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Part One

Vietnam, 1974



Chapter 1

The savage thunder crashed like cannon, rattling the metal Quonset hut. Nick Castle shook his head to clear it and looked back at the large man seated before him. “Say again, sir?”

Colonel Rugg’s sigh was deep and heartfelt. “Corporal Castle. I’m growing mighty tired of repeating myself. You’ve been in-country for almost a year, as near as makes never-mind, and you’re telling me you’re still having a problem ignoring our little summer storms?”

Little summer storms? Nick bit back a caustic reply. Cincinnati had little summer storms. This rotten monsoon had been raging unchecked for nearly five weeks, with typically another three to go, and he’d never been so constantly drenched in his life. 

The moisture seemed to have a mind of its own as it seeped its way into nearly everything. Even the boxes of cereal in the company mess tent were soggy. To make it worse Nick’s olive-drab socks and underwear had gone black and slick with mildew, and the oil-soaked sweat covering his face and body made him feel gummy night and day. 

Reining in his thoughts, he returned to the matter at hand. “Sorry, sir. I’ll do better. You were saying—?”

“I was saying, corporal, that I just now got off the phone with General Mannon. Things may be on the mend here. Finally. Turns out he’s cooked up a scheme that just might help us with our funding problems.” 

“That sounds good.”

Rugg’s grin was devilish. “It seems he’s been in contact with the editor of some newspaper in London, and the general persuaded them to send a reporter over here to write a story about our unit. A real human-interest piece. When it’s finished they plan to syndicate the thing back to the States. Maybe it’ll stir up a little homefront passion for our poor cause.”

Nick’s ears perked up. A reporter? Yeah, that might work. A news story might be just the ticket. “How can I help?”

Rugg smiled, cat-and-the-canary. “You and I are the only mother’s sons around here with any brains, corporal, so I’m making you our goodwill ambassador.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When this reporter—Ames, I think his name is—arrives, I want you to nursemaid him. Personally. You’re to hold nothing back, but at the same time I need for you to do your best to present all of us here at Quon Tre in as good a light as possible. Can you handle that for me?”

Nick bit back a reply. Those seemed to be two mutally exclusive things, but he simply nodded his obediance at Rugg to continue.

“Anyway, that’s what I called you in here for,” the colonel said. “We’re running out of options, and for the first time in a year I’m seeing some light.” He leaned forward. “Not to put too much on your shoulders, Nick, but between you and me this is about the last chance the 7th of the 115th has to get funding. If this story doesn’t fly, then pretty soon neither will we. Got it?”

Wisely Nick didn’t say what was really on his mind: that Rugg could be a stone rat when he wanted to be. The colonel never called him by his first name unless he was up to something, and this pressure he was exerting simply wasn’t right.

In spite of that he found himself saying, “Got it, sir. So when does this guy arrive?”

“Three weeks from today. The twenty-fifth. By that time the rains should have stopped completely. I’m sure he’ll be wanting to talk to our pilots and groundcrews, and gaze in wonder at our slicks as they take off and land in highly dramatic and blood-stirring ways”—here the colonel’s ice-blue eyes twinkled shamelessly— “so the general made arrangements for him to be here then.” Leaning back, Rugg pointed at the younger man. “But until then keep this to yourself, corporal. I don’t want you blabbing this to Dooley or Barnes. No one.” 

“Yes sir. Anything else?”

“That’s it. Dismissed.” 

.

Shutting the door beind him, Nick glanced at the young man leaning against the hut, his ear pressed against the hut’s frame. The torrential rain thundered down on the metal awning they stood under like a thousand insane kettle-drummers.

“Yo, Dooley, you catch all that?” Nick asked.

“I sure did.” Corporal Dooley’s eyebrows rose as he straightened. “A limey reporter. To check out this little old flea-bit outfit. Guess old Mad Jack Rugg still has some pull, huh?”

Nick’s shrug was noncommittal. “I’m not sure how much good it’ll do, but at this stage anything is worth a shot.”

“You got that right. Speakin’ of which, did you hear about poor old number five, and Cap’n Albertson?”

In the 7th of the 115th Air Cavalry each helicopter had been given a number rather than a name; the glory days of the old Army Air Corps were gone for good. Number five, a one-man Bell scout ship and a creaking relic from clear back in the Korean conflict, was the oldest of their fleet, and Albertson its pilot.

“No, what?”

Dooley shook his head sadly. “Finally bit the dust, man. I heard Chief Makris give it last rites hisself. And Albertson was short, only had ten days left on his ticket, so the colonel done cut his orders this mornin’ and sent him on back to battalion for reassignment.” 

“No wonder Mad Jack is grabbing at this news article thing. If we’re running out of slicks and pilots, we’re running out of time.”

“Yep,” Dooley nodded.

“Could be he’s right in thinking General Mannon might be looking out for us rather than himself for once.” 

“Mannon?” Dooley shook his head again. “He hates Mad Jack, and you know it. If that skinflint’s doin’ us a favor, I’d like to check out what cards he’s holdin’ in his other hand.”

Nick was about to reply when the rain suddenly slacked off, the way it will in monsoon country. It was as if the water pressure in the sky had abruptly dropped fifty per cent. 

He and Dooley looked at each other. The rain hadn’t changed its volume or intensity in the last five weeks. Now this. Maybe it was an omen.

“Huh.” Dooley stuck his hand out from under the awning, and then stepped out into the downpour. The boy stood ankle deep in the mud, all the while staring up at the lightening sky. Looking over at his friend, his rainsoaked grin was huge. “Hey, man.” Squinting his eyes, he shielded them with his hand. “Change is comin’.”

Chapter 2

The smell. Definitely the smell. That was the first thing that struck Trevor Ames as he crouched down under the spinning blades and exited the Huey helicopter at Quon Tre airbase. Previous journalists had remarked on Vietnam’s own peculiar odor, but those reports hadn’t done it justice. The air around him was heavy, fetid, and oppressive, like none other the Brit had experienced in covering hotspots around the globe for the past fourteen years. Not even the hint of a breeze stirred the clammy air as hot, cloying sweat instantly glued his clothing against his body like plastic wrap. This was no climate for a pudgy man like him. The incessant shrieking of parrots, falcons, gibbons, and rhesus monkeys overhead and all around didn’t help.

And where the devil was his escort? He’d been told back in Saigon, before he’d boarded the noisy beast he’d come in on, that someone from the American forces was going to be here to give him an official welcome. 

Ames was craning his neck around to see if one of the soldiers huddled under a nearby open-sided Baker tent was to be his guide when he felt a light tap on his right shoulder. He turned abruptly. 

Before him stood a freckle-faced, tow-headed boy in faded jungle fatigues. He didn’t appear to be more than fifteen years old, but the reporter knew that couldn’t be right.

“Mr. Ames?” The young man shouted the name over the diminishing roar of the chopper’s engine. Ames nodded his assent. 

“I’m Dooley, sir,” the boy hollered. “Colonel Rugg sends his compliments. You’re to get over to HQ and he’d be finished there as soon’s he could. He said he woulda met you here hisself, but he had to rip up some silly idiot back at battalion, and it just couldn’t be he’ped.”

Ames suppressed a chuckle as he looked him up and down. Huck Finn lives. This boy—Dooley, was it?—seemed entirely too laid-back to be a combat soldier. He would never have done in the RAF, Ames’ old outfit, or even in the Army of America’s halcyon days. No wonder the Yanks were losing this war.

“Lead on, young Dooley.” The reporter’s tone was expansive as he mopped his face for what seemed like the thousandth time since he had landed in Vietnam. “You wouldn’t happen to know where a man might catch a drop or two while we’re waiting, would you?”

“Well, there’s nothin’ around here, officially that is, that I can tell you about.” Dooley grabbed Ames’ bags and began striding off toward a far Quonset hut, talking as he went. “What with Mr. Charles bein’ so active these days, we’re supposed to remain in a state of situational readiness, as the colonel puts it, so Slopehead Annie’s bar’s been closed for goin’ on a week now.” 

“Mr. Charles?” Ames found himself having to struggle to keep up with the young soldier, the older man’s feet stumbling over the tough grass and stones that formed the camp.

“Yeah, that’s what we’re callin’ the Cong these days. Early on in the war he was the Cong, or just the VC.” The boy hawked up something and spit it to the side as they walked. “Soon’s he started waxin’ our tails on a reg’lar basis we started callin’ him Charlie. Now that this deal’s about done, he’s been gettin’ bolder. These days we call him Mr. Charles, because he is about two-thirds bad.”

Ames looked sideways at his companion. “What do you call the other third?”

Dooley gaze was unbroken as they walked. “Worse.” 

After what seemed to the reporter to be a mile’s walk, they reached the door of the metal building. Painted in bright red above the door were the words 7th of the 115th Air Cavalry—Death Delivered Daily.

Inside Ames could make out the voice of someone yelling, pausing, then yelling louder again. He nodded toward the sound. “Colonel Rugg, I presume?”

Grinning, Dooley bobbed his head. “Yessir. Told you he was tearin’ somebody at battalion a new one. Poor feller. I hope the colonel at least left him one good leg.” The smirk widened. “That man’s a holy terror, I kid you not ... and today’s one of his good days.”

Ames had the feeling the boy was having him on a bit, but he didn’t mind. It was always the same, no matter what the branch of service: your CO was always the worst. 

Chuckling insolently, Dooley knocked twice. The volume of swearing inside suddenly increased, quickly followed by the sound of a phone slamming down.

“Come!” The voice that barked the command sounded like it’d been baptized in Drano. 

Dooley swung the door open, half-bowing, flinging his arm in an “after-you-Alphonse” sweep. “Mr. Ames, I give you our leader, Colonel John T. Rugg, movie-star handsome, scourge of southeast Asia, and a man among men. May God have mercy on your soul.” With that he jammed his hands in his pockets and sauntered off, whistling tunelessly.

Ames blinked. No doubt about it, this outfit was loose.

The man behind the desk stood up. And up. He was massive, standing at least six-five, redheaded and crewcut and wide as a Peterbilt. The newsman noted the officer possessed the type of body that at first glance appeared to be fat, but was in reality nothing but smooth, hard muscle. Ames had the feeling that it was a mistake not a few men had made, to their regret.

“Mr. Ames? Colonel Rugg.” The man shoved a huge paw in Ames’ direction. “Don’t let Dooley fool you. The kid’s a wisenheimer, but get him behind a minigun and he’s burnt sin.”

Shutting the door, Ames took two steps forward and gripped Rugg’s hand in a quick shake. “I admit I was wondering about him. About you, too . . . and your outfit. My editor seems to think there’s a story here for the Observer. I doubt it, but you’re welcome to try to convince me.”

Rugg motioned to a visitor’s chair in front of his desk. “Good. We’ll talk. Sit, sit, please.” Reaching into his desk drawer, from it he withdrew a longnecked bottle containing a clear liquid. He held it out. “Vodka? Sorry it’s not chilled, but it is the real deal. A Marine we pulled out of a firefight a few weeks ago stole it off a dead North Vietnamese officer. Where he got it I haven’t a clue. Maybe from one of his Russian handlers.” He peered at the label. “Unpronounceable name, but smooth as a baby’s butt.”

Ames nodded. “I believe I will, thanks.” While the colonel procured a couple of scratched, clear glasses and began to pour, the reporter continued taking in his surroundings. “Rather spartan, I should think. Your corporal Dooley said there was no liquor to be found on the base.”

Rugg winked as he handed Ames a tumbler filled nearly to the brim. “There isn’t. You’re imagining this.” Holding out his glass, he smiled. “To home.”

Ames touched his glass to Rugg’s. “Home.” Taking a delicate sip, he winced. Smooth? The stuff stung like a nettle but seemed to burn some of the gumminess out of his throat. 

With a sigh he settled back in his chair. “So tell me, colonel, is there a story here?”

Setting his glass down, Rugg took his time as he stretched back, lacing his fingers behind his head. “That depends, Mr. Ames. What are your bona fides?” 

He met the other man’s gaze. “I’m an old RAF man, although I never saw combat. After I’d mustered out I went to J-school, courtesy of the service. After graduation I got a job as a stringer with the London Observer. When a full-time slot opened up I grabbed it. Because of my time in the service, my editors felt I might do well covering an IRA uprising in Belfast.” Ames took another sip of his fiery drink; the second gulp went down easier than the first. “I impressed them with it and got other assignments as time went along. Since then I’ve covered stories in Angola, Pakistan, Libya and the Sudan.” He pulled at his already-open collar. “All less humid than this.”

Rugg seemed to be taking Ames’ measure. “But never Vietnam?”

“No, first time here.” This time he drained his glass. 

The colonel looked away and out the window, pausing for a moment. When he spoke again, his words were clipped. “We call this place The Land of the Bad Things.” He’d taken on a metallic tone. “When it’s not hot and dry, like now, it’s hot and rainy. The enemy’s called this lousy dump home for thousands of years, and he knows every blade of grass, every tree, every cholera-infested ditch. He’s dug hundreds of tunnels for his troops, some of them so large they even contain hospitals and theaters. He’s also cunningly constructed some nasty booby traps. After watching one man get blown up in front of you, you dash off the trail towards safety, only to die in another one.” 

Rugg still gazed outside. “Children will come up to you wanting gum or a Hershey bar, and as you smilingly fish one out of your ditty bag those same laughing children will drop a homemade hand grenade down your shirt.” Ames winced. “You literally cannot tell friend from foe, and to top things off we’ve been given explicit orders we are not to win this conflict.” 

Rugg turned back with a scowl. “Mr. Ames, I’ve proudly served in the United States Army for the past twenty years, man and boy, and I’ve seen service all over the globe. This is, hands down and by far, the most godforsaken place I’ve ever been.” The colonel’s stare was pointed. “Sir, I have no doubt you’re a fine journalist, a sterling fellow, and a credit to England. But believe me, nothing has prepared you for Vietnam.” 

Ames returned the look, measure for measure. “Is this where I’m supposed to swoon, colonel?”

The other man’s stare continued for another second, and then without warning he threw his head back in a raucous laugh that shook his entire frame. This went on for quite a while, Ames watching silently as he gasped and convulsed. 

After several moments the show slowed, and finally ceased, and Rugg wiped his tearing eyes with a yellow-stained handkerchief. “Oh dear, oh dear. I almost did myself an injury, as you English chappies put it.” He wadded up the rag and jammed it in his shirt pocket. “Mr. Ames, you’re all right. I think we’re going to get along famously.”

“I trust we are, colonel, else my editor is likely to be miffed.”

“Miffed.” Rugg cocked his head to one side, grinning strangely, his eyes dancing in mischief. To Ames he suddenly looked very dangerous indeed. “Well, we wouldn’t want that, heaven knows. No. We would not.” The American leaned forward, his voice a harsh whisper. “Would you like to know why they call me Mad Jack?” 

The reporter nodded, mesmerized by the change. 

“I’m on my third tour here.” Rugg’s gaze was unnerving. “When they first assigned me to Vietnam, I was woefully unprepared. All spit and polish, no nonsense, by the book, if you’re familiar with the type. About six weeks in, I knew I’d been had. It seemed Washington had decided in its infinite wisdom that we were to fight our battles here with one hand tied behind us, and the ways I’d been taught of waging war were now unacceptable.” 

He remained unblinking. “I had to make a choice. Right there and then I knew the only way I was going to finish my time here with all my neurons still firing in sequence was to junk the Army way and do it my way.”

“And did you?” 

“I did. And it worked so well I knew I’d found my place in this world. When my tour was up I signed up for another one. Then two more. More still if they’ll let me. But always, ever and anon, on my terms.” 

He seemed to relax a little as he steepled his fingers. “This unit has won more citations than any other in the history of Air Cavalry, simply because I run it the way I think it should be run. But we’ve paid a price for that.” 

“A price?”

He motioned with his head at the bustling outside. “I suppose you’ve noticed we’re not at full strength here. This is by design. Not mine, I assure you. Higher ups.” 

“Like who?”

Rugg scowled again. “Never mind. Thing is, body counts notwithstanding, my unorthodox methods seem to have mightily riled someone in the upper echelons, and we’re starting to feel it. With implacable determination we’re slowly being phased out. Helicopters, pilots, ammo, parts; you name it, we’re short of it. In popular parlance we’re a maverick backwater unit in the closing days of a war most people would just as soon put behind us.” The man’s grimace wasn’t a pretty sight. “And the problem with that, Mr. Ames, is I’m not so sure that whatever story you end up writing is going to help us much. I think the days of Why We Fight went out with Frank Capra. Okay. Fine. I’ll accept that too.” 

Then he stood. “But it doesn’t matter. The 7th of the 115th continues to get the job done, and done well, because as far as Mr. Charles is concerned, we are simply death incarnate.” The soldier’s spread fingers were now fists. “The brass tolerates us, Washington despises us, and the enemy fears us. I wouldn’t have it any other way. My boys are the best. So am I.” 

Grabbing his drink Rugg took a deep draught of his vodka, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as he looked at the reporter. “There’s your story, Mr. Ames. Write it.”

Chapter 3

Trevor Ames took a slow look around the shack that Dooley had led him into. The place seemed to be built of nothing more than flattened fuel cans and mosquito netting. Pinned to the walls were old Playboy centerfolds, family photos, newspaper clippings, maps, and who knew what else.

“You actually live in this—hovel?” Ames was appalled. “What happened to your tent?”

“We don’t call ’em hovels, Mr. Ames,” Dooley replied. “We call ’em hootches, and yeah, this is where I live—well, me and three other guys, that is. Our tents got liberated by somebody a while back, and they ain’t sent us any more.” He shrugged. “We dunno who did it. But if Colonel Rugg finds out who the thief was, he will, and I quote, ‘take that poor, silly miscreant and send him out into the bush, naked, with pictures of John Wayne taped over his nether regions, and encourage Mr. Charles to do with him whatever seems right and prudent.’ ” The boy’s grin was humorless. “And I wouldn’t put it past him, Mr. Ames, I surely wouldn’t.”

The reporter wrinkled his nose at the funk that permeated the squalor. Old food, mildew, dirty boots, wrinkled fatigues thrown over chairs, stale body odor . . . the place was disgusting. “So who are your roomies, Dooley? Jed Clampett and his kin?”

The young man slapped his knee in raucous laughter. “Good one, Mr. Ames! Naw, it’s just me, Frankie Malone, Nick Castle, and Mr. C. T. Barnes. Nick was the one that was s’posed to be guidin’ you around, but you gettin’ here a day early kinda got that screwed up. He’ll be here directly, though.”

“Did I hear you call this Barnes fellow mister? Isn’t he a soldier too?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s just that that’s what he likes to be called, by his full name, Mr. C. T. Barnes.” Dooley lowered his voice. “Mr. C. T. Barnes is a nigra, doncha know, real big fella, kinda quiet and awful nice, until you get him riled up. Then you better run for cover. That’s for true, you bet.”

“And all four of you are doorgunners?” Before the boy could answer they heard a loud yowling and spitting coming from outside. Ames arched his eyebrows. “Cats?”

Dooley ducked his head. “Yeah. Wild ones. Dogs too, sometimes. I guess it’s my fault. I’m always feedin’ ‘em mess tent scraps.” He shook his head. “Poor things.”

Gently Ames steered the conversation back to something useful. “We were talking about your job here.”

“Yessir. See, the 7th of the 115th ain’t a real big outfit to start with. And what with the war comin’ to an end they got us down to four slicks mission-ready, and two that ain’t that we just use for parts. So the way things shake out is you got us gunners in one hootch, the pilots in another, Chief Makris and his mechanics in a coupla others and maybe forty or so other support people.” 

“What’s this minigun the colonel mentioned? Something new?”

“Yeah,” Dooley allowed, growing excited. “Pretty new. New for us, anyhow. They’re what replaced the M-60 machine guns we was usin’. The minigun is really a Gatlin’ gun, see. Six rotatin’ barrels and she spits out almost six thousand rounds a minute. Screams like the end of the world, and looks it too, just a long, red stream hittin’ the ground and a sound like banshees dyin’. Whatever it touches, it dissolves, ‘purt near.”

Ames cocked his head. “You sound like a man in love.”

Before the boy could reply a figure burst through the door of the hootch. The intruder was a tall young man, maybe six-two and a shade over, green-eyed, dark-haired, lean, and well muscled. He was holding something high in his left hand.

“A chicken!” he laughed. “Can you believe it, Dooley? A real, ring-necked banty rooster. I found him down by the stream, strolling along like he didn’t have a care in the world. Well, he does now. Who are you?” This directed at the reporter.

“Nick, meet Mr. Ames, the newspaperman from London. He’s gonna make us famous!” 

“Mr. Ames, of course.” The young man strode forward, thrusting out his right hand while keeping a firm grip on the struggling rooster’s neck with the other. “Nick Castle. A pleasure. Sorry I’m late. I hope Dooley here has been keeping you entertained.”

“You’re not late. I’m early,” Ames answered cordially as they shook. “And corporal Dooley here has been a veritable fount of information.”

“A fount. Well, he is that.” Nick cocked a thumb at the smaller man. “Dooley has the gift of gab. If we could ever get him to shut his pie-hole long enough, he’d make a swell doorgunner.” 

“Yeah, that’s right,” the Southerner retorted. “And if Nick would ever let us forget he’s a rich boy blueblood, he’d make a swell human bein’.”

Though the words were harsh, Ames had a notion they masked a genuine affection between the men. He’d run across it before; it sometimes happens between two completely opposite types in wartime. The reporter’s feelings were confirmed as both soldiers grinned wickedly at each other.

“So, chicken-boy,” Dooley mocked, “what do you propose to do with that fine, gorgeous animal?”

“Well, you being from good rebel stock I’d figure you’d either date it or cook it.”

“Me?” The other man faked shock. “My granny could cook a chicken that’d make you weep. I just eat ’em, that’s all.”

“Okay, you sold me.” Nick shoved the rooster at him. “Since you’re still the newbie here you take this to Cookie and tell him to do us proud. Tell him maybe he can use some of those veggies and mangosteens and star fruits we’re always buying from the friendlies.” 

“Newbie? I only been here two days less than you.” Muttering, Dooley grabbed the bird and began heading toward the door. “Okay, okay, I’m goin’ . . . but only because I want to . . . not because you’re tellin’ me to . . . ” Still protesting, he trudged off.

Nick turned back to the reporter. “What newspaper do you work for, Mr. Ames?”

“The London Observer, corporal.” 

“Call me Nick. As you can probably tell, we aren’t real big on the social graces around here.”

“All right. My first name is Trevor. And what do I call young Dooley?”

“Just call him Dooley. I’m sure he has a first name, but none of us know what it is. He guards that secret like the phone number to Ann-Margret’s beach house. And don’t expect him to call you Trevor. Dooley’s from the South, and won’t call you by anything other than your last name. At least for a while.”

“Yes, I rather figured his geography when I heard him describing this Barnes fellow.”

“Don’t let him fool you. Dooley’s no more racist than I am. It’s just the way he was brought up.” The other man’s eyebrows rose in humor. “Besides, nobody’s been able to figure out Mr. C. T. Barnes since he got religion.”

Ames frowned. “Since he what?”

“Got religion. You’ll see for yourself when you meet him. He’s down at the motorpool right now, helping the guys who are trying to get one of our two Jeeps running. The man looks ferocious, and still is when he’s in combat, but up until six months ago Mr. C. T. Barnes was the meanest dude ever to wear olive drab. He’d fight you for no particular reason, especially if he was stoned on reefer. He hated everybody. Himself most of all, I guess.”

“So what happened? Or should I wait for him to tell it?”

“Oh, he’ll tell it all right, if you give him half the chance. Sometimes even if you don’t. All I know is, a few months back something happened.”

Ames was intrigued. “What?”

“You tell me. The hate was gone, he said, and the pain. Don’t get me wrong, the guy is still an excellent soldier, but when the mission’s done, he shuts it off.” Nick’s smile was puzzled. “You’re a newspaperman, Trevor, a chronicler of all things curious. What could cause a change like that in a human heart?”

Chapter 4

Ames vainly tried to come up with a reply but never got the chance. At that moment another figure, even smaller than Dooley, sauntered in. But where the youngster’s face had seemed fresh and open, this man’s ruddy countenance looked hard and pinched. 

The new arrival ambled over, his suspicious black eyes never leaving the reporter’s face. “What we got here? A do-gooder from the Red Cross?”

“Down boy,” Nick directed. “This is Trevor Ames, a reporter from London. Mad Jack brought him here to do a story on the unit. Trevor, Frankie Malone.”

“A pleasure, Frankie,” Ames said, offering his hand. 

The other man’s face darkened in a scowl. “It’s corporal Malone to you, newspaperman, ‘til I say otherwise. You’re probably a commie, like all the rest a’ the Brits.”

Ames seemed struck dumb at the slur against his homeland, the look frozen on his face as his right hand contimued to angle out like a department store mannequin. 

As he lowered it, Nick scowled. “Frankie, you’re an idiot. Did you check the ammo crates that came in like I told you?”

“Not yet.” 

“Mad Jack’ll have your guts for garters. I’d suggest you do it.” 

He stood rooted to the floor.

“Now, man.”

Scowling, Malone stomped back out through the door of the hootch and into the compound, muttering curses all the way.

Ames watched him stalk off, then turned to Nick with a wry smile. “He seems pleasant enough.”

“Don’t let him get to you. Frankie’s like that with everybody. I guess that’s not surprising, given his history. Before he was assigned to us he was a tunnel rat.”

“Tunnel rat?”

“They do the job no sane man would, going in and flushing Mr. Charles out of his various hidey-holes. But I heard his last time in things went bad somehow. Now he’s finishing out his hitch with us. Frankie’s all right, but he does take some getting used to.”

“No doubt. Perhaps there’s a way I can get some good quotes out of him nonetheless.”

“If you can do that you’re the greatest reporter since Walter Cronkite. No, make that Walter Winchell.”

“Winchell? I’m surprised you’ve heard of him.” Ames curled a finger on his chin. “You’ll forgive me for being blunt, my boy, but you seem, I don’t know, beyond this place, somehow.”

“You mean because I’m educated?” 

“Perhaps. I did notice the other two men obeyed you, and that’s odd, seeing as how all three of you hold the same rank.”

“It has to do with seniority. At least here it does. I suppose it’s that way because we’re such a small unit. The order goes Mr. C. T. Barnes, me, Dooley, then Frankie.”

“I really should begin making some notes, or my editor will have my skin.” The older man pulled a pen and small notepad from his shirt pocket. “I’ll start with this. Are you planning on making a career of the service after you’re back stateside?” 

“Over here we call it being rotated back to the World, and no, I’m not. Dooley’s crack about my being a rich boy blueblood was true enough.” 

Ames continued to write while standing. As he did, Nick took a seat on the edge of his bunk before going on, “It’s no secret I disappointed my dad by not letting him help me avoid service over here, but not so much that he wrote me out of the family business. When I get back, my position with our firm in Cincinnati will be waiting.”

Ames arched his eyebrows. “Firm?”

“Manufacturing firm, actually. All kinds of things. You know those little plastic doo-dads on the ends of shoelaces?”

Ames nodded.

“Eyeglass ear pieces?” Nick went on. “Cup-holders for car doors? Cat litter scoops and stereo knobs?”

The reporter nodded again.

“Castle Industries products all,” Nick said. “Those and at least a hundred others I could name. All that’s waiting for me when I get back to the World. Not as exciting as getting to shoot holes in nasty little men dressed in black pajamas, but still . . . ” 

His voice trailed as a sudden heavy tread stomped into the hootch. Ames stopped writing and looked up. His jaw dropped. Before him stood the biggest, blackest man he’d ever clapped eyes on. This behemoth was so huge he made Colonel Rugg appear frail by comparison. 

The giant stepped up to them. “Hey Nicky. Hello, sir. My name’s Mr. C. T. Barnes.” He stuck out a hand that looked to be as big as a Smithfield ham. 

The reporter took it, gingerly. “Hello. Trevor Ames.” He hoped his shock wasn’t showing, and that his hand wouldn’t be pulped into batter by this monster. Surprisingly, Barnes shook it quite gently, twice, before releasing it. 

“Trevor is here to do a story on the unit,” Nick explained.

Barnes nodded, and then cranked his turret-like head toward the other man. “Make sure you spell my name right.” Lowering his deep bass voice to just above a rumble, he gritted, “It’s Barnes, Mister C period, T period, B-A-R-N-E-S. Got it?” 

Before Ames could answer the man stretched his massive hand past the reporter’s head to the bookshelf just beyond, plucking off a Bible. Tucking it under his arm, he left the hootch, humming something familiar. After a moment, it came to Ames. Jesus Loves Me.

“Whew!” The older man’s laugh was nervous as he ran his hands through his thinning sandy hair.

Nick gave a slight smile in return. “A force of nature is our Mr. C. T. Barnes. If he made your bowels loose now, you should have seen him before.”

“Before he got religion, you mean.”

“Right.” Nick stood. “Well, c’mon Trevor, old bean, and let me introduce you to the other inmates around here. It’ll probably be the last chance you get to talk to them before we go up tomorrow.”

Both of them left the hootch and started making their way over to Chief Makris in the maintenence hut.

Chapter 5

After chow that night Ames decided to take a walk over to the colonel’s quarters, telling Nick he was going out for a little air. Something undefined churned in his mind; he thought Rugg might be able to help him sort it out.

“No problem, but make sure you stay within the compound, and within the lights,” Nick warned. “For obvious reasons.”

Ames agreed, and after a leisurely five-minute stroll found himself before the HQ hut. He noticed a lone light burning. After a moment’s hesitation he knocked lightly.

“Come,” Rugg’s voice boomed.

The reporter entered, finding the colonel slouched at his desk, papers haphazardly strewn in front of him. The man appeared oblivious of his visitor as he continued to write.

Ames softly cleared his throat. “Mind if I sit, colonel?”

“Sweet Mary . . . ” Rugg muttered distractedly, “. . . requisition forms from here to breakfast.” He looked up. “Hmm? Oh yeah, sure, sure, sit, Mr. Ames. Don’t mind me. I’m just quietly going insane. Ever hear the phrase, an army moves on its stomach?” He snorted. “That may be true, as far as it goes, but the pavement it rides on is made of paper.”

“Problems?” 

“No more than usual. Trying to make fifty cents do a dollar job.” The colonel slid the papers to the side, shaking his head. “You may have heard we’re down to four slicks in this unit that are airworthy. That’s not the worst of it. The other two have been stripped of so much, in a few months all that’ll be left of them are their metal frames.” He went on with a scowl, “They’ll make some Vietnamese kid a dandy set of monkeybars after we dee-dee outta here.”

Ames’ ears perked up. “Any idea as to when that might be?”

Rugg leaned back in his chair, eyeing the reporter lazily. “Off the record?”

“If you insist.”

Looking up at the hut’s metal ceiling, Rugg sighed. “Welp, this is just between us girls, you understand, but I don’t give us another eighteen months.” He swung his gaze back down. “It’s 1974, for pity’s sake. We’ve had troops in-country, in one form or another, since 1957. We’ve taken over fifty-eight thousand casualties in that time, and gained very little winning of the hearts and minds that I can see.” He shook his head again, his tone disgusted. “No, I think it’s time we put this one in the loss column, trundle our weary behinds out onto the team bus, and head on down the road.”

There was a lull, then the reporter said tentatively, “That’s the reason I felt I needed to stop by and speak with you, sir.”

Rugg made a hurry-up gesture with his hands. “Say on, Mr. Ames. The night wanes.”

“Colonel, I wish to ask you a favor. I know there’s a mission laid on for tomorrow.” Ames took a deep breath before plunging in. “With your permission, I’d like to go up.” Time ticked by very slowly as he waited, nervously noting every sound inside and out of the tent. 

Then the other man cocked his head. “Up? You mean as go up in the air, flying around in a helicopter with my boys? That up?”

Ames swallowed hard. “That’s precisely what I mean. If you are right, this may be the last chance anyone from the media might have of seeing how you fellows really do in action.”

Rugg shook his head. “No chance in this world, Mr. Ames.” He waved his hand toward the back wall. “Remember all these citations? We don’t need to prove anything to anyone.” 

“Yes, but—” 

The colonel leaned forward. “Your position, as I see it, is mainly that of a P.R. flak. No offense, but what you’re supposed to do is to write us up in a good light, so you can sell more newspapers and maybe we, indirectly, might get some badly-needed funding. Win-win for both sides.” Rugg frowned again. “That plan does not include combat joy rides for civilians. No sir. Discussion closed.”

Ames’ thoughts raced. The desire to go up with these men into harm’s way had suddenly, and seemingly of its own volition, gone from idle speculation to serious intent; just like that, it had burst over him like a wave. Journalistic objectivity be hanged, he wanted to go UP. Sell it, man.

“Colonel Rugg,” he began slowly, “you are absolutely correct. I know nothing I could write could add to the glory your unit possesses. I also know the only reason I’m here at all is as a favor to your CO, General Mannon.”

“You know that, do you?”

“Yes. I’m aware he happens to be good friends with my editor. They served together in Korea, and my being here is simply an effort on the general’s part to try to help your unit get the funding it needs by writing a puff piece.” Ames’ smile was a slash. “I may be a broken-down drunk, colonel, but I’m not a stupid man.” The reporter licked his lips before going on. They felt as dry as cactus. “May I tell you something?” he said then. “Man to man, something you may appreciate?”

Rugg nodded, intrigued.

“The moment I set foot here,” Ames said, “it was almost if a light had clicked on inside of me, some long-dormant spark. Earlier today I’d told you I was in the RAF, serving as a weapons officer, if you can believe it. I suppose it was in my blood.”

“Soldiering will do that.”

“My dad had fought in the Battle of Britain, flying Hurricanes. After the war he would entrance us children for hours with tales of battling the Luftwaffe over Covent Gardens. But I was never given the chance to use the skills I’d been taught. And I wanted that chance.” 

Realizing he was rushing his words, Ames stopped for a breath, meeting the colonel’s icy blue eyes. “My father got his opportunity. I never got mine.” 

Rugg remained mute, causing the Brit to finish up in a headlong rush, “I’m not asking to fly the bloody helicopter, colonel, or even man a gun. All I want is the chance to see combat, to smell it, to hear a shot fired in anger. You, if anyone, should understand what I mean.” Laying both his hands on the scarred oak command desk, his eyes never left the officer’s. “That’s all, sir. I won’t ask again.”

There was a silence that to Ames seemed to last a fortnight. Rugg finally broke it.

“By-y-y God,” he drawled. “Quite a speech, sir. Yes, quite a speech.” He paused before going on, “But you’ve missed the big picture. Should you die a flaming death, your problems would be over. Mine would have hardly begun.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean a formal inquiry would be convened. The subject of that inquiry would be why a decorated AirCav colonel would allow a civilian, a foreign civilian at that, to talk him into going on a combat mission. That would just be the beginning of my festivities.”

“But—”

“That’d be followed by a foregone court-martial of yours truly, with its attendant loss of rank, pay, and benefits, at last finishing up in my disgrace and public censure. Not the way I’d like my career to go out. You see what I’m saying here?” Rugg drummed his fingers on his desk, staring frankly at the reporter. 

Ames held his peace, the tension tightening. 

Suddenly the colonel seemed to relax. “Ah, piss on it.” He slammed both hands down sharply on the desk. “You’re right, Mr. Ames, I know exactly what you’re saying. Truth be told, combat can be a lot of fun. And what’s life for if you can’t have any fun? Besides, always trying to be Mannon’s good boy is giving me cramps.” 

Reaching over and pouring a cup of coffee from a battered pot, he continued, “Yeah, I haven’t royally ticked the good general off in a long while, and Lord knows the poor fella needs it. Keeps his bowels open. This little stunt you’re proposing may put blood in parts of his brain that’s never been there before.”  Setting the cup down and looking back at the reporter, it seemed the die was cast as he said, “Mr. Ames, you just hit the jackpot. You’ll go up with us tomorrow, yes you will, and I trust you’ll see some heat.”

For once Ames was speechless. 

Rugg leaned forward, eyes dancing, his face twisted with that same crazy grin as he flung his arms to either side. “Mad dogs and Englishmen!” 

Throwing back his head, he laughed and laughed.

Chapter 6

Ames hardly noticed the walk back to the gunners’ hootch. Half of him was elated; the other half equally wondered what sort of fool begged for the chance to see combat.

Entering the hootch he found Nick asleep on his bunk, Dooley and Frankie playing cards, and Barnes sprawled across a folding chair, reading his Bible.

“This world is just too small for me,” the giant said with a sad shake of his head.

“Hey fellows, how goes it?” Ames’ voice was a bit too bright, a bit too loud.

Dooley glanced up from his game. “Mr. Ames, you got the look of a man that’s heard his mother-in-law just went over a cliff in his brand-new Caddy. Kinda sick-like, but happy.”

“You’re not far wrong.” Ames allowed, and he cleared his throat. “It, uh, well . . . it appears that I’m to fly with you men tomorrow.”

The young man laid his cards down, bugging his eyes as he gave a low whistle. “Lord-a-mercy. You didn’t. You volunteered?” He shook his head. “My, oh my.”

“Yeah, well, you ain’t ridin’ in my slick, chump,” Frankie sneered from his side of the table. “You’re a piece a’ bad luck just waitin’ to fall.”

“Malone, did your mother have any children that lived?” This from Nick, who evidently wasn’t asleep after all.

Frankie threw his cards to the floor. “Screw alla ya! Doncha get it, I’m short! Forty-one days and a wake-up and I’m gone! And I don’t like the idea a’ this Brit commie bringin’ in bad karma!” 

“Karma,” Nick snorted. “That’s plain stupid. Frankie, I’m shorter than you, and you don’t hear me carping.”

“And I’m shorter than both ya,” Barnes rumbled. “Nineteen days. ’Sall right by me, though. I think Mister Ames should do what he want. He’s a grown man.” 

“Ahhhh, the hell with this.” Frankie shot to his feet, knocking over his chair. “I’m goin’ over to the motor pool. Get a sandwich and some decent conversation. You guys are crazy.” Crashing the door open, he was gone.

There was a moment of embarrassed silence before Dooley spoke up. “I’d like to apologize for Frankie, Mr. Ames. He don’t mean nothin’ by it. He just gets like this the nights before we go up.”

“I don’t doubt it,” the reporter said, and he cocked his head. “How about you, Dooley? Are you ever scared?”

“Only all the time. It’s never really gone. Just some of us handle it differ’nt. Me, every time we go up I shake like a dog tryin’ to pass a peach pit for about five minutes. Then I’m fine.”

Ames turned his head. “Nick, you?”

He propped himself up on one elbow. “Well, yeah, fear’s always a part of us. It depends on how you use it. You can either let it keep you frosty or paralyze you. I go with the former.”

Ames looked over at the giant. “How about you, Mr. C. T. Barnes, ever any fear?”

Barnes slowly closed his Bible, marking his place with a massive thumb as he regarded the reporter with a flat gaze. “Nope. Got God with me.” With that he began to read once again.

“Whoa,” Dooley grinned, impressed. “ ’Nuff said, huh?”

.

An hour later, and twenty dollars poorer (the reporter couldn’t spot exactly how Dooley had cheated at cards, but was nonetheless convinced the young soldier had) Ames made his way over to the VIP tent. Apparently it was the only one the tribal thieves he’d heard about—and who apparently had an undying love for Army gear of any type—had missed. 

Stretching out on his old wooden and canvas cot, he tried to relax. It didn’t seem to be working. After an hour of that he got up and took a pill, seeking to calm his increasingly quivering stomach. He hoped he was ready for this. When at last he dropped off to a fitful sleep, he dreamed.     He dreamed of flames, of fear, of Hurricanes.

Chapter 7

Dawn came with a gentle shaking. Ames opened one bleary eye. It was Nick, poking him on the shoulder. 

“Yo, Trevor. Time to get vertical. Chow’s hot and then we have a briefing with Mad Jack at 0800. Let’s go.” 

The reporter slowly climbed off the cot, stiff and red-eyed. His neck cracked as he turned his head from side to side. Not a good night. Not at all. He hoped it wasn’t a sign.

After an unremarkable breakfast, he found himself in a small, stifling Quonset hut, crowded wall to wall with the full complement of helicopter aircrews and Colonel Rugg. 

The colonel nodded at him, noting the man’s haggard face. “Mr. Ames.” Rugg’s smile never reached his eyes. “I trust you slept well. Allow me to introduce our pilots; they just got back from a briefing at battalion last night. Warrant officers Milburn, Torelli, Bates, and Gaddick.” All four men muttered their acknowledgement, but disapproval radiated from them in waves. 

“You’ll be going up in number one, with corporal Castle, warrant officer Gaddick and myself,” Rugg said, and then he grinned savagely. “Any questions?”

“Well.” Ames nervously cleared his throat. “Yes. What, uh, do we have laid on for today?” 

“First thing we’re going to do is ferry some medical supplies to a MASH unit about forty klicks northeast of here. After that we fly our usual patrol, see what’s what. It’s like fishing. We may either tie into a lunker or just drown worms. You fish much, Mr. Ames?” Rugg took a long, slurping sip of his scalding coffee, his eyes never leaving those of his guest.

“No, I don’t,” he allowed. “Not since I was a boy.”

“Too bad. Fishing around these parts is pretty good, providing some passing enemy patrol doesn’t make you the catch of the day.” The colonel sat his cup down. “Well, that’s what we’ve got ‘laid on’, as you put it. How does that suit you?”

Ames was about to reply when Bates spoke, his eyes narrowed. “Colonel, before we go any further, I would just like to go on record as saying I’m opposed to taking a civilian up with us.” 

There were mutters and nods of assent from the other pilots. Ames gulped down his bile. Suddenly he wished he were someplace else. Anyplace else.

“I appreciate that, warrant officer Bates, I surely do, and your comments are duly noted. But Mr. Ames has his own reasons for flying with us, some of which actually have to do with the writing of his story. Anything else?” He looked around. “No? Good. Let’s get it done.”

Ames, his emotions still in a whirl, slowly walked around the helicopter with Nick and Gaddick while they completed their preflight checklist. They watched a grizzled ground crewman loading ammunition into the minigun’s magazine. The man made a final check before cycling the action and safing the weapon.

“Eighteen thousand rounds of Uncle Sam’s finest, Trevor,” Nick stated. “Enough for three minutes of fire.”

“Three minutes?” Ames looked appalled. “Good heavens. That doesn’t seem like very much.” He frowned. “Does it?”

“Three minutes is a lifetime in combat. Besides, we always bring some back. I’ve never fired it all yet.”

Twenty minutes later the four helicopters were airborne, on their way to the MASH. Ames had said little so far as he watched, entranced, the endless green jungle canopy, an expanse ringed by far, high, verdant mountains, flashing below. If one discounted their purpose in flying over it, the view could almost be considered breathtaking. His stomach problems had finally eased, and the smelly spare flak jacket he’d been given to put over his suit coat wasn’t too heavy. The beating of the rotors overhead was pleasantly monotonous. Perhaps this would be—

A light tap on his shoulder from Nick jerked him out of his reverie.

“Kinda pretty, huh?” the young man motioned. “Like it?”

“Very much. Quite a countryside.” Ames gestured above his head. “Not as noisy as I had feared. These helmets we’re wearing are marvels.”

“I know. The commlinks inside each one let us talk with each other, as well as with the other crews. It helps pass the time, and the chatter doesn’t bother the colonel.” He bent forward. “I think he kind of likes it.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t.” This from Frankie, from his doorgunner position in slick number three. “That fruity Brit makes me nervous. Why don’t you ladies just shut up and neck?”

––––––––
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An uneventful hour later the supplies had been off-loaded at the MASH, and they were airborne once again. Overhead the cloudless, cobalt blue sky stretched out forever, and at an altitude of three hundred feet the wind rushing by the slick’s open door greatly reduced the heat inside. It was now mid-afternoon. Ames wondered if they had “dodged the bullet”, as the Yanks put it. He was relieved; perhaps just being in the vicinity of combat had been enough to slake his morbid curiosity.

They passed over a muddy brown river, flowing south.

“Lot of silt,” he remarked.

“Runoff from the mountains,” Nick replied. “Monsoon season is only two weeks past. It’ll stay like that for another—”

“Quiet!” Rugg barked. “Listen to this.” He made a minute adjustment on the radio.

“—day! Mayday! CQ! CQ!” The voice coming over the commlink sounded tinny and faint. “Please, anybody there? Over!”

“This is AirCav flight Baker-Alpha-Tango one-seven, Colonel John Rugg. State your name, position, and status. Over.”

“Thank God!” The relief in the soldier’s voice was audible, and the confused noise Ames was hearing in the background suddenly resolved itself into the rattle of small-arms fire, explosions, and screams. “This is gunnery sergeant Yancey Wheeler, USMC, Firebase Alice! We’re under attack! Taking heavy casualties and requesting evac now!”

Oh no. Ames’ bowels trembled, cold sweat popping on his forehead as his mouth went dry. Was he ready for this? He knew what he’d said, but— 

“Roger that,” Rugg confirmed. “Wait one, over.”

“Man!” Frankie groused. “Now we gotta rescue some ground-pounders? That’s just great!”

“Shut up, Malone.” Pulling a case out from under his seat, Rugg opened it, extracting a foldout plastic map. Quickly he located the
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