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      “Okay. So let me make sure I understand all this,” Finn said as he walked around the aircraft. Something about possession of stolen goods. Things might be getting a little messy at some point. “You are seriously telling me that this thing fell off the back of a truck?”

      Finn knew his Montana drawl came out something hard in times like this. Made him probably sound like something of a yokel to this fine, Cairo gentleman who looked an awful lot like a pickpocket who had graduated up to larceny and maybe grand theft. Even as they had all traveled up to Alexandria for this next adventure.

      “Indubitably, Mr. Severijns,” Magdy the Arms Merchant replied, bowing ever so slightly in the way of an Egyptian arms dealer and smuggler. His voice had the kind of greasiness to it that almost made Finn want to take another shower. He’d already shaved today. “They were boxed up in Germany for shipment to China. As to why the aircraft was lost here, I cannot even begin to guess. However, when my friend came to me and asked about the possibility of you selling your current aircraft and perhaps desiring to trade up, we were able to make a most lucrative deal to have the plane unboxed from where it had been stored then assembled and prepped for flight.”

      Finn turned to one of his companions now and studied him.

      The Man With No Face, as he was generally known in the souqs and slums of Cairo. He actually had a name. Several, depending on how you wanted to interpret that. Generally, he answered to Asher.

      Short for Autonomous Simulated Human Exploration Robot.

      Fellow was an alien machine in the rough shape of a man. Claimed all his flesh had been burned off in the crash that originally stranded him on Earth in 1916.

      Any of you fellows want to buy a bridge?

      Except he’d seen Asher without that heavy, flowing robe that the man—creature?—habitually wore. Or the turban, gloves, pants, and boots. Without that pretty, enameled mask he wore to make everyone else think he was another one of those poor survivors of the Great War who’d suffered such terrible damage that the mask hid his scars.

      Finn knew a lot of boys like that.

      None of them were aluminum pipes connected with ball joints.

      Still, Asher was good people. Even if he wasn’t people.

      “And you trust all this?” Finn asked the man, gesturing to all of the everything involved.

      “Indeed, Finn,” Asher replied. “I have known Magdy for many years, and found him to be an honest and reliable chap.”

      The English accent that came out of his mask’s mouth hole, with just a touch of Egyptian crispness, didn’t help Finn’s humor, but if Asher was willing to vouch for the smuggler, that said a lot.

      Finn still owed Asher for a couple of big things.

      Speaking of…

      Finn turned the other side with a generic shrug, letting his eyes fall on the woman who was his boss. More or less.

      Employer of record, at a minimum, if they all ended up getting arrested at some point.

      Zareen Vüsala Shirazi.

      She was short, around five foot four. Nice ass, shown off today in dove gray jodhpurs. No chest to speak of under that white linen shirt and matching gray vest. Average enough waist. Long black hair pulled back into a braid.

      The face was what stopped traffic, if she wanted to. All the best parts from her Scots/English father and Persian princess mother. Brains from both of them, too. Money as well. Twenty-two years old, near as Finn could tell. Young enough to be his daughter, which was fine.

      He preferred looking at her bodyguard, Ghada. That woman was curvier, but it was all muscle. With really cute dimples when she chose to smile.

      Ghada was sort of smiling right now, but it was more trying to keep a straight face than anything. Finn felt like he was the straight man in someone else’s joke.

      Everyone else’s joke.

      “So,” Finn addressed himself to Zareen. “How many countries do you currently have arrest warrants out?”

      Kinda priceless, watching the way that cool, aristocratic mien suddenly scrunched up in confusion like she’d just sucked a lemon.

      “What are you talking about, Finn?” she asked.

      The face screamed Persian nobility pretty enough for Hollywood, had she wanted. The voice was pure London, even posher than the nice ladies on the World Service at night.

      Ghada did smile now. So did Hans, Finn’s original mechanic back when it was just the two of them and Cerberus, the old Ford Trimotor he was apparently in the process of selling or trading for this new aircraft.

      The one that had fallen off the back of a truck, somewhere between Hamburg and Cairo, far short of Peking where it was originally destined.

      Not that Finn knew anything at all about the delicate art of smuggling and fencing stolen goods. All those years in and around Chicago were just him flying interesting businessmen to meetings. Or delivering priority air cargoes that often had to land at night on unlit runways, to be met by folks in such a hurry that they just unloaded boxes out of the boots of cars as they drove up.

      Y’all wanna buy a bridge?

      “Warrants. If we do this,” Finn smiled at her. “And I’m not saying no, mind you. But if we do this, there’s going to have to be some fast tap dancing at some point. A Heinkel HE-111 bomber’s kinda hard to miss. Even if we tell folks that it is the 111-C model for civilian traffic. Don’t matter what kind of paint job we slap on it. Most of them are accounted for already.”

      “Uhm.” Hans chose to get involved now, the big Kraut always a stickler for those sorts of details. “Luft Hansa has a bunch of older ones, some of which aren’t in service anymore. Plus a few that the Condor Legion lost in Spain, pretty early in the war. And, of course, six that never made it to China, for reasons best not explored in a public place.”

      “Why are warrants a topic, Finn?” Zareen asked.

      “Ain’t nobody in Egypt that currently wants to arrest me,” Finn smiled proudly. “Obviously, nobody has caught up yet. If I’m flying around in a slightly stolen German bomber, even one configured as a civilian transport, someone’s going to ask questions. Might arrest the lot of us on general principle and then start poking at your story.”

      He didn’t like necessarily dragging this out in front of the arms merchant, but Asher had vouched for the man. And they could always drag him down, too, if someone decided to arrest them for possession of stolen goods like this. Finn could always tell them who he bought the plane from.

      Still, Finn was hopeful that Zareen had the sorts of contacts with the British Army and others that might smooth things over.

      “Oh,” she replied, obviously surprised. Her eyes went wide with sudden recognition.

      Finn didn’t get to do that to Zareen that often. Woman was too damned smart for her own good. But there was book smarts, like Zareen Shirazi had, and Cairo slums smart.

      That was Asher’s department. Of course, he didn’t officially exist, so that might cause a few raised eyebrows with the stuffy twits of High Command, but Finn was just an employee.

      Zareen was the spy.

      However, it was fun to watch her face pale a little under that Persian hue. The eyes got a little flustered, glancing sidelong at Magdy the arms merchant.

      The fifth member of the group stepped up now. He’d been staying a little back during all this, since he wasn’t official or anything. Just another Senussi warlord from the Libyan interior visiting relatives in Egypt. A prince of some sort himself, also half-blood, with bright blue eyes.

      Emad al-Sadri. Good fellow. Guerrilla fighting the same Italians Finn had taken a hankering to hassling. And maybe Emad was also courting Zareen some, but minding his manners about it. Finn and Hans would see to that, not that it should be a problem.

      “I can also make a few inquiries,” Emad said, cerulean eyes boring in on Magdy. “Perhaps cousin Idris can provide some documentation.”

      Cousin Idris. Who might have become king of Libya, or at least Cyrenaica, without those stupid fascists from Rome causing troubles o’er yonder for the last twenty-five years. Finn was fast enough to watch Magdy’s face show a hint of panic as well.

      Maybe y’all wandered into Affairs of State, buddy?

      Finn smiled. Seemed to reassure folks, so that must be good.

      “Tell you what,” Finn turned to include everyone in that smile. “Let’s take it up for a spin and see how she flies. Then we can make a decision.”

      “Excellent, Mr. Severijns,” Magdy smiled all grease and butter, if still a touch pale. “I look forward to your report when you return.”

      “Oh, no, Magdy,” Finn’s smile turned feral. “Yer coming with us.”
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      Zareen listened as the engines began to roar, but she could not decide if this air frame was louder than Cerberus. The plane could be crowded, but it was configured for civilian usage, so nobody had mounted the guns in the dorsal, ventral, or lateral turrets.

      Not yet, at least.

      She was comfortable now in what would have been the bomb bay, configured currently as a four-seat “smoking compartment,” with another six seats behind her in the rear fuselage.

      Finn and Hans were up front flying. Well, taxiing and getting a running start at the sky. Ghada, her bodyguard, was seated where the dorsal gunner/radio operator would be, leaving her with Asher, Emad, and Magdy.

      Zareen could see either removing these four seats, or possibly the other six, for future adventures. Hans had muttered something about load displacements, so she wasn’t sure which would have to go, but Zareen didn’t foresee carrying a bomb load and needing to blow someone up anytime soon.

      That wasn’t the same as not doing it. She glanced over at Emad with a subtle grin.

      His face asked a question, but the noise was too loud, even as the big Heinkel was aloft finally and climbing with a smooth roar that was less disconcerting than the way Cerberus did it.

      Magdy seemed to be reading her mind, or perhaps her expression.

      “Would there be a future interest in changing the internal configurations of the aircraft, assuming you went ahead with the purchase?” he asked with enough of a yell and lean in as to be clear.

      Emad’s face lit up for a moment before it got smooth and cagey again.

      Yes, two weeks ago, the man had never flown in an airplane, being a leader of a small group of Senussi warriors down in the southern deserts where Cyrenaica, Egypt, and Sudan intersected. Rebels resisting the Italian invasion.

      Finn and Hans had already changed his life by repairing that Italian armored car they’d stolen, out in the desert, allowing those folks to launch more dangerous raids than before, as well as leaving them all the spare gasoline Finn hadn’t needed to get home.

      Idris of Cyrenaica had then given Emad his personal blessing to turn over command of that warband to another cousin, with the understanding that Emad’s new friends were quite interested in doing hostility unto the Italians.

      Zareen had nothing personal against Mussolini, but she knew that Finn and Hans were still sore at the way they had been treated: fired and abandoned while in the air on the way to Cairo and left to fend for themselves. Plus, the Italians were making noises about moving beyond what they had done to Abyssinia already this summer.

      The two men had kept the plane Cerberus as a result. Some might suggest stolen it, but possession was a point of order. And they might be about to trade it for a stolen German bomber masquerading as a civilian air liner.

      “How hard would such a reconfiguration be?” Zareen asked, once it was obvious that Emad would not speak. She turned her attention to the odd man out.

      Magdy shrugged eloquently.

      “The parts are not currently available in any warehouse that I am familiar with,” he said. “However, as Mr. Fertig pointed out earlier, the nationalists lost several aircraft in Spain, as well as having parts stored there for the Condor Legion to use. I’m sure something could be accomplished.”

      Zareen glanced at Asher, but she knew the alien would not counsel such a course of action. His programming forbade him from injuring humans, except as a terminal recourse.

      Randomly bombing Italian troops would not likely ever rise to that level. She had spoken privately with the machine man enough to understand that. Similarly, Emad had desires on the topic, but would not speak them at present.

      It would be entirely her decision. Even Finn would accept that. Hans just tended to go along with things, happy to keep the aircraft, either of them, ready to fly.

      Still, Asher had surprised her by spending his own money to get this craft operational, even before her group reached the conclusion to buy it. Cerberus was a lovely plane, but it was already nearly a decade old, in an era where it seemed that a revolution in aircraft occurred every spring.

      That Asher was willing to contribute funds to this as well, for reasons he had not explained, still spoke volumes.

      Finn and Hans had no money, save for selling the stolen Cerberus. Emad as well, although he could likely tap external resources from the hidden Court of his cousin.

      Even Zareen did not have that much money on her own, but the British authorities who secretly supported her had been willing to get quietly involved when she mentioned all this to them.

      Anyone preventing a stolen German bomber from falling into unfriendly hands probably passed muster with the British Army, all things considered.

      “Magdy,” she said, after balancing her scales. “I do not foresee us needing to make that change immediately, but let us suppose that external events may be thrust upon us in the future.”

      She shared a knowing nod with the fellow. Italy now had colonies on either side of British Egypt. And Mussolini was not particularly subtle with his future intentions.

      Another Great War loomed, but nobody knew when it would arrive, or what form it would take, save that the Axis Powers of Germany, Italy, and Japan would become a threat to everyone, everywhere.

      “Let us suppose,” the man agreed with a nod. “I will make a few inquiries when I return to Cairo. May I presume that you are not likely to be in Cairo in the immediate future?”

      “That would be wise,” Asher spoke up now. “But I have ways of getting messages to you as needed.”

      Zareen didn’t inquire. Asher had lived in secret in the Cairo slums for more than twenty years now. Of course, he had options.

      “Finn,” she called now as the aircraft seemed to be leveling off. He had surprised her by not flying out over the sea, but she supposed that if something went wrong, it would be better not to have to swim. Asher would sink like a stone.

      However, the noise still precluded conversation, so she unbuckled and rose, gesturing the others to remain here. If they did buy this, she could see the need for an intercom linking this area with the cockpit.

      Making her way forward, she joined Finn and Hans, admiring the view out the front glass.

      “Ma’am?” Finn asked, turning to look at her.

      “Should we?” she asked back, gesturing around them. “Does this aircraft meet your needs?”

      “Absolutely,” Finn nodded, glancing over and getting a nod from Hans as well. “But does it meet yours?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t figure we’re going to stay put in Alexandria,” Finn continued. “Or run back and forth hauling supplies to Emad’s friends. What could we do with a stolen German bomber before anybody knows we got it?”

      Zareen rocked back on her heels and wondered. She had the element of surprise at the moment, since nobody would be able to anticipate her. How should she employ that for greatest advantage?

      “Hans, how do you feel about returning to your homeland?” she pressed, slightly evasively.

      He turned and gave her a droll, almost angry look.

      Hans Fertig was German. In the Great War, he had been a motor pool mechanic who’d learned to repair aircraft. Like the American Finn, he had drifted after the war, but staying in planes, until he had been paired up with Finn as the flight crew for Aurora Italian Airlines in one of those random acts of chance that had the potential to alter the future, at least as Zareen saw it.

      The two men had become fast friends and blood brothers.

      She fixed Hans with her own hard look in response.

      “And how would you feel about playing an enormous practical joke on the Luftwaffe, while making the Italians look even more inept that normal?” she continued, breaking into a smile.

      “Das ist gut,” he rumbled back at her. “Perhaps troublesome, but good.”

      “Zareen, how would we go about getting the Kraut here new papers?” Finn spoke up. “American, or maybe Swiss citizenship? If things are going to get rough, he needs to be protected, especially if war is coming and your British authorities decide to lock everyone up first and only start asking questions afterward.”

      Zareen nodded, lips pursed. It was a cogent question.

      “Let me inquire,” she said. “But I will go ahead and effect the sale of Cerberus and purchase of this aircraft, if you approve.”

      “Yeah, do that,” Finn said. “Looking forward to what you have in mind.”

      Zareen made her way aft and smiled at the assembled company.

      “Magdy, I believe we can execute a sales contract,” she said with a nod and a smile that encompassed them all. “In addition, I have some other tasks that I think you would be quite well suited to performing for us afterwards, for something I would like to do next.”

      “Madame?” he asked, eyes wide open with interest.

      So she told him, watching the group erupt with mirth as she did.
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      Asher had his qualms about the undertaking, but he could not argue with the humanity behind it. At least he had learned that much about the species over the last twenty-three Earth years.

      Fascists notwithstanding, they could be as warm and helpful to one another as the Durren who had originally constructed him. Even if the planet itself was still hostile and humans still categorized as a Class Red species, to be isolated from galactic culture by all means until they reached a level of adult sophistication that would allow them to safely interact.

      The impending sequel to the prior European Great War, however, would be larger, deadlier, and more reinforcing of that Class Red status.

      As the aircraft circled back and began to approach the runway for landing, Asher considered what he had learned.

      Aristocracy as a governing ideology had largely given way over the last century, with republican forms of government frequently replacing them. The one benefit of the Great War had been to finally shatter the hold of the last major monarchs ruling by divine right, with Germany, Turkey, and Austro-Hungary no longer even Empires. Russia as well, but he had not been able to determine if the efforts of Comrade Stalin had markedly improved things for his citizens.

      Fascism, however, had not been an improvement, from the standpoint of an Autonomous Simulated Human Exploration Robot, even one that could no longer adequately simulate a human, with all his organic flesh burned off in the crash that had permanently stranded him on this planet. The fascist leaders appeared to be at least as bad as the kings and emperors they had replaced.

      Still, his mission had not changed. He still sought to learn about humans and come to understand their culture well enough to explain it to the Durren.

      Hopefully, they would salvage his datacore and all he had learned, if they ever did return and arrest him.

      “Why fascism?” he turned to Zareen Shirazi and asked her.

      This woman struck him in the top few percentage points of intelligence, for all the humans he had encountered over the last generation.

      He had, however, confused her now.

      “Why is fascism such a seductive song for your various cultures at present?” Asher continued, expanding the question, realizing that even robots can get lost in their own internal circuits.

      “Ah,” she said, pausing to order her thoughts before replying.

      Yet another reason he valued the woman and had chosen to ally himself with her, when it had become obvious that he could no longer hide from the outside world.

      Emad al-Sadri and Magdy the arms merchant also seemed to lean into the conversation, as did Ghada Attar.

      “The old world has crumpled,” Zareen replied. “Those cultures held out as long as they could, so the eventual failure was both explosive and crippling. In my England, for example, or Finn’s America, they spent an entire century moving away from aristocracy and developing other options. When everyone else lost the Great War, their cultures did not have the necessary strictures put into place that prevented things from going bad.”

      “And yet the Great Depression has gripped everyone, rich and poor alike,” Asher noted.

      “It has, but the American Hoover was proven desperately wrong, and Roosevelt replaced him,” she continued. “In Britain, Baldwin and MacDonald have traded mandates now with differing views as to how to keep the system itself intact. Both countries have strong governmental systems larger than the men intent on dominating them. The others did not have that, so charismatic charlatans like Mussolini or Hitler could twist the system to benefit them, often by promising, as Mussolini did, to make the trains run on time. To make people’s lives better, if they just gave up all control to the government.”

      “And that is a failure, if I read you correctly?” Asher asked.

      He would have furrowed his brow, had he one still, so he had to resonate his voice instead.

      “Neither of those men might be voted out of power, sirrah,” she said tartly. “There is thus nothing that will moderate their behavior. Instead, I expect that their egos will continue to grow, along with their appetites, until they engulf us all in another cataclysm.”

      “And what you plan will have an effect on that?” he pressed.

      “No,” Zareen Shirazi surprised him by answering. “There is remarkably little I can do to thwart the forces growing. This project is something I can do for my friends, to make their lives better. And maybe help lift their spirits when the war does come.”

      “To paraphrase the Frenchman Bonaparte: In war, moral power is to physical as three parts to one,” Asher noted.

      “Just so, my friend,” she nodded. “I can make the world a slightly better place, and do something to discomfort my enemies.”

      “And that other Frenchmen?” Asher asked. “Beauchêne?”

      As a sociologist, Asher appreciated the disdainful sneer that came over the woman’s face. He had a similar opinion of the man, but that was a result of having scanned all of the human’s notes, observations, ideas, and plans going back over five years when he broke into the man’s hotel room.

      “He is a thwarted pipsqueak,” Zareen pronounced. “A bantam peacock fool of terribly small dreams, who seeks to find some magical formula or weapon that would allow him to cast down the Third Republic in France and replace it with some manner of fascist Reich that apes Hitler, bringing the debauched French to his way of thinking. I resist him as well. He is as bad as the various Nazis intent on their Teutonic, Aryan mysticisms that they think will grant them immortality and domination.”

      “You will stop him?” Asher asked, noting that Magdy was hardly breathing as he listened, but the man was as honest as any crooked purveyor of stolen goods and rumors might be.

      And perhaps he also could be brought around to the right side of history
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