had been Sun's former teacher at the Hong Kong College of Medicine for Chinese.” 
 
    “And could not have been working for British Intelligence. Foolish thought.” 
 
    “No thicker than thieves. Of course, not. You would have to write dime novels to believe stuff like that,” she smiled.  
 
    “Ouch. She got me. Thud. I’m dead.” 
 
    “And the second sister, Sun’s widow, is, you will never guess…” 
 
    “Married Patton?” 
 
    “Has joined and is bankrolling the Commies.” 
 
    “Babs, it dawns on me, that we are so fucking out-classed here, it’s not even silly. I sure hope they decide that it is cheaper and easier to let us go home than to kill us off in situ.” 
 
    “Think happy thoughts, Miles, think happy thoughts.” 
 
    “Oh, I am. This is just the shape of my face. Slavic, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah. I get that. You are just a bubbling cauldron of optimism. That’s why I love you so much. All their lives, each sister followed her own beliefs in terms of supporting the Kuomintang, the Nationalists, or the Communist Party of China. By now, Soong Ai-ling and Mei-ling are the two richest women in China. Both of them support the Nationalists. Except when they don’t.” 
 
    “And the Japanese secret service own the both of them.” 
 
    “Most likely. Yes. And the oldest sister is neck-deep in international banking circles.” 
 
    “I think the fucking Rothschilds had best cash in their chips and retire before these three bimbos clean house with them.” 
 
    “You think you are kidding? My grandfather knew the Rothschilds. They are rich, but not that rich. I understand Germany is becoming uncomfortable for them. The Austrian branch of the family was hurt in the crash of 1929, and even though Baron Louis von Rothschild attempted to shore up the Creditanstalt, Austria's largest bank, to prevent its collapse, he failed and took a lot of the blame from the Goering people. They may have to flee, if they can. Antisemitism is becoming almost a state religion in Grosse Deutschland, and many Jews are scared for their life and property.” 
 
    I had to agree; “It’s bad enough in the States.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    “You touched a raw nerve, not your fault.” I kissed her, but felt some damage had been done somehow. Nobody hurts worse than Jews. And if it takes an exiled Ukrainian to tell you that, you are deep in the shit. “There is a new political party, backed by Fat Herman, the National Socialist Workers Party, that is overtly anti-Semitic. They have a brilliant figurehead, this Adolf Hitler, a real rabble-rouser, and he is riding a wave of hate right into power. He is smart enough to truckle to Goering, at least for the time being, but there are rumors of very ugly atrocities against Jews in the Ukraine and what used to be Poland and Russia.” 
 
    An ugly picture. I got it and said, “You can stop trying to cheer me up any time now… And none of this is official, nothing on State Radio, right? 
 
    “You win a prize.” 
 
    “A prize I could live without. Want to go back to bed?” 
 
    “We have work to do. Remember?” 
 
    “Slave driver.”   
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Not a day to breed optimism. The Victory Broadcasting Service, VBS, had given up on the happy chatter, and were declaring various States of Emergency, bulletins every quarter hour, with even more patriotic music to fill in the cracks. Drawing lines on maps and reading between lines, it looked like New England was a write-off, the main lines of defense were the Hudson River and the Great Lakes, with a major battle raging for Toronto, across the Detroit River. An armored thrust had been launched into Canada from Buffalo, “with important success.” 
 
    Which reminded me of Lupe’s wisecrack about Patton victoriously advancing on Houston. They had to hold Detroit and Pittsburg, the Hudson, or they would have no industry left. They hadn’t lost Springfield and Hartford yet, so they still had the gun factories, all those machinist-based industries. Curtiss, the airplane maker was in Buffalo too, and the big steel workers were around the south end of Lake Michigan. They could not afford to lose them. Huge amounts of coal and iron and grain traveled the Great Lakes, and I didn’t suppose there was much of a navy up there. Maye some training ships and a lot of Coast Guards in dinky little patrol boats, futilely trying to stop rumrunners. That was all history now, I don’t suppose the krauts could get U-boats past Niagara Falls, but they sure could put artillery on ships and barges and play pirate all they wanted. Jesus Christ on a crutch, we were fucked. Maybe we should stay here. Dalny looked better all the time. You can live on rice and fish, right? The weather was not that bad.  
 
    Still no real word from Mexico, bullshit flying in every direction. The Portuguese had the Panama Canal reopened, under the control of Colombia, and they were encouraging, it says here, so-called volunteers making their way north over the proposed but barely sketched-in Pan American Highway.  
 
    There were constant low-level naval actions all over the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico, U-boats and USN ships and god knows who all else. Pirate days come again. Small boats were skulking island to island all over the Caribbean, smuggling who-knows-what to god-knows-where. And fun was being had by all.   
 
    For years, decades, we had lorded it over the rest of the world, creating chaos everywhere we went, and now it was all coming back to us. At us. Proverbs about winds and whirlwinds were appropriate.  
 
    Just when I had a gut-full of bad news, and had managed to get it all down on paper, a messenger brought a note requiring my presence at a meeting at HQ in two hours. I decided to bring Barbara, she knew more about what was happening than I did, for sure. I got into my best uniform, she found a decent black dress, and off we went.  
 
    Or tried to. We made it to the platform, waiting for our staff car, then Peaches ran out with a sheet of paper. “You need to take this. We just got a report from something called RFC, Radio Free Canada, Vancouver, that British Columbia and the next province over, Alberta, have seceded from Canada, and from the Commonwealth, and have declared themselves the independent state of West Canada. The declare themselves neutral, and are prepared to defend their borders against all comers.” 
 
    “Holy shit. Is that all?” 
 
    “Yeah, except that they have been recognized as an independent nation by, brace yourself, Mexico, Colombia, and the Empire of Japan. How you like them fucking apples, Miles?” 
 
    “Jesus fuckers. This is big. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I figure. A set-up. They have had to have this all negotiated and lined up to get Japan and Colombia to recognize them this fast. Not to mention Mexico. Who the fuck even knows what and where the Mexican government is these days?” 
 
    “Not me.” A beat-up old Dodge staff car was pulling up to the platform. I took the paper, said, “Get Bobby-O and Lupo on this. This is something. I don’t know what, but…” 
 
    She nodded. “Something. Something big. On it. Later.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    On the way to HQ we passed the airfield, there was a cluster of new shiny staff cars around what I thought was a Trimotor. But on second look, it was one of those German Junkers tris, with crudely painted white stars slapped all over it. I saw a small dark man in a nice suit being escorted into the lead car by Ray Reynolds, there was an honor guard of eight solders in full uniform. Odd. As that little girl in the book said, “Curiouser and curiouser.”  
 
    It got even more so; the first person to greet us outside the door was my old what-ever-the-fuck-she was, Isis. She was in western civilian clothes, restrained dress suit, like a female bank head might wear. “Nadia Yelena Akhtiorskaya, allow me to introduce you to my companion, Barbara Wertheim. Barbara, Yelena works in Counter Intelligence…” 
 
    She ignored all that, didn’t even offer to shake hands; “No longer. Miles, you remember I wanted you to get us to America. I am about to return the favor. Mind your Ps and Qs, and all this has a chance of working out, but we skate on thin ice. Understand?” 
 
    I was just as brusque. “Isis, have you heard that the two westernmost provinces of Canada have seceded, formed an independent country?” 
 
    “They are moving fast. The thinnest of ice. We have to skate very fast.” 
 
    “Indeed. Good luck.” 
 
    She pretended to smile. Sort of. “There is no luck. There is preparation and audacity.” 
 
    “And lots of guns. I stand corrected.” She turned away, went to stand next to an older, plainly dressed Chinese woman, we went on inside. 
 
    “You know who that other woman was?” 
 
    “Hit me.” I answered in an undertone. 
 
    “Ching-ling Soong.” 
 
    “The commie?” 
 
    “These are very deep waters.” 
 
    “Full of sharks.” She didn’t reply, just squeezed my arm. Yeah. That. Thin ice, deep waters, and sharks. It’s not nice to mix metaphors, but sometimes they describe reality. 
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    Bless her, Babs had remembered to bring a folder, pens, and paper. We were ushered to a front row seat far over on the right, so I deduced l might have to speak. They had a table set up front, with nine chairs, as many flags on stands, a blackboard, map, and a lectern. I saw one of Hodges’ aides standing by the door, I beetled over, and gave him the paper I got from Peaches. I had folded it, written, “Gen. Hodges; For Your Eyes Only… Miles,” on the outside. I did my best to impress the aide of its importance, he knocked on the door, handed off the note, went back to attention.  
 
    We didn’t have long to wait. There was a Japanese Admiral, thousands of miles from the coast, and his aide was our old buddy, the mysterious Aneko. Old fucking home week. Every time I saw her she was in a position of greater power, and greater obscurity. She was in uniform as a USA colonel, and was apparently there as a translator. Sure.  
 
    The next seated was our boy Ivan Hodak. He was Siberian, had introduced me to Aneko, was supposedly a Brigadier in charge of Hodges’ 37th (Mechanized) Division, which was undoubtedly the most motley collection of half-breed outlaws in the history of the US Army. That would include the 10th Cavalry Buffalo Soldiers, their Indian scouts, and few War of 1812 privateers thrown in for full measure. Sitting right next to the Jap admiral. I can take a hint, I can. 
 
    The next seat over was Commander, no, Admiral Epstein, Salvage Chief of Port Arthur, and the guy who saved our asses on a daily basis for the last year.   
 
    They filled in the left side of the table next, that oily little guy from the airport, nice suit, no tie, big red star on his lapel. Closer up, he looked familiar… Babs touched my arm, whispered “Lavrentiy Beria. Comrade Stalin’s right hand man. A most unpleasant character. He was a Georgian, the when the security service of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic hired him while still a student at the Polytechnicum. A few years later he joined the Cheka – the original Bolshevik secret police. The Bolsheviks started a revolt in the Menshevik-controlled Democratic Republic of Georgia, and the Red Army subsequently invaded. The Cheka became heavily involved in the conflict, which resulted in the defeat of the Mensheviks and the formation of the Georgian SSR. By 1922, Beria was deputy head of the Georgian branch of Cheka's successor, the OGPU.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I whispered back. 
 
    “In 1924 he led the repression of a Georgian nationalist uprising, after which up to ten thousand people were executed. For this display of Bolshie ruthlessness, he was appointed head of the "secret-political division" of the Transcaucasian OGPU and was awarded the Order of the Red Banner. A few years later, he killed and betrayed enough people to become head of the Georgian OGPU; That brought him to the attention of fellow-Georgian Joseph Stalin. As a result, Beria became an ally in Stalin's rise to power.  He also took over Stalin's holiday security.” 
 
    “Ass-kissing for fun and profit.” 
 
    “Stalin trusts very few people. Beria is one of them.” 
 
    “Yelena, you just met outside? She knew Stalin well, said he had no friends, trusts no one.” 
 
    “As much as he can trust. He is a horrible person; Beria might be worse.” 
 
    “Keep smiling. Think happy thoughts.” After Beria and his translator, the next was another slight, non-descript Chinese man, very plain tunic with no medals of insignia. I tagged him as the Red Chinese even before that Ching-ling Soong took her place behind him. The next seated was Madame Chiang, with Yelena as interpreter. As if somebody schooled in our Georgia… Never mind.   
 
    Vinegar Joe Stillwell was next to Madame Chiang, they exchanged pleasantries, as if they knew each other in the past. She was worth chatting up, a very striking woman. 
 
    The last two seated were Hodges and General Bradley, with Ray Reynolds right behind them. Ray had a star too, advancement was fast in the Black Bears.  
 
    There was a certain amount of chair scraping, throat-clearing, and flash powder flaring. All meetings are like that.   
 
    Hodges stood in place, did not walk to the lectern, simply said, “I wish to welcome each of our distinguished guests to this conference, this preliminary meeting is more along the lines of an introduction to each other and to you in the audience, members of the Black Bear Expeditionary Forces, Civil Authorities of Urum-chi, who have so graciously allowed us to meet here, leaders of the Uyghur Community, all the other leaders of the local communities, Kazaks, Cossacks, Turkmen, Uzbecs,  Kyrryks, and Tajiks, and of course, the Mongols. We have not forgotten that these are your ancestral lands, and we will be meeting with you on a personal basis to hear your concerns and address them as soon as possible. 
 
    “The thrust of this conference is to ‘wage peace’ if I may coin a phrase, to establish a government or governments in this area and east of here in Han China, north to Siberia proper, Kazakhstan, and Mongolia. The US troops will not remain here, have no plans, no desire, to rule here in any fashion whatsoever. As we say in my home state of Georgia, we have no dog in this fight.” Some people in the audience might have bristled at that metaphor, but Hodges soothed them. “Not that I am comparing these nations out here to dogs in any manner, shape or fashion. You have been nations, civilized, far longer than we in the upstart USA have existed, and we have no desire to tell you your business, or to even suggest that our ways are better than your ways. The rules of the house are always right. And in any case, we have our own house to set in order. A large enough task for anybody.  
 
    “Let me introduce the participants in this conference. To my right, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, of the Imperial Navy. Admiral Yamamoto is largely responsible for the wide-ranging strategy that successfully brought us to this table at this time.  
 
    “To his left is Ivan Hodak, at the moment commander of our 37th Motorized Division. Brigadier Hodak has extensive lands north of Irkutsk, and hopes to return to his inheritance as soon as the situation stabilizes. To his left is Admiral Edward Epstein, Commander of Port Arthur and Dalny Harbor.  
 
    “To my left, most of you know Joe Stillwell, he has long China experience, and is Black Bear Field Commander. Next to him is Madame Mei-ling Chiang Kai-shek, representing the Kuomintang, the Nationalist Chinese Party.” He got her name wrong, but old dogs, new tricks. “To Madame Chiang Kai-shek’s left is Comrade Cho En-lai of the Chinese Communist Party. And at the end, is Comrade Lavrentiy Beria, representing the Soviet Socialist Republic of Siberia.” He paused, then, “We will allow no questions at this point, there is a press release available at the rear of the hall. Deliberations will start immediately, and you will be notified when and if developments warrant; I also want to call Colonel Kapusta of the Recon Train up on stage to inform you of an… interesting development in Western Canada. Miles may be available to answer your questions, if he so chooses. Miles?” 
 
    Thanks for the hot seat, Hodges, old buddy. As I passed, he shook my hand, and I felt the rustle of paper in his grip. I palmed it, slipped the note in my pocket. Courtney, you are developing a low talent for deceit in your old age. I didn’t bother with the lectern, just turned and faced all those eyes. Now that I could get a look at them, there were more kinds of people out there than I could have imagined, when I lived back in the states. All sorts of Oriental finery, and a lot more rough-looking tribal combat gear. Fezs and turbans and head scarves of every description. Embroidered skull caps and scalp locks looked like a booming business too. And every one of the bastards looked like he would be overjoyed to slit my throat with a rusty knife, if he thought it would liven up a dull day.  
 
    “I’ll make this short and sweet. The two western provinces of Canada, British Columbia and Alberta, have declared independence from Canada, British America, and have a formed a new country, Western Canada. The new state has been recognized by Mexico, Japan, and Colombia. That’s about all I know. If you want to ask questions, I can tell you ‘I don’t know’ a few more times.” 
 
    A few hands went up, but all the questions were of the “Is Canada one of the United States?” variety, except for one women, who rose and spoke before I recognized her. Justine Lowell, a Boston blue blood who had been exiled for lesbianism, and wound up running the Dalny Bulletin, a paper Hodges had me start a year ago. It took a story this big to get her out of her comfortable little office in Dalny. She repressed a smirk, and asked; “Colonel Kapusta, what long range ramifications do you see for the Pacific Rim states as a result of this development?” 
 
    Thanks, Madame Pain in the Butt. “I have not had time to digest this development, as you call it, but obviously, this will give Japan, the Japanese Navy, a base on the West Coast. I seem to remember that Seattle and Vancouver are both on a large bay, or series of bays, that would seem to be tailor-made for a safe harbor. I think that the US Navy has major bases in San Diego, LA, and in San Francisco Bay. I really have not contemplated this question, this is all off the cuff. All I can do is state the obvious at this point. Thanks for the question. I think that will be all for this session, I was wounded, or shocked might be a better word, a few days ago, and I need to get some rest. You may quote may as saying that things are going to be moving pretty fast, starting right now.” 
 
    I wanted to flee for my life, but that aide of Hodges’ was there, asking if I wanted to take notes on the negotiation sessions. I pled incompetence, but a puppy-dog look from Barbara made me volunteer her for the job. I don’t do shorthand anyway, and nobody but me can read my scribbles. She was dumb enough to thank me, and I cowardly headed for the bar and the free lunch counter. The bar was a buzz of speculation in twenty languages, I just kept my head down and sucked down a few egg rolls and a glass of wine. Rice, maybe.  
 
    While I was in line for a refill, that same aide brought me a note, “I’m going to be here all night, it looks like. This is all about the economics of the withdrawal. Eppi and some of Bradley’s staff, a General Marshall is here. There are revolts of the various nomads, Mongols and warlords, deals must be hammered out for the Provisional Chinese Government. I seem to have volunteered to help write the secret history of the Polar Bear/Black Bear/Grizzly Bear campaign. You might as well go home and rest. Love, B.” 
 
    Grizzly Bear? Oh. I get it. The Grizzly Bear is the symbol of California. I scribbled back, “Will do. Love you. M.” And gave it back to the Aide. “Tell her I will leave the staff car.” 
 
    “No need, sir, that is all taken care of. Officially she is to be on the General’s staff.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll just go lie down for a while.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.”  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    I remembered the note from Hodges on the way home. I read it in the glow of the backseat dash light, where I was sure nobody else could see me. Short and sweet. “Miles, I want you to set up a shortwave station capable of beaming voice and music back to the States. It must be truck-portable. CHH.” In my spare time, right? I managed to light the note with the cigar lighter, crushed the ashes until I was sure nobody could ever read it. The only reason for a shortwave station that could reach the states was to foment, as they say, rebellion, revolution, and a few more capital crimes. Looks like I would have to do better than Nathan Hale and develop a few more lives to give for my country. 
 
    I checked the radio logs once I was back at the train, Brazil and Australia had also recognized Western Canada, and a bill was in the US Congress to the same effect. Nobody seemed to be sure whose side Western Canada would be on, were they the enemy of my enemy or the friend of my friend, both or neither? Were they in revolt against the Brits and Germans, against the US, or just out for their own survival? So many questions, so few answers.  
 
    I gave the gist of Hodges’ note to Bob Weeks, he actually got a twinkle in his eye at the idea of a new challenge. He headed for the Signal Corps car, I headed for the rack.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    Babs woke me at dawn, we got a few hours of rack time, some of it sleep, before she went back to work at noon. “It’s a deal. Just dotting ‘I’s and crossing ‘t’s. That Admiral Yamamoto has it all laid out, they just have to co-operate with the inevitable. This was his plan from the start.” 
 
    “All what plan?” 
 
    “The war and all that. He is the adopted son of the Yamamoto clan, big Navy folks. It’s all ridiculously complex, but the Army and the Navy have been at odds, almost at war, for centuries. First he worked out a plan to give each side what they needed, got the plan through the cabal around the Emperor. Once that was done, the plan was automatically the Word of God.” 
 
    “Almost literally.” 
 
    “Better than literally. Not only did it have to be done, it could not be seen to fail, if it did, then the unthinkable had happened and people would have to pay with their lives.” 
 
    “Executions?” 
 
    “Suicide. They call it hari-kari, but the real term is seppuku. Belly slitting. It’s horrible. But they love stuff like that. Honor and all that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Anyway?” 
 
    “Anyway, we won. They won. The Japanese. The Emperor was not disgraced. The unthinkable did not happen.” 
 
    “All’s well that ends well.” 
 
    “Exactly. Now the Reds and the Nationalists can stop fighting, at least for long enough to let the dust settle and the railroads to get built, and everybody lives happily ever after. The Commies get the country, the peasants, the Nationalists get the cities, the Japanese get the ports, the Trans-Siberian Railroad and the resources they need, the Soviets get Vladivostok and all the taiga they can stand, and we get to go home.” 
 
    “Just like that? Poof? Vanish in a cloud of dust?” 
 
    “No, actually, we get to make sure the Germans actually leave, we get to finish the railroads, and then we get to leave. We get to keep Dalny, that whole Liaodong Peninsula, Port Arthur and all that. The Chinese said they could live with Shanghai and Hong Kong in foreign hands for a few centuries, they could live with us having Liaodong for a while.” 
 
    “Really? And you think that is going to last? How long?” 
 
    “Who cares how long? If it gets us home and Patton dead, I could care less, personally speaking. Historically, it may be a different matter, but we won’t be there to see it.” 
 
    “And you get to write the book.” I said. 
 
    “You are writing one too. I see you scribbling away. And books requite publishers, book sellers, book stores…” 
 
    “Free newspapers to write reviews… Okay, Babs, I give. I’m just hacking away at a memoir, as if it could ever be published. Let’s follow the program, and get the hell out of this fucking desert. Summer is coming. And I just can’t see the Chinese, commies or otherwise putting up with the Japanese forever. Bound to be a war.” 
 
    “The war will be between the Reds and the Kuomintang. Stilwell has no respect for Chiang, he calls him ‘Peanut’. The Madame is another matter, but seeing how her own sister is the big money behind the Reds, I think there will soon be a deal, that will, as they say, include Chiang out. That Chou En-lai is one smart character, and they do say that this Mao Tse-tung is a force of nature. Smart, dedicated, ruthless, and a great writer and rabble-rouser. Yes, I agree. We need to be gone from this place.” 
 
    “Get your invisible Crayola and color us the fuck out of here.”  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Hurry up and wait. The Old Army Game. I wondered that was in Latin, the best I could come up with was “Festina, et spera.”  Miss Dimock, my tenth-grade Latin teacher would know, but she wasn’t available. You know this shit has been going on for a long damn time. 
 
    I felt shamed enough to take a first pass at my memoir, typing up a rough draft, which actually seemed futile, but authors are self-centered assholes after all, and there was little to do with all this crap hanging fire like it was. Hanging fire is an expression from the black-powder muzzle-loader days. Sometimes you would pull the trigger, the primer in the pan would flash, but the gun would not go off. Then, you held tight to the musket and prayed. It might go boom, or it might not, you would never be sure until something bad happened. A perfect metaphor for a peace conference. It might go off in your face, or it might sit there dead as cornflakes. You pay your money and you take your chances. 
 
    Barbara was gone all the days and most of the nights, she told me what she saw, but of course the real action was behind the scenes. Frustrating, but inevitable. They wrangled out the details in private, then had show meetings for the record, as scripted as a Broadway play.  
 
    Meanwhile, a lot of nothing was happening elsewhere in the world. The Anglo-German thrust down the Connecticut River had reached a point, just north of Springfield, where the road nets worked in Patton’s favor, he could bring more troops and tanks to bear, and the enemy’s logistic lines were stretched and inefficient. Detroit and Pittsburg were cranking out tanks and guns as fast as possible, and with no unions to stand up for the workers, eight-hour days and weekends were things of the past. The European refugee workers were busting ass, they had to, there was no place to run after this.  
 
    Nothing much seemed to be happening in or to the new nation of Western Canada, whether that meant that all the combatants were stretched too thin to respond, or else that Grosse Hermann and Patton had bigger fish to fry. Like each other, for example.  
 
    The Panama Canal, now known as the Canal Colombiano, was open for business; the big question was, would they let German naval ships though? Of course, capital ships, battleships, were far too large to use it, but freighters full of Endless War surplus weapons could easily get to ports on the west coast of Mexico. The canal was closed to our ships, too, and there was fuck-all Patton could do about that. He had painted himself into the proverbial corner, and there was nobody left to get him out of it. You spend your whole life making enemies, and guess what? You have a fuck-load of enemies.  
 
    We were a case in point. We could have won his wars for him, there were probably a hundred thousand of us over here, just in the Black Bears alone, but after he had screwed us over time after time, there was no way we would fight for him. Even as egotistical as he was, he had to know that. So, five divisions were left to wither on the vine, and he probably thought it serves us right. We weren’t there to crud up his nice clean white country any more. That was winning, that’s what he thought. There was a possibility that he would give up, and join the Master Race to conquer the world, like God wanted him to do, but chances were that he was too proud to take his licking like a man. He would have to admit he had ever been wrong, for one thing.  
 
    A lot of us would have been just as happy to go down swinging, if we had half a chance of taking that bastard with us.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    All of which was just bullshit, pissing into the wind, but there was little else to do. I decided to get off my fatness and help somebody do something, even if it was just causing trouble. The back end of the train was a constant bustle of people coming and going, all bearing objects that had some resemblance to musical instruments. I recognized quite a few faces from the Friday show, it seemed like half the audience had been other musicians looking for a chance to play. But that’s the art biz for you. The audiences at poetry readings are mostly other poets impatiently waiting for their chance in the limelight.  
 
    It was not real cold today, people were gathered in little huddles, impromptu groups of four or six, feeling each other out, making tentative tunes as a way to strike up friendships, I suppose. One gathering might have a fiddle, a trombone, some sort of a Chinese drum and a triangle, while the next would be composed of obviously Oriental instruments put to uses they were never intended for. Some of it sounded decent, others were flatly horrible, but there was a lot of energy, people sawing away on all sorts of Mongol fiddles, or whatever they might have snagged from wherever. There did seem to be a lot of bowed instruments of one kind or another, mostly another.  
 
    That gave me and idea; I walked back up the platform to one of Camouflage Corps workshop boxcars, and they were all hard at it, trying to make playable instruments out of the driftwood of war. It was much finer work then they were used to, but stage hands are the original jacks of all trades, they can do more with less than any other group of people I know of. Mix and match with hoboes and poor rural people, and you are looking at some serious improvisors. I looked in and saw that Woody and Bob Weeks poring over the remnants of a much-battered bull fiddle, a certain amount of cussing was underway.  
 
    “Well, I can glue the bastard back together, even patch the bullet holes, but I have no idea where we can get strings for this abortion.” 
 
    “Rope, I reckon. Or sheep guts. These people out here use up every part of a sheep but the damn ‘baaa.’ You can see that plain, if you just look. Poor people are the same the world round, I reckon.” 
 
    “Your plan, you take care of it. Get one of our boys, Wang or Jim Li to interpret for you and see what you can find, Woody.” 
 
    “On my way, Bob. Anything else you need?” 
 
    “Some kind of wire, thin wire, and some more of that hide glue. See if you can find some leather thin enough for drum heads, too, while you are out. Jim will know. You need some cash?” 
 
    “I’m good.” And off he took, without another word. Nice to see something was being accomplished, because my crew was doing fuck Jim. Nothing much was coming in, so we had nothing to put out. It was like the whole world was holding its breath, waiting for word from this peace conference. And, we were getting no word. It was Thursday, on toward dark, prime radio listening time, so I headed back to my alleged job. I had just reached the steps to the Radio Car, nodded to Conductor Earl, when somebody cut loose with a tommy-gun right behind me and stitched a line of .45s right down the length of the car, right above my head. I threw myself down between the platform and the tracks, Earl was right next to me. You never forget how to take cover. 
 
    All I had was my Colt, but it was in my hand without conscious thought. Earl had the same, we had pistols but no targets. A lot of feet pounding the floor above us, as people took cover, grabbed rifles and tried to figure out what the fuck was going on.  
 
    Whoever it was changed magazines and hosed us down with another fifty, and he was joined a second later with a ragged fusillade of shots from the falling darkness. There were scattered buildings and junk in front of us, typical railroad clutter, but I could see no enemies. Then I could.  
 
    A couple dozen assholes with those stupid white rags tied around their heads left the shelter of a coal bin, and ran for us, screaming something that was supposed to scare us. One of them even had a flag. I shot at him first. Not a chance in hell of hitting him at this range with a pistol, but somebody up in the car had the same idea, they were firing back now, and he went down on his face. I took a look under the deck, the platform was raised up above the ground a couple of feet, so our bellies were exposed to fire. I slapped Earl good and hard, he got the message, and we crawled up to where there was a little embankment where they had dug out for the timbers. We hunkered down, changed magazines and proceeded to fuck these idiots up. A few other of our guys slipped out of the cars and slithered under the platform to join us. Frankie was the first, then Lupo and Felipe, both with tommy guns. That was just about it for the bad guys. They were brave, they kept coming, for all the good it did them. Bravery is for idiots. One time only. 
 
    By the time the last one of them went down, the real Army had arrived, and our problem then was not getting shot by the good guys. Another bunch of people, Chinese in khaki, came running around the front end of the train, and nearly got shot to shit for their trouble. There was a lot of screaming and posturing, with a few interpreters trying to make sense of all this confusion, but eventually we sorted out that these were the Nationalists, and the rag-headed attackers were some rival warlord’s people, who were aiming to sneak up on the next train over, the Kuomintang Express, but got all hasty, and shot us up by mistake. That was their story and they were sticking with it.  
 
    We had only a few people nicked by flying glass, so we were not too upset, and let ourselves be bullshitted into acceptance. Eventually, everybody went home, we went to late dinner, and I was lying in bed, trying to un-lax when Babs made it home to soothe my fevered brow. Or something like that.  
 
    “I heard you had a bit of a shoot up, I was worried about you, so I sneaked out to make sure you were all right. Frankie said nobody was hurt badly. You look a little frazzled.” 
 
    “Not too bad. More excitement than I really needed. I would like to see if you can actually die of boredom. I could give that a shot. Maybe two shots.” 
 
    “The good news is that this incident has induced the Soong sisters to stop haggling for the last crumb of advantage, and come to a deal. The attackers were some small-time warlord, but they can take a hint. This reconciliation is going to be very tricky, all sorts of power blocks want pieces of the pie, and are willing to use threats and force to get what they want. I could tell you who these people were, but I suspect you won’t care very much.” 
 
    “Not a whit. Not a single jot or tittle, whatever a tittle might be.” 
 
    She knew, of course. “A tittle is a stroke of the pen to indicate missing letters in a manuscript. Quite archaic. Olde English.” 
 
    “Fine. Now, then, college girl, if you would kindly come over closer, I could demonstrate what I thought a tittle might have been.” 
 
    “You are quite incorrigible.” 
 
    “At least I am not insatiable. Not if you put your mind to the problem.” 
 
    “I shall essay to endeavor. As one of Mark Twain’s characters said.” She smiled one of those female smiles that bodes well for somebody.  
 
    “In Connecticut Yankee, if I remember correctly.” Which was the last bit of literary commentary for the night.  
 
    >>>>>>>>   
 
    Even though they had a deal, there was a lot of backing and filling, details to be tweaked, lines drawn on maps that would be ignored on the ground. But there was nothing us round-eyed bastards could do about that; it was their goddamn country, and they had this idea that they could do what they wanted to do with it. And if any damn foreigner wanted to disagree, they would be glad to unite and hand him his bloody ass on a silver platter. Which suited the Japanese well enough, and us just fine.  
 
    All we wanted to do was be shut of the whole mess, and tend to our impossibly Quixotic business. The Japanese had their own plates full, they were in sudden possession of an empire, and had no real plan for coping with the reality and the responsibilities. They were like some hermit who won the lottery, inherited a big company. Their wildest dreams had come true, and now they had to exploit this windfall for their own safety if nothing else. I was just glad I wasn’t in charge.  
 
    They held a lot of conferences, had things that resembled elections in some places, sharp punitive wars in others. It jelled out that they were willing to let the hillbillies, the inland people like the Afghans, go to hell at their own speed, and concentrated on sea-lanes, ports, and something that resembled free trade. Obviously, the Navy had won the internal never-expressed battle, and the Army was left to civilize the heathen, mostly in India, Bengal, and Burma. Which was enough of a contract for anybody. 
 
    The powers that be relaxed censorship of the radio channels, and we started getting start-up stations in dozens of languages all over Southeast Asia. The Aussies, the Filipinos and the South Africans were left alone, Malaysia and the Dutch East Indies were the center of Japan’s Empire, and if conditions were harsh there, nobody ever heard a peep from the locals. 
 
    A broadcast from Radio Persia English put all that in perspective and showed us all what the new rules were going to be. SMS Ostfriesland, a five-hundred-foot long Dreadnaught that had survived the Battle of Jutland fourteen years ago, had been caught on the Suez Canal by Imperial Navy dive bombers, and had been sunk in one of the narrowest spots in the canal. Want to play choke points? I see your Panama and raise you a Suez. No one was saying, but the bombers had probably been launched from zeppelins, and picked up the same way. No evidence, no attackers shot down, the crews were probably leaning over the rails, watching the camels in the desert when the bombs hit. There was a lot of glee coming in from other stations, mostly the Portuguese in Africa. That clogging of the Suez Canal gave their colonies in the east of Africa some breathing space, if nothing else.  
 
    The Ostfriesland sank, but the Suez Canal is so shallow, no sailors were killed after the dive bombing. The Canal is sea level all the way, there are no locks, and the canal had recently been widened to allow ships that wide, nearly a hundred feet beam. The Ostfriesland had been the first, word was that they had it all covered with flags and bunting, a big celebration. The Germans had rushed the widening project through to allow battleships to reach the Japanese Indian Ocean fleet. So, that plan was come a cropper, and the IJN was uncontested on the west coast of India and the east coast of Africa for the time being. You could just bet that the Imperial Navy was building bases and coastal defense fortifications as fast as concrete could be poured.  
 
    It was also not hard to figure that all the naval guns Admiral Epstein was salvaging were finding new homes all up and down the shores of the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea. The thing about Coastal Defense guns, is that they do not have to actually work to be effective. They just have to be there and be known to be there. Anybody who wants to find out if they are effective has to find out the hard way. Which can be pretty damn expensive if you figure wrong.  
 
    In any case, that one shot had changed all the rules again. The Chinese were simultaneously afraid the Germans would have more men to throw at them, and overjoyed that the Germans had a real enemy attacking them at a vulnerable spot. It might have been a wash, but Bradley was wiring Hodges that Fat Hermann was pushing for a speedy conference to end the Trans-Siberian War, the inference being that Africa was more important to the Fatherland than a bunch of desert and tundra lost in Central Asia some damn place. Which only made sense; Africa had been exploited for a couple hundred years, the mines and plantations had been long established, just had to be reopened under new management. The Africans could probably care less what particular brand of white bastards they were forced to work for, they had a shitty deal no matter what language the bosses spoke.  
 
    Not to mention that Cossacks and Mongols and Turkmen and all those other wild-ass bastards were a hell of a lot harder to control than a bunch of poor dirt farmers and herders in Africa. The Maasai might have been brave lion-killers and all that, but in the final analysis, they were a bunch of barefoot guys with spears while the nomads of Central Asia had warfare in their genes for thousands of years. And now, thanks to us, they had copious supplies of guns, ammo, and motor vehicle parts to play land pirate with. Over the couple of weeks it took to get our conference hammered into shape, we got reports of battles and skirmishes all over the surrounding deserts. A lot of old scores were being settled, was the best we could tell what was happening. A clear case of “Mind your own business, and you won’t get hurt.”  
 
    We took it easy, as much as we could, ramped up our defenses, slapped some plate steel on the outside of our railroad cars, made sure everybody was checked out on all the available firearms. We called it a honeymoon, at least when Barbara was not busy taking notes or hammering out drafts. They call journalism “the first draft of history,” but she was doing the real deal.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    Woody and Alde were thick as thieves, which they greatly resembled when it came to their procurement tactics. Anything that wasn’t nailed down was the operative restraint, if that. But they held try-outs and practices every day and night, and shows at the Grange for the three Fridays it took to make all the factions happy, wrangling over commas and such. Worse than editors, I say. At least editors are not so heavily armed, not even at the “Tombstone Epitaph.”  
 
    The Admirals were the first to leave, Epi first, then Yamamoto. It was not hard to figure they had used this opportunity to cut a series of side deals, some of which hopefully pointed a way to us getting the fuck out of here. None of us said anything, of course; hope is too painful an emotion to talk about after all we had been through.  
 
    Beria and his humorless Russkis were the next to go. They had not been happy to come here; they were less happy to leave. It was fairly obvious that they got none of what they came for, and left with nothing but a bug in each ear. They had no power, were the guests of the Chinese Reds, and were entirely surplus to requirements. They could go play in the taiga or whatever it was called, the endless Siberian forests, and good riddance. They were not worth the trouble of hunting down and eradicating, somebody had to pretend to be the government up there, and it might as well be them as anybody. I thought I saw Cookie, Aja whatever her fucking name was, in his entourage when they enplaned to go back to where-ever and do whatever.  
 
    Whatever it was, certainly, whoever we left over here of our people would not want that contract, and the Chinese had other fish to fry, or whatever they did with fish. We used to say we used every part of a pig but the squeal, but these guys had whole industries based on uses for pig squeals. A lot of us that thought we were dirt poor before we came over here and saw the reality of life in the Celestial Kingdom.  
 
    So, that left the Reds, the Kuomintang, Ivan Hodak, Aneko as the mouthpiece for the Japanese interests, and our generals at the table. Stilwell seemed to be as much in charge as anyone, which figured, he had a long-standing interest in China, and great facility with languages. It was common knowledge that he was the best French speaker in his class at West Point, and had been leaning Mandarin “for the fun of it.”  
 
    He and Barbara hit it off well, she was amused by his vitriolic wit, and deeply in awe of his intellect. They could make asides to each other in a fractured pig-Chinese, which nobody else on earth could understand. “He is really a funny man, he has a plaque on his wall, ‘Illegitimi non Carborundum,’ which gives him great amusement. It is very bad Latin for, ‘Don’t Let the Bastards Grind You Down’.”  I might have been jealous, but he was twenty years older than me, better than twice her age, and fuck it. I either trusted her, or I didn’t. I decided to count my blessings, and trust her.  
 
    Speaking of untrustworthy people, Aneko and Yelena, Isis, were much in evidence, if in the second row of the big swindle. Yamamoto had left a team of gold-braided flunkies, but somehow they all seemed to look toward Aneko for the wink or the nod or the frown. Not for the first time I wondered who the exact fuck she was. But looking at her, I remembered I was supposed to be building a shortwave propaganda station. Or Bob Weeks was. I excused myself from my seat next to Barbara, and hiked my ass back to the train, and hunted up Bob.  
 
    He was deep in consultation with a bespectacled little guy with solder-burned fingers and Signal Corps Flags on his collar. He barely looked up from the tangle of wires and tubes on his workbench. “Miles. This is Will. Will Honeycutt. From Spokane. He’s the Ham from Hell. If anybody can make this pile of shit work, he can.” 
 
    Will didn’t even look up from the joint he was soldering. “Yeah. We salvaged every crap piece of crap in this whole city, trying to find tubes that still have some life in them. You believe in prayer and all that crap, go for it.” 
 
    “Fuck that. I believe in people. Some people. Some of the time. Want me to come back later?” 
 
    “Nah, you are just in time. Hang five and we will see what we shall see.” A few more joints, a few things lashed together and screwed down to the chassis, plug screwed on to the wires, that was the only part I understood. He pushed the plug into a wall socket, threw a switch. Pow! A spark flew, Will cussed, threw the switch back, wrapped a wire with black tape, threw the switch again. “It’s always the simple crap that fucks you up.”  
 
    Nothing happened, this time, except the tubes started to glow red. I hoped that was a good sign. Will waited a good long time, then reached over and tapped a microphone in front of him, in the back of the cluttered work bench. Across the room, a speaker went “Thump, thump,” and a big round meter jumped into the red.  Will sank back into his seat, sighed, “That calls for a drink. You may kiss my ass, Bob, I am a genius.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    Drinks were had, perhaps in excess. We were still at it, when Babs came home, she was inclined to mild outrage, but was easily placated. Men, you know. You can’t expect all that much from the ruffians. Alde was more incensed, Will had cannibalized her public-address system for his radio lash-up, but once it was explained to her that she now had exchanged a local audience for a worldwide one, she too was induced to celebration. That soon turned into a party so wild it had to be removed to the band car, musicians became inebriated, and thinks got out of control.  
 
    I did not so much regain my senses as I was dragged off to bed, kicking and screaming, well, dancing and singing, by the long-suffering Babs. She had drunk enough to propose marriage, even before we made it into bed, and I had no good reason to deny her. I was flattered, as a matter of fact. “Are you sure? You are drunk, you know?” 
 
    “I am drunk,” she said, soberly, “but I am sure. Are you going to marry me? I think I am pregnant.” 
 
    “Fuck. Really?” 
 
    “Yes. Fucking really. You know we have not been using protection. Our baby needs a name.” 
 
    “Kapusta is a stupid name. It means cabbage. It was an insult. A joke.” 
 
    “I know. You told me. But, a name is a name. a rose is a rose.” 
 
    “A baby is a baby.” 
 
    “You will have two. What’s her name…” 
 
    “Cookie. Aja. Yes. I know. Honestly, I felt bad about all that. I have no idea if she had my baby, or if it was Juan’s, or somebody… Who cares? Yes, Barbara, I will marry you. In the morning. I promise.” 
 
    “In the afternoon. We have the closing ceremony in the morning. At ten.” 
 
    “What time is it now?” 
 
    She looked at her watch. “Well after four. Let’s go to bed. You big lug.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I fucking said, I fucking love you. Want me to say it again?” 
 
    “Yes. I do. Often. I love you too. Let’s go to bed.” 
 
    “Shower first?” 
 
    “Bed.” She took my hand. “We can change the sheets in the morning. We have to dress up for the ceremony, anyway.” 
 
    “My aching head.” 
 
    “You ought to find out what causes that, and stop doing it.” She smirked.  
 
    “Said the pregnant lady.” That’s when she hit me. 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    It was all cut and dried, the brass bands hurt my hungover head, but I smiled nobly, nobody noticed. I just had to stand there and look important. Or at least conscious. After all the papers were signed, and all the hands shaken, I slipped the word to Hodges in an aside that progress had been made on the radio, and he whispered back; “Good work. Things are moving fast; we need to set the stage for our next move.” 
 
    “You tell me what to say, and I’ll get it on the air, sir.” 
 
    He pulled me aside so we could talk. Nobody noticed. They were all looking at the Soong sisters. “You just establish a presence on the air, is that the right way to put it? I have no idea. Play music, tell jokes, just be there. Don’t say where you are, who you are, don’t be political, don’t sound like that damn Freedom Radio, whatever that is. You understand? Be everybody’s chatty next door neighbor. Establish trust. Have the news, but don’t slant it. Be honest with people. If I have to boil it down, I want you to be what you want to hear, late at night, you know, when you might be lonely… scared… alone. You know how people are. How they get at three o’clock in the morning. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do. Folksy. Reassuring. A voice in the dark. Somebody to cling to. And I have just the boy to do it. This Woody kid. He is like a young Will Rogers. From Oklahoma, too. He is perfect for the job. He is a bit of a commie, we might have to sit on him a little, but he will do fine.” 
 
    “Woody, hey? What’s his last name?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. They just call him Woody. The kid. I’ll find out and send you a memo.” 
 
    “Do that. I’ll have Ray keep looking for transmitters. We will need a lot of power for what I have in mind, and we will need more than one set-up. It might get bombed. A word to the wise.” He winked. 
 
    “I understand. A lot of people are going to not like this. Not one bit. We will need more gold. And I need to talk to Epi. It just dawned on me, that battleships have radios too. Powerful ones. I should have seen that before.” 
 
    “You can’t think of everything, no matter how hard you try. But you have to keep trying. Get good people, and give them their head. Remember what Ben Franklin said, “A man may do an immense deal of good, if he does not care who gets the credit.” 
 
    “That’s an odd thought. I’ll have to think about that.” 
 
    “Perhaps I didn’t quote it just right, but that’s the gist of it. It has served me well over the years. People will fight you to the death, ignore your best ideas, if you insist on getting the credit. You let somebody else think something is their own idea, they will fight tooth and claw to do what you wanted them to do in the first place. And on the other hand, if you don’t take the credit, you don’t have to take the blame, if it all goes bad.” 
 
    “General, I stand in awe.” I was not kidding. What kind of a man, a general, thinks like that? One in a million? Generals were egotistical monsters for the most part. Were there a million generals on earth today? Dubious. And holy shit. Could anybody on this beat-up planet be less like fucking asshole Patton? I felt a little glow down in my deepest gut that told me he was right, damn right, and better than right. Now, all I had to do was to stop being an asshole long enough to get this done. Living through this shit was secondary.  
 
    He twinkled an eye at me. “Don’t stand. Move.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. On it.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    So, move. I got on the horn, called Epi, or one of his lackeys, told him what we needed, and while he was at it, we needed some Signalmen, or whatever they called them in the Navy. I got back an “Acknowledged” instantly, and a few minutes later a “Will Do. On the way. E.” Which was better than money in the bank for me. While that was on the way, I figured I needed to find some more on-air people to fill out the time. Woody could not fill twenty-four hours a day, now, could he? So? So, ask people. It’s all about knowing who to ask. That’s how you do the newspaper business. Everybody knows something, you just have to find out who knows what you need to know, and ask them. You might have to kiss their ass a little to get them to tell you what you want to know, but that’s how the game gets played. Somebody must have gotten the word from Hodges, it was only two days later than not one, but three Trimotors full of radio gear landed at the airfield, with three radiomen in each. Some serious head-scratching occurred, it developed that the Russian and the Japanese navies both used different voltages or whatever they were in their radio sets. Sometimes I treasure my ignorance. But another couple of those boxcars with living quarters showed up, and lights burned all night long, as Will, Bob, and their new boys hashed all of that out. Not my job.  
 
    It was not my job to supervise railroad construction either, but it was noticeable that the Southwest Line to Persia was getting the lion’s share of men and material, I supposed that was another side effect of the blocking of the Suez Canal.  
 
    What was my business was finding more people to yak on the radio. We had a low power station up and running, Woody and Alde were taking four hour shifts, they had a couple of bands playing music, they calling themselves Radio Home. Receiver sets were few and far between, but were all but concealed by people clustered around, night and day. There was a lot of improvisation of those old-fashioned crystal sets too, a lot of telephones and gramophones vanished to be reborn as earphones. Somehow they could turn a razor blade and a pencil into something that could pick up radio waves, and there was some kind of deal with different mineral specimens that would work too. Quartz? All I really understood was that the desert was full of rocks, and some of them could be made into radios, if you could hornswoggle an earphone. Who knows?  
 
    Woody had a fund of corny jokes of the Arkansas Traveler, Farmer and the City Slicker variety, and could spiel off one after another for hours, it seemed.  
 
    If all else failed, he would play his damn harmonica and sing endless hillbilly songs. Either somebody got done wrong, or somebody got killed, or both, but people seemed to like them well enough.  
 
    Alde could cram five or six musicians into that boxcar studio, the piano took up most of the room, and they stole carpets and blankets to hang on the walls to muffle the sounds of the passing trains. She sang, a steady stream of piano players kept the music tinkling out of that old upright, and airtime was filled. I provided five minutes of headlines every hour, I kept it nonpartisan, non-committal, and low key, like the BBC used to be, before the Anglo-German Alliance. The Portuguese stations were still our best sources, but the South Africans, the Aussies, and the Persians were helpful too. The Spanish stations were voluble enough, but too excitable to be trusted. No matter, all grist for my mill. Nobody was shooting at us, the Germans and the Japanese were seriously negotiating someplace, and we were waiting for railroads to be built to Persia, and from Urum-chi up to the Trans-Siberian. Let’s call it a honeymoon.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    I did ask Alde to advertise on the radio for more personalities, and posted a few notices on bulletin boards around town. Response was immediate, if not instant. I even knew of one of them, Henry Mencken, a journalist from Baltimore, a learned guy and a royal pain in the ass. He had a real bitter outlook, but a deft touch with words. We had met, here and there, over the years, and I didn’t even have to ask what sent him here. He was a right-wing gadfly, thought highly of war as good for the species, meaning white people. But he was constitutionally incapable of suffering fools gladly or otherwise.  
 
    I remembered he was a detractor of religion, populism and representative democracy, calling it a system in which inferior men dominated their superiors. He being one of the superiors, of course. He was a supporter of scientific progress, skeptical of economic theories and critical of osteopathic and chiropractic medicine. I knew there was something about him I liked.  
 
    He said that he had opposed American entry into World War I, he was twenty years or more older than me. I remembered him writing, "War is a good thing, because it is honest, it admits the central fact of human nature… A nation too long at peace becomes a sort of gigantic old maid." And he was here, in exile. If he wanted war, we had plenty. He had been working as a clerk for the railroad, was bored silly. I kissed his cheeks and sent him to Alde with a clear conscience.  
 
    The next guy to show up was a kid from the Carolinas, just out of college. He had a soft approach, no experience, but a deep resonant voice, one that sounded reassuring from the first syllable. I asked him his name, and he said it was Egbert Roscoe Murrow, from Polecat Creek, near Greensboro, in Guilford County, North Carolina, and that he was interested in international education. He had been assistant director someplace, and the director had been exiled for being too liberal, dragged the kid with him. I suspected somebody up the chain of command had been playing cover your ass, but who cares. “Can we call you Ed?” 
 
    “Most folks do.” 
 
    “Hired.” 
 
    While I was showing him the door, a cute Irish lassie caught my eye. She moved closer, but waited until I gave Ed directions down the platform to the Radio Car. “Excuse me, mister, are you this Colonel Kapusta that is hiring for the radio?” 
 
    “That’s me. What can I do for you, young lady?” 
 
    She had no brogue, American born then. “I’m a vaudeville performer, I have been on the boards since 09, sing, dance, tell jokes, anything you need. I don’t want to brag, but I don’t want to hide my light under any bushels, either. I was in line to audition as a singer, saw your flyer, and here I am. My name is Grace Burns.” Her gaze was clear, and strikingly, she had one blue and one green eye. Not that that helped on the radio, but I liked her directness. 
 
    “Burns. Is that Irish?” 
 
    “Jewish. It was my husband’s name, he was Jewish. I’m a mick. From San Francisco. I’m older than I look. Thirty-five.” 
 
    “You have been in show business since you were fourteen?” 
 
    “Talking. Before that I was a dancer with my three sisters. "The Four Colleens"?  My husband was George Burns; we were becoming fairly well-known. Then they banned Jews from the theater, George spoke up, and I never saw him again. Then, a few months later, they rounded a bunch of us San Fran theater people up. And here we are. I was doing for another colonel, but…” 
 
    I didn’t ask what she was doing for her colonel. Some things you don’t have to ask. “You know Bob Weeks?” 
 
    “The backstage guy? Everybody knows Bob. Why?” 
 
    “He is in charge of the Radio Project. If he says you are in, you’re in. Let’s go.”  
 
    I led her to Bob’s car, he saw here, gave her a big hug, said, “We all were so sorry about George. You two were wonderful for each other.” 
 
    “You know he’s dead?” 
 
    “No.” Flatly. “But I do know nobody has seen him since they took him away. Special Handling is the best bet.” 
 
    I had to ask; “Special handling?” 
 
    “Nobody knows, but people marked Special Handling were never seen again, alive or dead. It’s just a rumor, but…” Grace took the news dry-eyed. She knew. They must have been close. 
 
    “Those fuckers.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “So you recommend Grace, here?” 
 
    “She can do anything. Good attitude, hard worker, more talent than any three people.” 
 
    “Hired. Grace, let’s go talk to Alde.” 
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    So, that gave us the foundation to build on. Grace, Gracie, was the spark plug, she did have more talent than any three other people on the air, and she could get along with and inspire all the others. She could even tease a chuckle out of Henry Mencken, no easy task. Woody and especially young Ed were smitten, Ed almost ridiculously so, but she took it all in step, like a great dancer, and kidded him out of his infatuation, playing Granny Gracie every time he tried to get serious. And he was a very serious young man. Great voice though, we needed him on board. He added gravity to our broadcasts.  
 
    It was only a few days, less than a week before Epi’s sailor boys had us a real transmitter, and cobbled up a tower that ran on a couple of flatcars, could be erected in less than an hour, braced with guy wires. We were worldwide.  
 
    I was on the air occasionally, reading the news I wrote, it was odd, in a way, knowing that there was a possibility that you were being heard by people all over the world, all over China and Siberia at least, and having no way of knowing what they were thinking about what you were saying. We sure were not giving out our address for postcards. Even if they had mail, and if we had any address. As soon as the tower was operational, we took off up the Urum-chi-Omsk Railroad, which was going to be better than a thousand miles long. We had to keep moving out of simple caution, bombers can easily home in on radio signals, so we moved every day, forward and back up and down the track, from one barren place in the desert to another. We had to be on sidings of course, the construction trains rolled day and night, running the line up to Omsk, which was still in German hands. There was supposed to be a truce, but you can get hurt trusting those bastards.  
 
    Bradley’s men were building another line from some place called Novonikolayevsk, that was only eight hundred miles from Urum-chi, about two hundred miles east of Omsk on the TSRR. That made Novonikolayevsk only nine hundred miles west of Irkutsk. Only. Damn, this was a big country out here.  
 
    Supposedly, the Peace Conference would be in Omsk, and the eventual eastern border of the German Empire would be another damn thousand miles west at Tsaritsyn. The exact status of the thousands of miles between Tsaritsyn and Irkutsk was open to negotiation. As if I could give a runny shit. I knew it was vitally important to thousands of people, but I was not one of them. Shut up, and do your job. Talk shit into a microphone, pretend you were not pissing into the wind, and continue monitoring the rest of the world’s flaming fuckups.  
 
    The war in New England was hanging fire, the Battle of Northfield was about the limit of German penetration, the Revolt in Boston had been put down, Radio Freedom was broadcasting firing squad executions almost hourly, a sure way to boost morale. The Quebec Canadien Libéré stations were still on the air, it was becoming Mud Season up there, not even tanks could cope with that shit. You get ten feet of snow melting down into the soil, and nobody goes no place toot fucking sweet. Detroit was still ours, Toronto was a flaming ruin, as was Hamilton, Ontario, it looked like Patton had enough tanks to keep the Anglo-Germans on the other side of the St. Lawrence for the foreseeable future.  
 
    Still no good word from Mexico on either side, it looked like a couple of stalemates there, one in the northern deserts on the border, and the big one between Vera Cruz and the mountains blocking the way to Mexico City. Patton was not losing, but he couldn’t win, as predicted. And the poor bloody infantry was getting it in the neck.  
 
    The Colombian Canal was open for business, as if anybody was silly enough to try to ship any legitimate cargos through there, and there seemed to be little to no action against the new Republic of Western Canada. There was shit to do anyway, the mountains set up steeply a few dozen miles from Vancouver, and the rest of the country was grizzly bears and big horn sheep and cattle ranchers as far as I could tell.  
 
    Stasis. Stalemate. Some of the foreign stations were saying the Endless War was over, that it was all consolidation now, between the two major powers on earth, the Nipponese Empire and the Anglo-German one. That’s what we called it, other countries started referring to the Deutsch-englisches Reich, or just “The Reich.” Big things have small names, it’s a rule. And the Reich was the biggest empire the word had ever seen, two whole continents, a chunk of North America, and half of Asia. The good half. The Japanese controlled more latitude, but a lot less land and a hell of a lot fewer people. Poorer people too. No contest.  They had China, but that was a liability, and they were trying to unload it to the highest bidder, sacrifice sale. Slightly damaged and shopworn. Make me an offer.  
 
    The Mediterranean Sea was a German lake, as was the Atlantic. The Caribbean was disputed territory, like the pirate days, and the Japanese owned the rest of the oceans, better than half the globe. That would require consolidation, for sure. Africa was a black hole, no pun intended, no word getting out at all. You could bet the krauts were using their well-honed tactics to plunder that whole continent, all except for the very southern English, Dutch, and Portuguese colonies, ex-colonies, whatever they were called. Words. They would eventually be sucked under, unless they kissed Japanese ass, and the Japs wanted to fight for them, which seemed a little dubious. The Nips already had so many plates full it looked like a banquet at Nero’s palace, as is. India and Burma, Malaysia and the Dutch East Indies were quite a big enough bite for anybody to chew. Consolidation.  
 
    Which left us. Consolidate this, motherfucker.  
 
    >>>>>>>> 
 
    We had another two weeks, twenty days of shuttling back and forth from siding to siding, learning the broadcasting business, before the deals were cut, and things started to happen. Once they did, they happened fast. You could get dizzy. We had advance notice, Ray Reynolds and his people were telegraphing us press releases, some official, most unofficial, so we could get them on the air. The first and most important was the release concerning the German Japanese Central Asia Peace Conference. It was to be held in Omsk, and although we were not allowed to say so, it was already in the bag. The Germans waned the dividing line at Omsk, the Japanese wanted Tsaritsyn, they settled on Yekaterinburg. That was farther north, but still on the TSRR. Who cares? Well, the Siberians, maybe, but they were low on the list of people they big kids gave a shit about.  
 
    The railroad to Omsk was not quite finished yet, neither was the line to Novonikolayevsk. Most of the thrust was on the Silk Road Line to Persia. It had a name now, if little else. We got a release from our old buddy Ken Inahara, still in Dalny, that all the railroads east of Yekaterinburg were now part of the Pan-Asian Railroad Corporation, and would be run from a new headquarters in Harbin. How lovely for somebody. A stroke of the pen, and the largest corporation on earth was open for business. Money business, if I knew shit from Shinola. The Chinese could have their country as long as the Japanese had the railroads. Just like Jay Gould and Vanderbilt could have cared less who was President, as long as the trains ran on time. Talk about your well-greased rails.  
 
    That line of thought led to another. The trappers and the settlers and the cowboys fought back and forth with the Indians for centuries, the Indians lost and lost and lost, but were never defeated until the railroads started cutting the West into bite-sized bits. They couldn’t fight that. The railroads let people like Buffalo Bill Cody make money exterminating the buffalo, and the Indians had no way of fighting that either. Want to bet that the Japanese General Staff knew that history too?  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    No sooner had that sunk in, than Ivan Hodak declared the Republic of Baikal, which ran right down the Trans-Siberian Railroad from Omsk to Vladivostok, with its capital at Irkutsk, which just happened to be his old home town. They didn’t mention it, but the safe bet was that Aneko was right at his at his shoulder, if she wasn’t actually holding the pen. The fix was in. And even if it wasn’t, he had a few tens of thousands of essence of evil type Mongol motorcycle warriors to back him up. One could get a chill just thinking about that. For sure, he had one of the largest organized forces in that whole territory. They had been our 37th Mechanized Division, loosely speaking, what they actually were was a private army that had worked for us as long as it had been convenient, and we kept the ammo and the gold coming. And now it wasn’t. Been fun, see ya, bye.  
 
    This Aneko was one of those proverbial mysteries wrapped in enigmas tied with a bow of misdirection. We had met her a year ago, in the company of Hodak, just as the Battle of Irkutsk had been joined. She provided us, me and my late wife Maeve with a fast ride back to Dalny, claimed to be of the Karayuki-san, heritage. She said that they were Japanese prostitutes and merchants, who made up the majority of the Japanese community in this region for seventy years and more. She said she was merely a Siberian patriot. “My people gained our strength from the Japanese nationalist groups like the Black Ocean Society, Genyōsha, and the Amur River Society, what they called Kokuryūkai. They glorified and applauded us as some Amazon army of Japanese prostitutes in the Russian Far East and Manchuria, enrolled us as members. We had connections from Vladivostok to Irkutsk by what they thought were Japanese prostitutes. Men think with their penises. But not Hodak. He is a wise man, a true warrior. We follow him because we recognize his virtue.” 
 
    That un-simple explanation became less and less likely as time rolled on. She had been an Intelligence officer and translator with Yelena, Nadia Yelena Akhtiorskaya, who was also known simply as Isis. They had both been working, it says here, for Stilwell in Jiu-quan. Isis had been at the Urum-chi conference, she was a dark-skinned woman of great beauty, supposedly half Malay prince and half Russian noblewomen. Who the fuck either of them was, was a deeper mystery than I cared to delve into. It was obvious that they both worked at least part of the time for Japanese Intelligence, the Kempeitai. Maybe. The Kempeitai was Army intelligence, more of a secret police, and the only thing I knew about them was from dime novels. I used to write them too, or tried to. I read more than I wrote, that’s a fact.  
 
    If there was a civilian, a Foreign Service, a Navy, or a fucking Imperial Secret Service, nobody knew but the Emperor, and he wasn’t talking. Wheels within wheels was hopscotch compared to this level of secrecy. You might think you were paranoid, but you could never know if you were paranoid enough. The only thing to do was to paste a stupid grin on your stupid white face, and carry on, as best you could. And never forget the Kipling poem about the guy who tried to hustle the East.  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    We got the word from on high. The Omsk Conference was in a week, and we were supposed to be there. The rails were not laid yet, so we had to back track all the way to Ulan Bator in Mongolia, and then a few thousand miles back to Omsk. On or before, such and such a day, you will be at… So, fold down the tower, fill up the coal and water, and tell the engineer to start chugging.  
 
    So, we rolled, and we tried to think, hashing out endless maybes around the dining car tables. Me and Peaches, Frankie, Conductor Earl, Bob Weeks, Maggie White, Stan, who had a good head on his shoulders when sober, William Doyle, our pet historian, Alde and Woody, Henry Mencken, and Grace Burns, a constant, well-lubricated bull-session. Lupo sat in, did not speak much, didn’t drink at all, heard every word, and filed it all away for future reference. 
 
    One thing was painfully obvious. We were not going anywhere, especially not back to the States, without the Japanese taking us there. The US Navy was still strong in the Pacific, had not been bloodied, and was still taking orders from Patton. They had never seen the horrors we had, they might have gotten word from their parents, but the Navy is a separate place, almost a separate nation. Pure white, awfully damn Anglo, and as American as it gets. They might have Filipino and Negro servants, but they sure were not in any position of power.  
 
    Were the Japanese willing to fight the US Navy to get us back home? Did they need our Navy to fight the Reich? Probably not, and sure as fuck. So, what was the deal? That was as far as our bullshit could take us. Money talks, bullshit walks. But it was silent Lupo who had the idea. “If we no can fight our way through, we have to… you say, sneak?” 
 
    >>>>>> 
 
     We had a small antenna up, for sure there were damn few bridges we had to go under out here, and we got telegrams at every water stop. And we were still monitoring world-wide broadcasts, as a matter of course. We got word, jest before we got to the capital of Mongolia, Ulan Bator, that the Polar Bears had declared the Free State of Dalny, Jimmy Bolton, the ex-used car salesman turned motor magnate at the DAT Lila warehouse. The proof that this was all a set-up deal was that our old buddy Ken Inahara was to be the Vice President. All in a spirit of Pan-Asian unity, of course.  
 
    That made it all pretty damn obvious. The Japanese would control all the railroads, would have garrisons at Urum-chi, Omsk, Harbin, Shanghai and Vladivostok. The big naval base would be at Vlad, and another at what had been Hong Kong. As easy as the decent to Hell in a Baptist sermon. Just smile and bend over. It was time to face facts. There were two empires on earth, one was white and one was yellow. Eventually, Goering would conquer the USA, or force Patton to join the Reich. Which would be death or worse for all the mixed breeds, outlaws, and mongrels like me. I was white, but not white enough. Our only choices were to stay here, and melt down into the Chinese or Pan Asian stew, or go home and try and forge some fucked-up kind of mongrel empire of our own, join up with all the tan-colored mutts of the world, and do whatever it took to survive. Or die trying. The Empire of the Outcasts. Sounded like fun, actually. Hybrid vigor anyone? Mutts uber alles? Paint that on your fucking flag, baby, and nail it to the masthead. Never give up the mongrel ship.  
 
    I told that to Woody, he laughed so hard I thought he might bust a gut, said, “I thought I was the songwriter here, Miles. You have enough good lines in that rant for a dozen songs. I might just have to steal your ideas. I know they won’t give me any rest now that they are in my brain. I can feel it itching already. Words ready to just bust out of me.” 
 
    “You go for it, Woody. I’m just a penny a word man, I can’t rhyme June and spoon. Have fun.” He didn’t answer in words, just grabbed a pencil and started scribbling on this wad of paper he always had stuck in his hip pocket. What hath I wrought?  
 
    >>>>>>> 
 
    We got to Omsk on time, were greeted by lines and walls of dead serious sentries and guards, the Japs and Krauts trying to outshine each other in martial glory, the few Americans looked scruffy in comparison. But Hodak’s mechanized Mongol motherfuckers reveled in grease, dirt, hair, and weapons. The weapons gleamed, the rest of them frankly stank. As if they could give a shit. This was going to be their city once the spit and polish boys left, and they made sure we knew it. This was going to be a hell of a country with these monsters running it, was all I could say.  
 
    There were so determinedly scruffy that it was hard to remember that their great-great-great-grandfathers had conquered the previous Largest Empire on Earth, and held it for hundreds of years. My mother used to hush me when I was a baby by telling me the Mongols could hear me. A lot of Russians have slanted blue eyes, just for a reminder. Not that Russians need reminders of their history. Cut them, they bleed history.  
 
    There were a few Chinese officials there, in a non-official capacity, sporting new uniforms of the Communist drab blue color and a toned-down version of the Nationalist tailoring. Snappy they were not, but they looked trim, efficient, and very, very observant.  
 
    Hodges and Bradley were already there, and being treated like royalty by the officials. They all knew who had done the real fighting, and who were the honorable opponents. One good thing about the krautheads, they do know how to show respect to people who have earned it, and we had.  
 
    I laid low, I still didn’t have a decent uniform, Bill Doyle did most of the representing that we required, and Barbara was back on historian duty. I listened to the radio, a rough job, but somebody has to do it. And for once, we were the big story.  
 
    >>>>>> 
 
    Lines were drawn on maps, papers were signed, seals affixed, cheeks kissed, bows made. Salutes were fired. Hodges insisted on a public memorial service for all the war dead, with the correct bugle calls, Taps and the other three, whatever they are named. I found myself tearing up. He had a few words, not many, short and to the point, not the Gettysburg Address, but in that neighborhood.  
 
    There was a banquet, I avoided it, and it was over. The war was over. The flag of the Republic of Baikal was raised, red, white, and green tricolor, more toasts, more salutes, and off we went. 
 
    The Japanese and Germans had each come in fleets of zeppelins, that was a sight to see, dozens of them lifting off. They are such lovely things when they are not dropping bombs on you, and off we went, three long trains, back to Dalny. The Endless War was over, and our war was just beginning. The war is dead, long live the war.  
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