
  
    [image: The Scars of Battle]
  


  
    
      THE SCARS OF BATTLE

    

    
      
        CHRIS GLATTE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Severn River Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 Chris Glatte.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Severn River Publishing

        www.SevernRiverBooks.com

      

      

      This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-64875-360-2 (Paperback)

        ISBN: 978-1-64875-999-4 (Hardcover)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Chris Glatte

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        Readers Also Enjoy

      

      
        Sample of Next Book in Series

      

      
        THE LAST TEST OF COURAGE: Chapter One

      

      
        THE LAST TEST OF COURAGE: Chapter Two

      

      
        THE LAST TEST OF COURAGE: Chapter Three

      

      
        Also by Chris Glatte

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY CHRIS GLATTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Time to Serve Series

        A Time to Serve

        The Gathering Storm

        The Scars of Battle

        The Last Test of Courage

        The Light After the Storm

      

        

      
        Tark’s Ticks Series

        Tark’s Ticks

        Valor’s Ghost

        Gauntlet

        Valor Bound

        Dark Valley

        War Point

      

        

      
        164th Regiment Series

        The Long Patrol

        Bloody Bougainville

        Bleeding the Sun

        Operation Cakewalk (Novella)

      

        

      
        Standalone Novel

        Across the Channel

      

      

      
        
        To find out more about Chris Glatte and his books, visit

        severnriverbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          SEPTEMBER 14, 1943

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lae, New Guinea

      

      

      The heat beat down on Clyde Cooper like a physical force, compounding his misery. Mosquitos buzzed his ears, but he hardly heard them anymore. Beneath his sweat-soaked and torn uniform, his skin itched incessantly and his body ached.

      “How long we been here?” Gil asked.

      Gil’s Italian accent normally sounded pleasant to Clyde, but sitting in the dirt of New Guinea, being eaten alive by the elements, it grated on him. But he answered anyway. “What’s it been? A month, I guess.”

      “That all? Seems longer.”

      “Your yapping doesn’t help,” Clyde snapped.

      “Gesù Cristo, what’s the matter with you?”

      “You gotta ask?” Clyde gestured at their surroundings. “You see where we are? You smell the stinking jungle? Hell, it smells worse ’n you do, and that’s saying something. I can hardly stand my own smell, and the last time I tried bathing in the river, I almost got eaten.”

      Gil slapped Private Gutiérrez on the shoulder. “You remember that, Guti? I almost shit my pants I was laughing so hard.”

      Gutiérrez scowled back at him, “You did shit yourself and it wasn’t ’cause of laughing, you stupid wop bastard.”

      Gil’s smile faded and he shook his head. “I haven’t had a solid shit since touching down in this paradise.”

      The chitchat died down and Clyde tried to drift off to sleep, but he knew he wouldn’t get much. He’d never been more tired in his life, yet he couldn’t seem to sleep longer than an hour or two at a time and never deeply.

      He tried to picture Abby and their soft bed back in Seattle. He imagined her tapping on the bed, asking him to join her for a nap. She glowed like a goddess and he thought he actually smelled her light perfume. He felt himself oozing into the bed beside her. Contentment swept over him like a heavy veil. She touched his shoulder gently, then more forcefully.

      “Wake up! Look who showed up. Ollie’s risen from the dead.”

      Clyde wanted to throttle Gil, but through bleary eyes, he saw a familiar soldier ambling his way.

      The squad got to their feet and surrounded Ollie, slapping his back and shaking his hand.

      Clyde got to him last and Private Oliver turned serious. He extended his hand. “Cooper, you saved my ass out there. I thought those sons of bitches had me for sure.”

      Clyde shook his hand. “I just happened to be there, Ollie. Any one of these guys woulda done the same thing. Besides, you promised to show me New York and I’m holding you to it.”

      “Deal.”

      “I didn’t expect you back so soon. You all healed up?”

      “Mostly. They wanted to keep me longer, but I convinced ’em to let me go.”

      Gutiérrez shook his head slowly. “You crazy? You were back there with the nurses and you left early?”

      “They didn’t send me back to Moresby—I wasn’t hit bad enough. I didn’t see any damned nurses where I was.”

      “Well, shit, what’s the point of getting wounded if they don’t have any nurses to look at?” They laughed.

      Clyde asked, “You see Geyer? He got hit the same day you did.”

      “Yeah, I saw him. He was on the stretcher beside me that first night, but they put him on a plane the next day and I haven’t seen him since. Doc said he needed surgery at a proper hospital.”

      A hush settled over them as they thought about their point man.

      Oliver asked, “You guys mixed it up with the Nips any more?”

      Clyde answered, “Nah. We’ve been chasing ghosts for weeks now. It’s like they disappeared.”

      Sergeant Huss, their squad leader, busted into the group. “What the hell’s going on here?” He smiled when he saw Oliver. “Well, lookee what the damned cat dragged in. You got here just in time, Oliver—we’re about to move out.”

      A collective groan swept through the squad.

      The rest of the platoon was already on their feet as the NCOs delivered the news. Men shuffled and stomped their feet, attempting to get the blood back into their legs. A few darted off into the underbrush and dropped their pants to their ankles.

      “Where we headed, sergeant?” Clyde asked.

      “Northeast. That’s where the Japs are, son.”

      “I thought they were running with their tails between their legs.”

      “They are, which is why we’re gonna let the navy give us a lift so we can cut off their retreat.” He slapped at a bug and his hand came away bloody. “We leave in half an hour.” He leveled his eyes at Clyde. “Leave your stuff, but follow me. Lieutenant Milkins wants a word with you.”

      Clyde exchanged a worried glance with Gil, then followed Huss through the mud toward the command tents. When they got out of earshot of the squad, Clyde asked, “You know what this is all about, sergeant?”

      “Of course I do. Now shaddup.”

      Huss strode to the company command tent. He held up a hand for Clyde to stop, then poked his head into the tent flap. “I’ve got Private Cooper here for you, sir.”

      “Send him in.”

      Clyde gulped, wracking his brain for whatever infraction he must’ve committed. Huss stepped aside and Clyde entered. He couldn’t see much as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, but he smelled food and his stomach rumbled.

      He saw Lieutenant Milkins scraping the bottom of a bowl with a spoon. Clyde braced and saluted. “Private Cooper reporting as ordered, sir.”

      Milkins pushed the bowl aside and stood. He fixed his uniform. Compared to Clyde’s, his looked fresh and clean. He returned the salute and approached him. “At ease, Cooper. It’s come to my attention that Corporal Quincy’s dysentery finally got the best of him. They evacuated him to the rear.”

      “Yes, sir. I heard he wasn’t doing too well.”

      “That leaves a hole in Second Platoon’s Third Squad. You’ve got some college, don’t you?”

      “Uh, yes, sir. A few classes at the JC back home.”

      “You’re a few years older than most of the others. Sergeant Huss says the men look up to you. I’ve passed it by Lieutenant Jameson and Captain Stallsworthy, and everyone agrees.”

      Clyde stared straight ahead, still not sure where this was leading.

      “You’re being promoted to corporal, Cooper. You’ll be assistant squad leader to Sergeant Huss.”

      Clyde stood dumbfounded. His thoughts went to his brother, Frank. He’d made corporal, but it hadn’t happened this quickly. He remembered how proud his brother had been of those two stripes.

      Clyde finally stammered, “Uh, uh, thank you, sir. I’ll do my best.”

      Milkins handed him the corporal insignia and shook his hand. “I’m sure you will, corporal. Sergeant Huss will help you along to start with. Do whatever he says and you’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Dismissed.”

      

      Clyde sat on the edge of the boat with his legs hanging over the gunwales, dangling over the green waters of the Bismarck Sea. The air still felt stifling, but the occasional splashes of sea spray made the trip almost tolerable. The impossibly green countryside slipped by only a half mile off the bow. It looked idyllic. The perfectly blue sky meeting the verdant greens of Papua New Guinea mesmerized him. It seemed impossible that a world war raged all around.

      “Sure am glad we don’t have to walk through all that country,” Gil said.

      “Yeah, the navy’s got it good. But I wouldn’t want to see this old crate in a storm. Doesn’t seem too seaworthy.”

      “Guess that’s why we’re sticking close to shore.” Clyde raised an eyebrow and Gil clarified. “In case we have to swim if she sinks.”

      “It’s more of a barge than a boat,” Oliver added. “Wouldn’t last a day in the Atlantic.”

      Clyde glanced back and saw the other four barges carrying the rest of Able Company, pushing through the warm water. Two .50-caliber machine guns were mounted fore and aft on each boat in case of a Japanese air attack. He pointed to the sky. “If the Japs spot us, they’ll have a field day with us. Fish in a barrel. Their base at Rabaul is just over there a bit. From what I hear, it’s full of Zeros and bombers.”

      Gutiérrez flicked his cigarette over the side. “From what I hear, our flyboys have been hitting that base hard.” He pointed out to sea at the dark shape of a ship. “I’m more worried about Jap gunboats and subs. Wish that guy would tuck in closer. What good’s he doing way out there?”

      “You a naval expert now, Gutiérrez?” Sergeant Huss chided. He pushed in beside them and lit a cigarette. He pointed at the peaks and valleys of New Guinea. “The Japs are out there somewhere. Those sons of bitches are the only ones you gotta worry about. Let the navy and the flyboys worry about ships and planes.” He smacked Clyde’s shoulder. “A word.”

      Huss walked away from the squad a few steps. He offered Clyde a cigarette and Clyde took it and lit up off the sergeant’s zippo.

      Huss said, “Now that you’re an NCO, you gotta distance yourself from the men more.”

      Clyde looked at him with a slight scowl. “But they’re my friends. How’m I supposed to just turn that off?”

      “As a team leader, you’re expected to order men into battle. You can’t play favorites out there. The men have to know that you’re impartial and that each man’s treated the same. Do I need to move you to a different squad?”

      “No, sergeant. It’s just a lot to take. I didn’t ask for this promotion.”

      “Cry me a river, corporal. When we reach Finschhafen, things are gonna happen fast. Second Platoon’s gonna lead the way. Keep the men ready and pay attention. I can’t hold your hand all the time out there.”

      “You can count on me, sergeant.”

      The barge suddenly swerved, almost knocking them over the side. The popping of distant guns filled the air. Someone yelled, “Incoming enemy Vals!”

      Clyde steadied himself and looked up. Black and white pockmarks sullied the perfect blue sky. Black shapes dove between the wall of flak put up by the distant navy destroyer. Clyde couldn’t take his eyes off them as the dots grew and manifested into four distinct aircraft. They looked to be coming straight at the barge.

      “Get down!” Sergeant Huss screamed, clutching at Clyde.

      Clyde hunched and pulled his carbine off his shoulder. The rest of the convoy of barges split off and zigzagged back and forth across their wakes, causing them to yaw and roll.

      The gunners finally opened up with their .50-caliber mounted machine guns. Clyde watched the tracers arc up to meet the diving planes. Despite the racket, they looked wholly inadequate for the job.

      One plane suddenly swerved out of the dive. The nose rose and fell as though the pilot had lost control. Flames erupted from a wing, then tore away, sending the plane into a violent roll. Black smoke streamed and marked its deadly path toward the calm seas. The other three kept coming, growing in size until the red meatball on the wing was clearly visible.

      A small dark shape separated from the first dive-bomber’s belly. The pilot pulled up and separated itself from the bomb. Clyde watched in horror as the bomb dropped straight toward the barge. The navy gunners kept hammering their triggers, sending piles of hot brass into the bottom of the barge.

      Clyde ducked as the bomb exploded twenty yards off the bow, sending up a massive gout of water mixed with shrapnel. Sea water dropped onto the deck, immediately drenching them and filling the barge with two feet of standing water. The barge slowed and the shockwave rocked it, threatening to tear it apart at the seams.

      The barge turned hard to port as the next bomb released from the second Val’s underbelly. It sailed past the lead boat and smashed the sea between boats three and four. The screeching sound from the diving planes and the incessant pounding of the .50-calibers were drowned out as the five-hundred-pound bomb exploded.

      The third dive-bomber released the next bomb, but instead of pulling out, it continued diving. Chunks of the plane tore off as the massive .50-caliber rounds found their mark. The canopy bloodied as the pilot’s body shredded. The combined explosion of the bomb and the fireball from the plane sent a massive wave straight at the lead barge.

      Clyde gripped a heavy tie-down stanchion as the barge smashed through the wave. The barge lifted then dropped, sending shudders through the mostly wooden frame. More seawater streamed over the sides and everything not tied down floated and sloshed.

      The boat suddenly lurched as it slammed into something semi-solid. Paratroopers and naval personnel alike flung forward, some mashing into hard objects.

      The barge slowed to a stop, and the machine guns had stopped firing. The gunners had been thrown from the mounts. Clyde pulled himself from the waist-deep water and searched for the remaining bombers. He saw them speeding away only yards above the sea, chased by .50-caliber rounds from the other barges. The tracers skipped on the water and arced into the sky, but none touched the fleeing enemy bombers.

      The barge stopped dead in the water, and the engine sputtered. The other barges slowed and circled, the gunners searching the sky.

      “Why are we stopped? Are they coming back?” Clyde asked a pale-faced seaman.

      The stunned sailor didn’t answer, but the ensign in charge of the barge poked his head out of the small bridge area. His voice cracked and broke with fear. He yelled. “Abandon ship! That wrecked plane we slammed into put a hole in the keel. She’s going down fast. Get out! Get out!”

      Clyde noticed the angle of the boat had changed. It was subtle at first, but the angle increased steadily until he had trouble standing upright without holding onto something.

      Lieutenant Milkins’s voice sounded calmer than the panicking ensign’s. “Stay on the boat as long as possible. The other barges are coming. Offload whatever we can onto them before we sink.” The paratroopers clutched their packs and weapons and sloshed their way to the edges.

      Clyde stood with his squad mates in waist-deep water. Everyone watched the skies nervously. The other barges pulled alongside and ropes secured them together. The sinking barge stabilized somewhat, allowing the paratroopers and naval personnel to offload most of their gear.

      Milkins supervised the entire process. The ensign had already taken his own advice and launched himself into the warm waters. When they’d salvaged what they could, Milkins ordered, “Okay, now it’s our turn. Over the side.”

      They crammed onto the other barges. They stripped and wrung out their gear as best they could. The sun warmed them as they dried out and the barges chugged up the coast toward Finschhafen.

      Gil shook his head. “Well, that sure was fun.”

      Clyde nodded in agreement. “I’ll be happy if the rest of this mission is half as much fun.”

      

      The barge’s relatively flat bottom allowed the paratroopers to debark directly onto a beach located a mile south of the town of Finschhafen on the Huon Peninsula. The Japanese had put up a tough fight here and the paratroopers didn’t know what kind of opposition they’d find on the beaches. They flung themselves out of the barge and ran for cover as quickly as possible. But instead of Japanese soldiers, curious Australian troopers waved and greeted them.

      “Oi, what are you Yanks up to?” one overzealous Aussie inquired as he offered his hand to Sergeant Plumly.

      Sergeant Plumly, Second Platoon’s platoon sergeant, slapped his hand away, stepped forward, and squared up in front of him with a dark scowl. “What’s it to you, mate?” He said the last word as though it tasted vile.

      Lieutenant Jameson, Able’s ranking junior officer, stepped between them, and the Aussie stiffened his back to attention when he saw his rank.

      “Kindly take me to your commanding officer, private,” Jameson ordered.

      The Aussie glanced at the still-glowering Plumly, then smiled back at Jameson. “Yes, sir. Right this way. He’s in the mess tent last I saw.”

      Jameson turned to Sergeant Plumly and said, “Get things squared away here. Be ready to head into the jungle within the next two hours.”

      It didn’t take long to offload the barges. When they finished, the men of Able Company watched the barges churn away from the beach and head back the way they’d come.

      Clyde and the rest of Second Platoon separated themselves from the others, knowing they’d be the ones leading the way inland. Sergeant Huss stuck close to Lieutenant Milkins and Clyde stayed with Third Squad. He made sure each man had enough water and ammunition and their weapons were in working order.

      Clyde felt foolish in his new role as assistant squad leader. He didn’t like being in charge. He wished he could just go back to being a private first class. He inwardly cursed Corporal Quincy for getting the shits bad enough to be taken off the line.

      They lingered on the edge of the beach while the afternoon sun beat down. The sparkling sea looked inviting. Clyde wondered if he had time to dip his head one last time. As a corporal, he could step away for a moment. Isn’t that what Huss had told him to do—distance himself? But he wouldn’t feel right cooling himself off while the others suffered, so he stayed put and sweat.

      Finally, Lieutenant Jameson returned and issued orders. Milkins passed it along to the senior NCOs and then Huss filled the rest of the squad in. The company would move inland using local tribesmen as guides. Second Platoon, and specifically, Third Squad, would take the lead and find somewhere suitable to set up a base of operations.

      “How long we gonna stay out there?” Clyde asked Huss.

      “We’re carrying three days’ worth of food, Cooper. You can figure it out from there.”

      The four tribesmen wore very little. Three carried long spears and the last man carried a small bow and a bushel of arrows. It looked like a toy. The front of their hair stood straight up, making their foreheads appear elongated. All had deep grooves in their faces and broad smiles.

      Huss raised his voice. “Third Squad, we’re taking the lead on this one. Scouts out!”

      Private Rogerson from the reconnaissance squad trotted forward with the four native guides. Clyde gave him a nod as he trotted past and said under his breath, “Better you than me, compadre.”

      Huss waved them forward. “Okay, move out, turds.”

      Clyde unslung his carbine and made sure he had a round in the chamber and had his magazine well seated. He took a deep breath and stepped into the simmering jungle.

      They traveled along a trail most of the way. If not for their guides, they wouldn’t have even found the trail, let alone stayed on it for long. Clinging branches and spiny vines snagged their uniforms, making each yard a misery. The tribesmen moved through without a sound, leaving hardly a trace.

      Clyde tried to concentrate on the surrounding jungle. If an enemy lingered nearby, he wouldn’t see them until they were right on top of one another. But even the impending possibility of combat couldn’t keep his attention for long.

      Fresh cuts bled and sweat stung as it dripped into them. It had been a full month since they’d hurled themselves from the C-47s over Nadzab Airfield, but he felt he’d never get used to the miserable feeling of patrolling through a steaming tropical jungle. As far as he was concerned, they should let the Japanese have the hellish place. Good riddance.

      They patrolled inland for hours before they finally stopped at the edge of a large clearing. They hunkered down and the word passed to take a fifteen-minute break.

      Clyde had rationed his water up till now, but he tilted his canteen back and gulped it down. The tepid, halazone-laced water tasted wonderful. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and took in the surroundings.

      He noticed the other paratroopers didn’t sidle up to him like they used to before they’d saddled him with the goddamned corporal stripes. Even Gil seemed standoffish, as though he’d wronged him somehow, even though he’d had no choice. They’ll get used to it. He hoped.

      Soon Huss appeared. He waved Clyde over. “The company’s gonna set up here. This’ll be base camp for the next few days. Squads will patrol from here until we find the goddamned Nips.”

      He pointed east. “There’s a creek over there with clean fresh water, so have the guys shit somewhere else.” He pointed in the opposite direction. He looked him in the eye. “We’ve got the duty tonight. There’s a trail the natives say gets used by the Japs to the west of our position. Jameson wants it watched.”

      Clyde’s heart sank. All he wanted to do was get to the creek and soak his head and feet. “We got time to take a quick dip in the creek? Everyone’s almost out of water.”

      “Hell no. Send two men to fill canteens. We’re losing daylight. Milkins wants us set up before it gets dark and I agree with him.” He wiped his brow, leaving a dark dirt stain across his forehead. “We move out in twenty minutes.”

      Clyde nodded his understanding. He wanted to complain. It didn’t seem fair that the squad who’d led them in would also be first on watch duty—not to mention having a boat sunk beneath their feet that morning. But he didn’t because he knew he may as well bitch to the sun about the heat.

      He agonized over whom to send on the water detail. He picked Privates Wallace, Hellam, and Hicks. Gil didn’t give him a second glance. Clyde felt relief, but knew he shouldn’t be surprised. The paratroopers were volunteers and professional soldiers through and through. His chest swelled with pride. If he had to endure this hell, at least he’d be doing it with the greatest group of warriors in the U.S. Army.

      

      The paratroopers of Third Squad finished digging foxholes just as the sun set. The trail they straddled wasn’t much more than an animal track, but it showed signs of being used by more than just animals, so they set up for a fight.

      Clyde settled into his foxhole alone with his thoughts. Huss had assigned the night watch duty rotation. They had given him the last watch slot, which meant he may get a few solid hours of sleep before then. As the assistant squad leader, he’d already checked the men’s positions and made sure they had plenty of ammo, knew the callsigns, and the watch rotation. Now he could finally relax.

      He opened a small carton of crackers and munched them without really tasting them. The wafers had little taste in the first place, so he chased them with a long slurp of water. The cool creek water was a vast improvement. He looked forward to the morning when he’d hopefully be able to strip and wash his body in the creek.

      As darkness fell, he watched the surrounding jungle. He watched trees, bushes, and rocks turn into nondescript lumps in the darkness. He tried to memorize their locations so he wouldn’t mistake them for enemy soldiers when he looked again—hopefully after a few solid hours of sleep.

      He also marked the nearly invisible locations of the foxholes scattered around. Huss had them set up in an L shape around the trail to maximize the firepower they could bring if the Japanese came that night. But as the darkness deepened, it seemed impossible to see, let alone engage an enemy force. An entire regiment could pass by and they might not notice.

      He sighed and lowered himself into the bottom of his hole. It still smelled of fresh dirt. During the excavation, he’d dug up countless worms and bugs. In the darkness, he couldn’t see them, but he could hear their small sounds all around him. He hoped they’d leave him alone long enough to fall asleep. He touched his wedding ring and spun it on his finger, trying to bring images of Abby to mind. He finally fell into a dark, dreamless sleep.

      What seemed like only moments later, he woke to someone knocking their fist against his helmet. He pried his eyes open, unsure of his surroundings.

      “Wake up, Cooper. It’s your turn for the watch.”

      He tried to focus on the dark outline lying down next to his foxhole, but he couldn’t decide who it was. “Wh—what? It’s already time?”

      “Yes, goddammit.”

      He recognized Gutiérrez’s acid-laced voice. “That you, Guti? See anything?”

      “Yeah, it’s me, and no, I didn’t see nothin’ out of the ordinary.”

      “Okay, you’re relieved. I’ve got it from here.”

      Gutiérrez grunted and crawled back to his foxhole. Clyde wiped his eyes and readjusted himself so he could see over the edge of his foxhole. He touched his carbine propped beside him, then touched his ammo pouch. He placed a grenade on the lip and tried to focus. Sleep still threatened to pull him back into its sultry grasp. He smacked his cheeks to wake himself.

      A quarter moon had risen while he slept, and the soft gray light filtered through the treetops. He could see fifteen yards down the trail.

      He didn’t check his watch, but knew dawn was still two hours away. His body ached all over. His legs felt tight and he stomped his feet to bring circulation back to them. He felt grimy and itchy, but he did his best to ignore it and concentrate on his job.

      The intensity of the night sounds always impressed him when he actually stopped to listen. He’d heard it enough to tune it out mostly, but he concentrated on it now, knowing a change might signal something approaching, either the four-legged or two-legged kind.

      His mind drifted. He wondered what Abby was doing at that moment. What time was it in Seattle—or Texas? I don’t even know where she is, he thought bitterly.

      He froze. He’d heard something, something unnatural. The insects’ incessant roar dimmed slightly. He stared down the trail, focusing on all his senses. He saw nothing out of the ordinary, but felt something approach. He gripped his carbine and slowly brought it up, never taking his eyes off the trail. An icy shiver ran through his body, despite the warm air.

      The sound again. It sounded like the soft click of metal scraping on wood. He brought the carbine’s stock into his shoulder, then thought better of it and clutched the grenade. His muzzle flash would give away his position. The grenade would be enough to wake the rest of the squad and also shock the enemy.

      His ears thrummed as his heart threatened to burst out of his chest. His mouth went as dry as dust. Movement at the far edge of where he could see the trail spiked his adrenaline and convinced him he wasn’t imagining things.

      He brought the grenade to his chest and slowly wound his finger through the pin. Then he saw them. One moment, nothing, then a line of six Japanese soldiers carrying rifles slung over their shoulders. They moved as though they feared nothing.

      Clyde pulled the pin quickly and hurled the grenade as though delivering a fastball to a talented hitter. He yelled, “Japs front!”

      The enemy force stopped in their tracks for a frozen second, then the grenade exploded a few feet from them, sending deadly fragments of metal into them.

      Clyde quickly clutched his carbine, aimed and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. He cursed himself, pressed the safety and tried again. He fired into the lead man. The soldier had taken the brunt of the grenade blast and staggered as the .30-caliber carbine rounds slammed into his torso.

      By now, a few of the other paratroopers were up and firing. Clyde shot through his entire magazine in seconds. He fumbled to reload, but by the time he managed it, the last enemy soldier had disappeared into the night, running like an Olympic-level sprinter into the murky darkness.

      Clyde fired off a few more rounds, aiming where he thought he might be. The roar of gunfire increased for a few seconds as the rest of the squad woke up, but soon Sergeant Huss’s husky voice broke through. “Cease fire! Cease fire!”

      Clyde couldn’t catch his breath. He felt as though he’d run a fast mile, but he hadn’t moved even a foot. Gunpowder wafted over him, obscuring the trail, but he could see enemy soldiers down—some wounded and moving—trying to crawl aimlessly out of the killing ground.

      Huss yelled, “Was that you, Cooper?”

      Clyde struggled to wet his mouth and finally managed to croak, “Yeah. It was me.”

      “Are there more of ’em?”

      “I—I dunno. I don’t think so.”

      Huss said, “Cover me.” After hopping out of his hole, he moved forward in a crouch, his Thompson submachine gun at the ready. He stopped at the first downed soldier. He swept his weapon side to side, then stood and stepped over the first man. His machine gun barked three times as he ended the second man’s attempt to crawl away.

      Keeping his eyes down the trail, he said, “Team One, move up with me. Rest of you, cover us.”

      Clyde wanted to leap out of the hole and join them, but he was in charge of Team Two, so he stayed put and tried to calm himself. He watched the paratroopers rifle through the enemy’s belongings. They finally returned, some grinning, some looking sick.

      Huss stood over Clyde’s hole and asked. “How many were there? You get a count?”

      “I saw six of ’em.”

      Huss nodded and looked back at the carnage. Smoke still wafted from where the grenade had exploded. “Well, then two got away.”

      “We going after ’em?”

      “Hell no. The others will wonder what the hell all the racket was about. We need to get the hell outta here.” He raised his voice. “We’re moving out.”

      Clyde hopped out of the hole and stared toward the men he’d helped kill. He wanted to check out his handiwork and made a move to do so, but Huss stopped him with a meaty hand on his chest.

      “Leave it be. You did good, corporal. Now move out.”
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      Shawn Cooper watched the railroad tracks from a high cliff ledge. Operational Group Bellevue expected a train at any moment now. They’d arrived three days before and had been watching the tracks ever since.

      Lieutenant Danny Umberland tapped Shawn’s foot and asked, “Anything moving out there?”

      “Nothing we’re interested in. Coupla deer. Think we could get away with dropping one and getting some fresh meat?”

      “You not happy with the Iguana Didi brought us?”

      Shawn gave him a look, but Umberland shook his head. “No, too risky. That train should be here soon. Captain Burbank would have our balls on a spit if we messed this mission up just to vary up our culinary palettes.”

      Shawn already knew the answer, but he’d been lying on this hunk of rock for three hours and wanted the distraction.

      He lovingly patted the scope mounted on the Springfield rifle. He had it covered with a soft cloth for protection. “Too bad. Those deer wouldn’t have a chance. With this beauty, it’d be like shooting fish in a barrel.”

      “You just keep your head in the game, Cooper. You happy with the positioning?”

      “Oh yeah. Like I said, from this range—fish in a barrel.”

      “More like Nips in a barrel.”

      Shawn looked back and gave Umberland a thin smile. Umberland often tried for levity but more often than not, failed.

      Shawn hadn’t used the sniper rifle in anger yet, and he didn’t particularly relish his role in the mission. He’d killed plenty of enemy soldiers by now, but those engagements had mostly been at night. He knew for certain his bullets had ended men’s lives, but they’d just been shapes and silhouettes. Through the scope and in the light of day, this would be different—much more personal.

      He wished he could turn off his conscience like so many of the others could. Lieutenant Henry Calligan came to mind foremost. He’d been one of the first OSS men into Burma, arriving with the famed—at least in the secretive OSS establishment’s eyes—original Detachment 101 group. He killed Japanese soldiers and Burmese sympathizers as easily as buttering bread.

      Calligan hadn’t opted to join them on this mission. The brass deemed OG Bellevue ready to operate on their own. It had been a full month since they hit the labor camp workers and soldiers who’d been repairing Detachment 101’s handiwork on the train tracks section. Since then, Bellevue had been on countless patrols. They’d covered vast distances of jungle and plains and had a good idea how to get around now.

      Calligan had watched them leave Camp Knothead the week before. He’d nodded and grinned, but he didn’t look convinced of their readiness. He’d spoken in hushed tones to their guide, the Kachin tribesman Didi, as they streamed past. Shawn would’ve given up a month’s wages to know what they’d discussed.

      Umberland checked his wristwatch, then slapped Shawn’s leg. “I’m heading back to the radio. If the team gives me any advance notice, I’ll let you know, but be ready. The Japs will be heavily armed and probably moving fast.”

      Shawn understood the mission, but stated anyway. “I still think we should just blow up the track like we did last time.”

      “Command thinks it’s more valuable to take out the engines than the tracks. If they run out of locomotives, the tracks don’t matter anymore. And we get the added bonus of destroying a bunch of Jap equipment and supplies—not to mention killing more Japs.”

      Shawn tried to flash a grin, but couldn’t force himself. Instead, he just nodded, lifted the scope’s cover, and peered through.

      Just before leaving, Umberland’s tone changed. “I know it’s dirty work, but we didn’t start this thing. You okay, Shawn?”

      “Yes, sir. I know my duty.”

      “Remember, officers and engineers if you get a shot.”

      “Got it.”

      Umberland sauntered back into the thin jungle. Shawn pivoted his sights, searching for the rest of OG Bellevue hidden in holes around the railroad tracks. He saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      He gulped against a dry throat. Despite what Umberland said about targeting the civilian engineers, he didn’t plan on doing that. He understood the rationale, kill the engineers until they ran out of them, but he decided he wouldn’t be the one to pull the trigger if he could help it. They’d most likely die in the attack anyway, but it would be one less thing he’d have to live with.

      He found the strip of ribbon he’d placed about three quarters of the way to the tracks. It hung limply from a bent piece of kunai grass, showing no wind. The air felt hot and heavy, but at this range, not much would affect his shot. He said a quiet prayer, willing the Japanese train not to show up. If Captain Burbank knew, he’d drum me out of the unit. Am I the only one who doesn’t relish all the killing?

      His mind went to Ilsa, the beautiful spy he’d met and fallen in love with in Panama. Love? He wondered. Those days seemed ages ago. Would she even recognize him? He’d lost weight, leaving only sinewy muscle over bone. The last time he shaved, over three weeks ago, he’d barely recognized himself in the mirror. The sharp, angular cheekbones and bloodshot eyes he’d seen in the reflection couldn’t belong to him. What would he look like in a year? Unrecognizable. Would he ever see her again? Would his soul be too far gone to even be capable of love?

      He startled when Umberland hissed at him. “You awake up there? Hutch and Mackie hear the train approaching. Get ready.”

      

      The minutes ticked by at a glacial pace. Sweat dripped from Shawn’s forehead and threatened to sully his sight picture. He wiped his brow with a filthy handkerchief and cursed himself. He shouldn’t be this worked up.

      He panned the scope slowly, following the tracks to where it emerged from the jungle. He wouldn’t shoot until the boys down in the holes set off the plastic explosives set beside the track. They’d built the bomb intent on maximum destruction. They placed the bomb into the bottom of a large steel pot and laced rocks and bits of steel left over from the train track builders over the top. The shape of the pot would direct the blast force out the top, which angled toward the tracks where the locomotive engine would be. Then they camouflaged the whole thing with brambles and brush. When the bomb exploded, the rock and metal would scythe through anything unfortunate enough to be in its path.

      Shawn took his eyes from the scope when he noticed a stream of black smoke rising from the jungle canopy. It moved steadily forward. He strained to hear it, but it was still too far away. He bet the rest of the squad could feel it pulse through the dirt as it clicked along the steel tracks.

      Umberland whispered beside him, “See the smoke?”

      “Yeah.”

      He settled his eye back into the scope and waited. The stream of smoke didn’t seem to advance any longer and it took on a grayish color. What did it mean?

      Umberland said, “It shoulda been there by now.”

      Shawn glanced at him without taking his right eye off the scope. Umberland used his binoculars, fiddling with the focus knob.

      “Must’ve stopped,” Shawn said.

      “Why? Do they see our guys?”

      Shawn saw movement along both sides of the track where the jungle gave way to the grassy plain. He adjusted his elbows and concentrated. “Soldiers coming out. I see—there’s two squads, at least.”

      “I see ’em, too.”

      The soldiers walked cautiously, swinging their rifles from side to side as they searched the area.

      “They’re gonna walk right past the bomb, dammit,” Umberland hissed. “If they see it, this entire mission’s a write-off. Can you knock those guys down from here?”

      “Of course. You know I can, but that won’t accomplish much, and I’d probably only get one or two before they took cover.”

      Umberland cursed under his breath.

      “Don’t worry, the bomb’s well hidden. They won’t find it.”

      The Japanese patrol came abreast of the bomb, but they didn’t falter or call out in alarm. The further they moved down the tracks, the more relaxed they seemed to become. They just kept marching as though on a Sunday stroll. A few even slung their rifles. Shawn tracked them, keeping his sights centered on an officer with a pistol belt and a swagger in his gait.

      “They’re gonna go right over the top of the boys.”

      “Yep.”

      “If they make a move, drop ’em.”

      “Yep.” Shawn slowed his breathing and placed his finger gently on the trigger. It felt cool to the touch. He’d zeroed the rifle, firing three full stripper clips through it. The trigger had a heavier pull than he liked, but from this range, and steadied by the rock ledge, he wouldn’t miss.

      “What rank’s that guy? Might be a captain or a major even,” Umberland commented as he gazed through his binoculars. “You might get yourself a prize, Cooper.”

      The betting pool for the highest ranking officer didn’t sit right with him. It felt too much like Didi slicing ears and fingers off his victims. It made him feel dirty. He’d added his own money to the pool, but only to play along. If he won, he wouldn’t know what to do with the money, either. How could he send the money back to his mother? Blood money. It wasn’t right. I’ll spend it on booze for the group back in Nasira, he decided as he applied a tiny fraction more pressure to the trigger.

      The Japanese officer stopped, pulled out a white handkerchief, and wiped his brow. He put his hand to his mouth and, although his voice didn’t reach their position, it had an instant effect on the other soldiers. They hesitated, then moved off the tracks. The officer clutched the nearest soldier and sent him scampering back along the tracks toward the waiting train. As the soldier ran clumsily along the uneven beams, the soldiers he passed slapped him and kicked him in the butt, taunting him.

      Umberland’s voice had an edge of excitement. “He’s giving the train the all clear.”

      Shawn took his eyes from the scope and chanced a glance. The running soldier tripped and fell headlong right in front of the bomb. Umberland took in a sharp breath and held it. Shawn did, too. He wanted to shift his scope to see better, but kept it squarely on the officer’s chest.

      The clumsy soldier picked himself up and brushed dirt off his uniform. Other soldiers leaned over laughing. He walked to his helmet, which had fallen off and rolled even closer to the bomb. It stuck and he pulled. The brush they’d cut and stacked for camouflage fell away, exposing the pot filled with rocks and metal.

      At first the soldier only stared, as though uncomprehending. He leaned closer, dug his hand in, then reared back and yelled. A bright blast erupted a few feet from him. His body simply vanished as fire and the force of the bomb turned his body to particles.

      The force of the blast reached Shawn’s perch and rocked the rifle in his hands. Dirt and bits of rock danced as though in an earthquake. Before putting his eye back to the scope, he saw at least six other enemy soldiers torn apart and scattered across the field like confetti.

      The boom thundered up and down the valley, reverberating off cliff faces and bending tall grass and stiff trees. The surviving Japanese were all on the ground, either blown over or having instinctively dove for cover.

      Shawn searched for the officer and finally found him, scrambling unsteadily back to his feet. In that instant, the pops of machine guns and small arms erupted. Shawn didn’t need to look to know OG Bellevue had risen from their well-concealed holes and raked the survivors with accurate fire.

      The officer staggered in his sights. His mouth moved as he screamed orders that no one would hear. Shawn blew out his breath, steadied, and fired. The rifle bucked, but he kept it tight to his shoulder and watched the officer stumble. The officer’s tunic turned crimson and he looked at the mortal wound as though annoyed at a stain. His knees buckled and he dropped, then flopped onto his face.

      Shawn had already worked the bolt action and was searching for more targets, but every soldier lay inert or dying. The quick and violent crescendo of gunfire ceased.

      Gunther, the radioman, came scampering up to them, holding out the radio. “Sergeant Boyd for you.”

      Umberland took it and had a quick back and forth while Gunther and Shawn exchanged wide-eyed looks of astonishment. The once-peaceful field below now had a massive, burning scar, and was dotted with bodies, some scorched beyond recognition, others full of bullet holes.

      Umberland signed off. He pointed toward where the train must still be idling. “I’m sending the others to finish off the train.”

      Shawn saw his comrades leaping from their holes on the plain below. The wood and thatch covers they’d used to conceal them from above lay haphazardly around the entrances, leaving small black holes. It added to the feel of chaos and destruction.

      “I can’t cover them from here. Once they’re in the trees, I won’t be able to help them.”

      “I’m betting that was the main force. They just have to deal with stragglers and engineers.”

      Shawn bit his lower lip. “What if you’re wrong?”

      “The damned locomotive’s the mission. We have to destroy it,” he said gruffly. “They can take care of themselves,” he finished without as much conviction.

      Shawn moved to the right as far as the ledge would allow. He scrunched into a tight slot and lay on his stomach. Rock and twigs dug into him, but he ignored them as he put his eye to the scope.

      He steadied the crosshairs on the farthest edge of the railroad track and, out of the corner of his eye, watched his teammates leapfrogging one another toward the waiting train. It had been less than two minutes since the explosion. The Japanese would still be reeling and wondering what had happened. Hopefully, the men of OG Bellevue would fall on them violently before they could organize and react.

      Shawn raised his voice. “They’re going beneath the canopy. I won’t be able to see them.”

      Umberland scuttled over to him and scanned with his binoculars. He mumbled, “Come on, come on.” He seemed as nervous about the situation as Shawn. Shawn didn’t envy having to make that decision. Some of his anger melted away. Umberland was doing the best he could. He trusted him.

      The popping sound of gunfire came to them. Shawn strained but couldn’t see anything. His mind eased as he heard only Thompsons and carbines. But he tensed when he heard something much louder and deeper coming from deep inside the canopy. Immense geysers of dirt erupted along the railroad tracks as bullets bypassed Bellevue and thunked into the dirt.

      “What the hell’s that?” Shawn guffawed.

      Umberland cursed, then answered, “Sounds like an antiaircraft gun. Twenty millimeter if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Jesus, that’ll tear those guys up. Let’s get down there and help ’em.”

      “Negative. You can do more good from here.” He pointed. “If they retreat, the Nips’ll be right behind ’em. They’ll need your long gun skills.” He turned to Gunther. “Try to raise Boyd.”

      Gunther turned the radio volume all the way up and tried to raise Sergeant Boyd, but got no response. The sound of gunfire mixed with louder booms from grenades. If he even heard the call, Boyd would be too busy to answer.

      The firefight continued for nearly a full minute. It was the longest minute of Shawn’s life. Finally, the antiaircraft fire stopped after a series of crashing explosions. Thompson submachine gun fire dominated, then tapered off quickly.

      “They must’ve gotten the upper hand.”

      Gunther finally got a response. “I’ve got Boyd, sir,” he said excitedly.

      Umberland snatched the radio. “Situation?”

      Shawn could hear Boyd’s voice. It sounded tinny and distant. “We took the train. We’re setting charges on the locomotive and everything else, too. You probably heard their big gun.”

      “Casualties?”

      “Yeah, Fenton and Mackie are dead. Hutch is wounded, but he can walk.”

      Umberland shut his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Understood. We’ll come down and assist with the bodies.”

      “Uh, there’s not much left of them. We’ll get whatever personal items we can find.”

      Umberland looked like he might be sick. He signed off and stood. He paced as though uncertain what he should do next. He finally pointed at Shawn and ordered, “You stay up here and watch over things. Gunther and I will go down there.”

      Shawn nodded and put his eye back to the scope. He could see more smoke rising through the jungle canopy, and he saw the faint flicker of flames.

      Fenton and Mackie gone, just like that. He knew them as well as he knew his own cousins—better, really. How badly injured was Hutch? He shut his eyes, staving off the tears that threatened. He’d have time to grieve later. Right now, he had a job to do.

      He watched as the survivors streamed back into sight. They trotted, keeping their weapons ready. The last two men to emerge trailed coils of wires. They hunched and fidgeted with the detonation box. They yelled and the rest of the men went to their bellies. A series of sharp cracks and bright flashes from beneath the canopy made Shawn flinch. A secondary explosion blistered the air. The fireball pushed through the swaying treetops, scorching them and lighting some on fire. The shockwave hit him square in the face, followed immediately by a hot, oily wind.

      Shawn licked his lips nervously. Surely the Japanese would notice. A relief force had to be on the way by now. He silently urged his teammates to hurry.

      Lieutenant Umberland and Corporal Gunther finally made it to the valley floor. They sprinted toward the others. Where would the relief force come from? Myitkyina Airfield or one of the many nearby Burmese villages?

      Minutes later, he got his answer. The drone of aircraft started dimly, but grew steadily. Team Bellevue had nearly made it to the cover of the jungle. Hutch held his arm and limped, but moved under his own power.

      Shawn stood and searched the sky. He finally saw black dots against the blue sky near the horizon to the south. The others hadn’t noticed them yet. They still moved at a normal pace. Shawn cupped his hand around his mouth and yelled as loud as he could. “Jap planes incoming! Incoming!” His words had no effect. With the slight breeze, the distance, and their own heaving breaths, they couldn’t hear him.

      Shawn put his Springfield to his shoulder and fired. The others immediately went to their knees. All eyes focused on Shawn. He jumped around, waving and pointing at the incoming threat. He finally got his point across. The OSS men sprinted the rest of the way toward the jungle. Two others helped Hutch along on either side.

      Shawn dropped to his belly and tucked himself into the cover of a thorny bush. He ignored the painful barbs as he watched the growing dots turn into aircraft. He couldn’t see the rest of the team, but they’d be in cover by now. I’m the most exposed.

      The roar of low-flying aircraft filled the valley. The greasy black smoke coming off the burning train drew them in like flies to shit. Two Zeros swept back and forth over the burning train. They flew low over the entire area, hoping to draw fire. Shawn didn’t dare move. He fought the urge to take a potshot. It was tempting, but he knew he had little chance of causing damage unless Lady Luck smiled on him. Even if he managed to hit one, it would only invite a strafing run. Better they found nothing. Part of their mission was striking fear into the enemy, and nothing did so better than deadly hit-and-runs that left little evidence behind.

      The Zeros arced into the sky, then lanced back down toward the valley. The lead pilot strafed the field where the exposed holes were still visible. Dirt and debris shot up in a long swath of destruction. The second plane loitered overhead, turning in a slow arc, no doubt searching for return fire. They finally climbed and turned back toward Myitkyina. The drone of their engines finally faded into nothingness.

      Didi stepped out of the jungle and grinned. Shawn dusted himself off and smiled back. Even though he’d lost two close friends, Didi’s bottomless joy was contagious. Operational Group Bellevue sifted back into the jungle. If all went well, they’d take a circuitous route back to Camp Knothead and arrive in two days. Shawn hoped he’d finally be able to get some sleep, but doubted it.
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      Abby Cooper languished on the bed she’d sleep in for the foreseeable future. Beatrice Malinsky’s place didn’t look any bigger than her old apartment in Seattle, but for some reason it felt bigger. Perhaps it was the bright sunshine beaming through the window, or perhaps it was the huge open expanses surrounding her in every direction, or maybe all the possibilities that had just opened up for her made everything seem bigger.

      Beatrice poked her head into the room. “Well? What do you think? Will it work for you?”

      “Oh yes. It’s far more than I expected. Thank you, Bea. Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t mention it. You’re paying rent after all.”

      “Yes, but you went through a lot of trouble making this room up for me. You even put a picture frame on the mantle.”

      “I figured you could use it for that picture of Clyde you’re always staring at.”

      “I’m sorry about that. I just miss him so much. It’s torture not knowing if he’s okay or not. It drives me crazy.”

      “Well, once you start flying, you won’t have time to dwell on it anymore. The training’s tough and they don’t give you a lot of free time.”

      “I owe you for that, too. I know you had to pull some strings to get me accepted.”

      “A few. You don’t have many hours, but Conklin wants you on board and you’re a natural flyer. You’ll pick it up fast. Besides, when they realized how few women actually had enough flight hours, they dropped the hour requirements for the WFTD program. You’ve got more than enough now.” She smiled and crossed her arms. “But those hours came a long time ago, so you’re behind a little.”

      “I suppose I need to get used to all these acronyms. I guess it’s easier than having to say, Women’s Flight Training Detachment, though.”

      “You’re in the army now. They use loads of them.”

      “Am I though?”

      “Well, you’ll take the same oath the men do, but no, not officially. But once we prove ourselves, General Arnold said it’ll happen automatically.”

      “Gives me butterflies just thinking about it. Thanks for putting in a good word for me and getting me up to speed.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind burning the candle from both ends. You’re lucky. The WFTD doesn’t expect you to be up to standards right at the start. The WAFs did. But you have to be proficient enough to make it through the first week of flying, or they’ll just cut you from the program. Conklin wants you, but he has to defer to whatever the instructors recommend. If they see him giving you special treatment . . . well, it wouldn’t be right.”

      “I don’t want special treatment. I want to earn my right to be here. Just like everyone else.”

      “You’ve had a long train trip. Unpack and settle in. I’ve got loads of books and flight manuals you can go over at your leisure.”

      Abby went to her and hugged her fiercely. At first, Beatrice stiffened, but then she hugged her back.

      Abby said, “I owe you a lot, Bea. I won’t ever forget it.”

      Beatrice broke the embrace and gave her a beaming smile. “I’m happy to have a roommate. It can get lonely sometimes.”

      “Lonely? You? I don’t believe it for a second. You must have a line of men seeking you out. ”

      Beatrice tilted her head and batted her eyelashes. “Oh, you’re too kind.” She gave her a coquettish bow, then a simmering look. “You’re not too far off the mark. In fact, we should probably come up with some ground rules.” Abby looked confused, so Beatrice explained. “A signal in case I have a man inside.”

      Abby blushed deeply. She finally uttered, “Um, okay.”

      Beatrice laughed and gave her a dismissive wave. “You’re married. You forget what it’s like being single.”

      “I guess you’re right. Do you have men over often?” she asked carefully.

      “Goodness no, I’m not a tart, but sometimes. It’s harder now with the war, not as much time—although there are more uniformed men around. I must say, I do enjoy a man in uniform.” Abby blushed again and Beatrice flung her thick brown hair. “I’ll let you unpack. We can figure out food and everything later.”

      Beatrice shut the door and gave her one final wink. Abby couldn’t help laughing. She and Beatrice hadn’t lost a thing since high school. Their friendship felt solid and delightful. This chapter of her life would certainly be entertaining. It helped ease her mind. So far, she’d made the correct decision.

      She hefted her suitcase onto the bed and unsnapped the latches. It exploded as though she’d packed live animals inside. Her clothes seeped out the sides and spilled onto the bed. She glanced at the closet, wondering where it would all fit. Some of it might have to be packed away. She shouldn’t have brought it all, but couldn’t decide what to leave and what to bring, so she’d brought most everything. Looking at the heap made her feel silly. Once in the program, they’d give her some kind of uniform. The train porter had nearly thrown out his back when he’d hauled her bag from the baggage compartment.

      She hung clothes in the closet and placed a line of shoes underneath. She wondered what kind of footwear she’d need for flying. Beatrice wore a light pair of boots when she flew, but Abby had nothing like it. Would they give them uniforms? Beatrice wore men’s coveralls most of the time. The WASP program wasn’t a part of the military, although they adhered to many of the same standards, particularly where it concerned discipline. She’d have to get used to being told what to do and how to do it, not to mention what to wear.

      Once she filled the closet and the small dresser, she gazed into the bottom of the suitcase and saw the stack of letters from Clyde. She smiled and pulled them to her lips and kissed them. She inhaled, trying to find a hint of his smell, but she only smelled her clothes and a hint of mustiness. She tucked the letters into the nightstand, then arranged the pictures of him. She inserted the one of him at the picnic into the frame Beatrice had bought for her and sighed as she gazed wistfully.

      She suddenly remembered the letter that Clyde’s best friend Gil Hicks had written to her. She’d stowed it in her handbag and forgotten all about it. She’d written to him months before, asking him about her father helping Clyde become a paratrooper. Her father had implied it, but she suspected that he’d been lying to her. It seemed like ancient history now. Her life in Seattle seemed like a universe away and she wanted to keep it that way, but she also wanted to know what Gil had to say.

      She dug into her handbag and found the letter. She held the flimsy paper and noted all the colorful stamps. The little piece of paper must have traveled a long way. She’d sent the letter to him a month ago, and his letter had taken almost as long to get back to her.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and carefully opened the letter. She read it carefully. Gil’s handwriting wasn’t awful, but she had to guess at a few words. As she read, she gripped it tighter and tighter. Gil told her that contrary to being helped, Clyde had actually nearly died . . . twice! Clyde had said nothing about either incident during his furlough. He hadn’t lied to her, but he hadn’t volunteered the information, either.

      She read it again. Gil had obviously left out a lot of details, but imagining Clyde hitting the tower and being knocked unconscious nearly made her ill. Why hadn’t the army told her about that? Didn’t they notify the family when a loved one was injured? Even more terrifying, on his last jump, he’d had to throw his reserve parachute when his primary hadn’t opened. That must’ve been a close thing, yet he hadn’t even hinted at it.

      She understood his reticence, but it angered her at the same time. What else didn’t he tell her? She wanted to crumple the letter and throw it into the wastebasket, but instead she swiped at a tear and placed the letter gingerly on the bed. Her father hadn’t helped her husband. Quite the opposite, it seemed. Despite feeling sick to her stomach, she also felt a welling of pride. He’d overcome incredible odds and qualified for the most elite unit in the entire military.

      She didn’t know why her father had lied. In fact, she couldn’t recall much of that conversation. It had been heated and she’d just wanted to get it over with. But her loathing for her father only grew. What had happened to him? When did he become such a monster?

      She thought about Trish and Miles. A sadness swept over her. Trish had been her best friend, but she’d betrayed her. But Trish had also lost Miles, a man she obviously had been in love with. How was she dealing with that loss? At the funeral, she’d seemed detached and stoic, but Abby saw pain in her eyes as she had gazed at the casket. Then the anger as Abby’s father had read the eulogy, using the platform for his own gain, like some deranged politician. Perhaps Trish had turned her sadness at losing Miles into sheer hatred for Victor Brooks.

      I should write Trish a letter. But then she remembered how they’d parted. Trish had demanded she return Miles’s journal and she lied and told her she’d burned it. She’d actually boxed it up and put it in the mail. It would arrive in her new mailbox here in a few days. She didn’t have a notion of what she planned to do with it, probably nothing, but she couldn’t bring herself to give something so personal to Trish, who would use it to bring her father down.

      She felt conflicted. She loathed her father at the moment, but he was still her father. She still loved him, or at least loved the man he used to be. Would she ever see the day her father turned his back on all this backstabbing evil and became a good man again? She hoped so, but didn’t know how it would happen. Perhaps he needed to be taken down. Perhaps that would be the one thing that could bring him back to his old self.

      He’d never been completely lovable, his affection never came in hugs or words, but he used to look at Abby with eyes of adoration and love. She remembered those looks and cherished them deeply in her soul.

      But all that was behind her now. The troubles she left in Seattle wouldn’t follow her here. Her parents didn’t even know her address, let alone Trish. A pang of regret made her wince. I fled. I left them in the lurch. The thought made her rub her temples as a headache threatened. I’ve made my decision. I’m not going back—at least, not yet.

      
      Beatrice burst through the front door. Abby sat on the couch reading the manual for the trainer she’d be flying, the BT-9. She’d read it six times already and had marked up the margins to prove it.

      “Drop everything. We’re going to the club.”

      “A club? I don’t know, Bea. I have a lot of studying to do.”

      “This is the last night you have before training starts. We’re going out on the town and you can’t say anything to change my mind.”

      “Well, in that case—let me get changed.”

      A half hour later, Beatrice pulled her old truck into the parking lot of an old tavern. Abby took in the club with some trepidation. “This is the club? It looks ready to fall down.”

      “It’s safe enough. Come on, the whole gang’s inside.”

      “Whose whole gang?”

      “Your whole gang. The WAFs I fly with and a few of the other trainees you’ll be joining.”

      Abby stepped from the truck and straightened her dress. Music pumped from the closed front door and she heard many mixed voices.

      “Sounds like things are already in full swing.” She checked her watch. “It’s barely five o’clock.”

      “Start early end early. You check in at six a.m. tomorrow.”

      Abby followed Beatrice to the front door. Beatrice smiled and just before opening the door, said, “By the way, there’ll be some male pilots here, too.”

      “Oh? From the base?”

      “Some are, others flew in from other areas. This bash has gotten famous.”

      “I haven’t heard of it before now.”

      “Of course you haven’t. Come on, let’s get inside.”

      She opened the door and the noise level made Abby wince. She stepped in behind Beatrice. The lights were low and the curtains over the windows only pulled halfway down, making the scene dingy and dark. Clinking glasses, laughter, and cigarette smoke permeated the air. Abby didn’t recognize anyone, but that didn’t surprise her. She’d only just arrived in town.

      Beatrice waved as a group of women noticed her and called out her name. She clutched Abby’s hand and pulled her through the throngs of gyrating bodies. The smell of alcohol and cigarette smoke hung heavily.

      A woman almost as tall as Beatrice slung her arm around her shoulders. “Beatrice! As I live and breathe. I didn’t think you’d make the scene. What took you so long?”

      “I had to swing by the house and pick up my new friend.” She stepped aside and Abby smiled at them. “This is Abby Cooper. She starts training tomorrow. We’ve been friends since junior high school.”

      The tall woman extended her hand. “Well, welcome. I’m Fonda. It’s nice to meet you. Anyone who’s a friend of Beatrice’s is a friend of mine.”

      Abby shook her hand. “Thank you. It’s good to meet you.” She had to yell to be heard. The introductions went around the gaggle and Abby did her best to put names to faces, but she doubted she’d remember them all. Each of them exuded confidence and poise. She’d never been in
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