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For those who have lost the person

they thought would always be there.

And for those who discovered that love does

not end simply because a life does.

Grief is the price we pay for having had something worth

remembering.

— Carl Lakeland

Chapter 1

Alison

The Californian heat arrived quietly over March Field Army Air Base. Alison Carter unlocked the door with the brass key hanging from a worn leather fob, the tumblers clicking open with the familiar certainty of routine. She pushed the door inward, switched on the lights and paused for a moment while the exchange woke around her. Dust floated through the pale sunlight that slipped between the venetian blinds, settling over polished timber desks, filing cabinets, and yesterday’s unanswered correspondence.

Alison placed her black patent leather handbag beneath the switchboard desk, removed her gloves and folded them carefully inside one another before hanging her service cap on the hook beside the door. She checked the seam of her stockings and smiled. She smoothed the front of her tunic, then lowered herself into her chair. Lifting the black Bakelite headset from its hook, she settled it comfortably over one ear before adjusting the mouthpiece a finger’s width from her lips. Only then did she allow herself a small nod of satisfaction. Every object had its place, she thought. Each morning began exactly the same way. The kettle hissed somewhere down the corridor as a work colleague sneezed while reaching for a cup. Somewhere else, a typewriter clattered and abruptly stopped again, followed by a muffled curse. Normal as ever.

The first telephone rang at exactly 08:00. She lifted the receiver before the second ring and plugged a cord into a socket. “Good morning, Major Heath’s office.” Her voice was calm without sounding rehearsed, the sort of voice that immediately reassured strangers they had called the right place.

The calls came steadily after that. Materials. Security clearances. Delivery schedules. Names she wasn’t permitted to repeat once the receiver returned to its cradle. She’d long since learned not to ask questions, and she knew curiosity rarely survived inside government facilities.

At 09:30, the office door opened. Administrative supervisor, Staff Sergeant Henderson, stepped inside carrying a folder tucked beneath one arm. “Morning, Corporal Carter.”

“Good morning, Sergeant. A beautiful day today.”

Sergeant Henderson leaned forward and placed the folder on her desk. “We’re expecting visitors from Washington this morning.”

“Oh? I wasn’t informed. When should they be arriving?” Alison said while lifting a single sheet from the folder. She scanned the page. The Washington arrivals were expected at 12:00. She closed the folder and placed it at the edge of her desk.

“Would you like a reference copy?” Sergeant Henderson smiled.

Alison laughed. “You always ask me the same thing. My reference copy is here.” She placed the tip of her finger gently at her temple.

Sergeant Henderson tapped the file lightly with the tip of his finger before picking it up again. “I think I should tell you. The visitors from Washington are not for the major this time. They’re asking for you.”

“Me?”

“That’s all I know. Can you please get me Colonel Wilson?”

“I already have you patched, Sergeant. He’ll be taking your call on line two.”

Before Sergeant Henderson disappeared, he said, “By the way, Alison. You’re out of uniform until you place your name badge over your breast pocket.”

“Trust you to notice.”

He left Alison with the folder tucked beneath his arm. Alison watched the door close before returning to her desk. Another lamp flashed. She connected it without looking. “Major Heath’s office.”

After the call ended, the exchange settled once more into its familiar rhythm. Cords moved from socket into different sockets. Cups were collected and returned with fresh coffee. The morning wore on, and the changing angle of the sun altered the colour of the small exchange room. Cigarette smoke drifted from offices farther down the corridor, lingering beneath the ceiling. Alison reached into her handbag for the long amber cigarette holder. She glanced across the lamps. Every indicator was dark. At last, she allowed herself a quiet moment.

By 13:00, Alison had convinced herself Sergeant Henderson had been somehow mistaken. Then, as the thought crossed her mind, the door opened. Two men stepped inside wearing dark overcoats despite the Californian afternoon warmth. Panama hats cast shadows across their faces. They removed neither hat nor coat, as though they had no intention of staying longer than necessary. Alison looked up briefly and smiled.

The two men glanced at each other. They exchanged no words. One stepped forward, hand out, holding a small yellow envelope. “Corporal Carter?”

“Yes.”

“Good afternoon.” He slid the envelope across the switchboard desk. Four words were typed neatly across the front.

REQUEST FOR REASSIGNMENT APPROVED.

Alison read the words. “I never requested reassignment. Would you mind telling me what this is about?”

“Washington has decided to take you up on your offer, Corporal Carter. We’re happy to have you with us.”

“Gentlemen, you’re mistaken. I’m happy being right here. I made no offer to Washington.”

“No, Corporal. Someone else spoke for you. Please. If you wouldn’t mind—”

Alison considered the situation. Whether it was misunderstanding or administrative error, there was little to be gained by arguing across a switchboard. She looked from one man to the other. “Gentlemen, please wait outside while I get my coat.”

Alison lifted the headset from her ear and returned it to its hook. She followed the men to the door then locked the door behind them. Alison returned to her desk. She patched herself through to Major Heath at once. Soft ringing echoed through her headset. Major Heath answered immediately. “Corporal Carter.”

“Sir, two men are here from Washington. They request that I go with them.”

A little while later. The major responded with one word. “And?”

“I didn’t request reassignment, sir.”

Alison knew the silence that followed was unlike him. Major Heath was rarely lost for words. The fact he held onto his answer, told her this was not an ordinary situation. When he finally spoke again, Alison felt the weight of her own heart. “I’m aware of that, Corporal. I made the offer to Washington on your behalf.”

Alison stared at the switchboard without seeing it. “Offer?” she asked. “What offer?”

Silence again. Nothing came. She waited. The tiny clock above the doorway marked another second before she probed further. “Sir?”

When he answered, the certainty she’d always associated with him had faded. “Corporal Carter—if I could explain, I would.” He paused, then added. “Unfortunately, I can’t. The need to know carries through every rank, including mine. Understood?”

Alison lowered her eyes. Outside the office door, she could make out the muffled sounds of the two visitors, exchanging low voices, somewhere in the corridor. Alison realised they weren’t hurrying her. They simply waited.

The major sighed. “Look. You’re one of the finest operators I’ve ever known. And the finest I’ve ever had to let go.”

She said nothing.

“Washington asked whether I knew anyone capable of doing a particular job—” The sentence hung unfinished. 

Alison rested her fingertips against the polished timber edge of the switchboard. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

A chuckle reached her through the line. “I think you’ve earned it. Go ahead.”

She drew a slow breath. “Sir, with respect—I joined the Army to serve my country, not to disappear without any explanation.” She looked across the familiar room—the rows of cords, the indicator lamps, the neatly stacked message pads. “I know my place here. I enjoy my work, and I believe I do it well. If Washington requires me, surely they can tell me why.”

Again, silence. Alison then knew something had changed. The major’s undertone was more compassionate when he finally spoke. “Alison. There are occasions when serving your country means accepting orders you cannot yet understand.”

She absorbed the words before asking quietly, “Are these orders?”

“Not yet.”

Her fingers tightened slightly around the receiver. “Then I may refuse?”

“You may, but I wouldn’t advise it.”

She closed her eyes. “And if it were you, sir?”

The major didn’t answer immediately. When he finally did, his voice carried none of the certainty of rank. “No. But I’m not you, Corporal. That’s the difference. I don’t possess your attributes.”

Alison opened her eyes. The words settled over her. She looked towards the closed office door. Major Heath sighed before continuing. “The men waiting outside your door aren’t there by accident. You are a non-commissioned officer in the United States Army. If they need to make this an order, they will do so. I was hoping they wouldn’t have to. Please accept the posting that’s been offered. That is all.”

Chapter 2

Stan

The road to Bolling Field Airport carried Sergeant Stanley Neeson south through a Washington city only beginning to wake. He sat in the rear of the staff car, dressed in his RAAF service uniform with his duffle bag between his knees, watching the last houses fall away behind them.

The man Stan had dubbed ‘Coat One’ drove instinctively, not expressing any interest in anything. The other who’d accompanied him, ‘Coat Two’, occupied the passenger seat, one black leather gloved hand resting against the door and the other holding a narrow folder on his lap. Neither of the Coats had spoken since collecting Stan from the Mayflower hotel shortly before dawn. They had arrived precisely when promised, although Stan couldn’t remember either of them promising a scheduled time. He was ready to go.

As the car drove along the streets, Washington D.C. still slept. The streets lay mostly empty. Streetlights glowed above damp pavements. Bolling Field appeared beyond a long wire fence beside the Potomac, its hangars and buildings flattened beneath the pale morning sky. Aircraft stood stationary and silent in uneven rows, some concealed beneath canvas and others left exposed to the strengthening light. Ground crew and mechanics moved among them in coveralls darkened by grease and oil. Mobile bowsers travelled slowly across the concrete, with the sharp smell of aviation gasoline trailing in the wind.

At the entrance, a guard at the gatehouse leaned down to the driver’s window. Coat One wound down the window and opened the folder producing a single sheet. The barrier rose immediately and the car motored forward. Stan stared back as they passed through the checkpoint and he wondered if the guard had even sighted him.

The staff car continued between low timber buildings before stopping beside a hangar. The huge doors stood open while men in overalls worked beneath bright suspended lights. Their voices were lost beneath the tools they were using and intermittent coughs of engines refusing to fire. Beyond the hangar stood a twin-engined transport aircraft. Larger than Stan had expected, with a blunt nose, broad wings, and a cockpit sitting high above its landing wheels. Its olive-drab paint had faded in places, and oil stains marked the undersides of both engine nacelles. A white star had been painted on the fuselage. Near the open cargo door, a crewman stood with a clipboard while two uniformed soldiers loaded wooden crates through the rear opening.

Stan stepped out of the car and took in the aircraft from a distance. “Of all things. A bloody Douglas. You’d better have earmuffs for me.”

Coats One and Two didn’t answer him.

Moving closer, Stan studied the curve of the cowling and the shape of the propeller blades. He knew the civilian version by reputation. “She’ll be loud, but I reckon the girl can fly anywhere she’s asked.”

Stan knew the military had strengthened the civilian design, stripping away every unnecessary comfort. The port engine still ticked softly as it cooled, a drop of oil finding the concrete beneath the cowling. He placed his duffle bag on the ground between his feet. He nodded.  “This one—C-47?”

Coat Two closed the car door. “That’s correct.” It was the first useful answer Stan had received from Coat Two since his reassignment notice days earlier. 

A crewman checked boarding passes. His eyes went from Coat One to Coat Two before settling briefly on Stan. No introductions were made. Stan watched the crewman draw a line through a page, then nodded once. His duffle bag was handed over and added to a small collection of luggage that was already beside the aircraft. Stan noticed instinctively there were no labels and no destinations on any of the baggage. And not even a promise that any of it would arrive in the same place as its owners.

Coat One gestured towards the steps. Stan climbed aboard. The smell of canvas, aluminium, and stale tobacco was the first he detected. Narrow seats ran along each side of the fuselage, their backs almost vertical. Webbing hung behind them, and beneath the windows, the bare aluminium alloy skin of the aircraft was interrupted by ribs and rivets. No curtains on the windows. No carpeted floors. Nothing resembling comfort. Everything was cold.

Four passengers were already placed in canvas web seats. An Army captain slept with his chin against his chest and his service cap balanced on one knee. Opposite him sat a thin civilian dressed in a heavy brown sweater. His eyes darted from point to point, pupils dilated, while nervously holding a leather briefcase with both hands. Further forward, an older man wearing an immaculately pressed suit stared through the small window. A fourth passenger was a young woman dressed in a U.S. Army class A uniform. She sat alone near the cockpit door, her posture straight despite the awkward seating arrangement. Her gloves had been folded neatly on her lap, one inside the other, and a black patent leather handbag rested against her highly polished regulation shoes. Stan watched after he sat. They locked eyes. Her attention remained on him for no more than a second before she returned to the view through a window.

Stan chose a seat central to the aircraft. Coat One and Coat Two sat opposite him. The cargo door was pulled closed. A crewman stepped forward and secured the door down with a lever. He moved through the interior without speaking, checking for things that might’ve been out of place. 

The first engine fired after a loud boom and turned over briefly. Smoke from the engine billowed and Stan could almost taste it. The propeller blade shifted once, stopped, then moved again. The engine coughed hard. Hard enough to shake the fuselage. Blue-grey smoke rolled past the windows before being pushed away by the propeller. A moment later the second engine joined in, and the cabin filled with a vibration so violent, Stan felt it through the soles of his shoes.

Through the noise, words became useful only after shouting. The aircraft began to move. Stan peered through the window as the long taxi began. Mechanics raised their hands as the C-47 passed. A ground support vehicle stopped to let the aircraft cross the tarmac. 

At the far end of the airfield, the aircraft turned into the wind and remained there while both engines gathered power, and control surfaces were tested. The noise deepened. The brakes were released and the aircraft inched forward, gathering speed.

Stan felt himself being pushed sideways in his seat as the aircraft travelled along the runway. The hangars slipped past, followed by parked bombers, timber offices and the long wire fence. The wheels bounced and struck the concrete one final time before the ground finally fell away. Washington D.C. disappeared beneath them, pale in the early light. Within minutes it had faded altogether.

The young woman remained at the window until the last streets were lost beneath a layer of cloud. Then she opened her handbag and removed a small notebook. Stan looked away before she noticed him watching her, catching a glimpse of her smile for a fleeting second. 

For the first hour, the Coats One and Two left him alone. They were unaffected by the noise, the vibration, or the cold air finding its way through the seams of the aircraft. Coat One rested with his hat lowered over his eyes. Coat Two read from the folder he’d carried from the car, turning each page carefully and returning it to the same precise position before moving to the next. During the flight, it was the quickest lesson in sign language Stan had experienced. The aircraft climbed above the cloud. Sunlight entered the cabin and flashed across the bare aluminium interior. Coat Two closed the folder and eyed Stan. “It’ll be a long flight. I suggest you’d better try and get some sleep,” he shouted.

Stan eyed him. He signalled that he couldn’t hear a word.

Coat Two shouted again. “It’ll be a long—doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. Instead, he removed a smaller envelope from inside the folder and held it across the aisle.

Stan accepted it and gestured with his hands, asking if he should open it.

Coat Two simply pointed a finger and nodded.

Stan noticed his name had been typed on the front. Not handwritten. Not accompanied by the title Sergeant.

Merely:

SERGEANT STANLEY H. NEESON

R.A.A.F. ENGINEERING CORPS.

Inside was a stiff identification card approximately five by eight inches bearing a photograph he didn’t remember someone had taken. Stan gave a thumbs up, but in his mind he wondered how the photo even existed. He’d no memory of a camera at all. He looked at Coat Two with an expression of amazement. 

Coat Two shrugged and smiled.

Beneath the photograph appeared his full name, the number 25429 which was the service number stamped into his dog tags, accompanied by a signature that resembled his own. Stan studied it more closely. 

It was his signature. But how? The identification in his hand described him only as a civilian employee of the War Department. There was no occupation, no department and no place of employment. The reverse carried several printed warnings concerning loss, theft and unauthorised duplication.

There was something else in the envelope. Stan tipped the small item into his hand. A small metal disc no larger than a half-dollar and heavier than it appeared. The face had been enamelled in dull yellow. Two pale characters had been printed into its centre.
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A pin had been fixed to the back. Stan turned it over twice before looking across the aisle. Coat Two was watching him. 

“What does it mean?” Stan shouted.

Coat Two’s eyes moved towards the badge. He signalled with a gloved hand that the badge belonged to him. Stan waited for more. Nothing followed. He held the disc between his thumb and forefinger. The yellow enamel had been applied hastily. Along one edge, the metal remained exposed. He wondered what it meant.

Coat Two leaned forward in his seat and signalled to Stan to pin the badge to his chest. Stan hesitated then did as instructed. He also noticed that the others had already placed their badges on as well. But they were all differently coloured and numbered.

Coat One raised the brim of his hat without lifting his head. It appeared he was the only one that was able to find sleep. He went back to it, unmoved.

The young woman looked towards them. Stan noticed an identical envelope resting open on her lap. Pinned above the left breast pocket of her uniform was a small blue disc. Its lettering too far away to read. The woman noticed Stan looking and covered the badge momentarily with her hand as though privacy was important.

Coat Two passed him a second sheet of paper. Unlike the identification card, it bore no seal and no departmental heading. It contained a collection of instructions; each reduced to a single sentence.

You are not to discuss your destination.

You are not to describe the nature of your employment.

You are not to write the names of fellow workers in private correspondence.

You are not to retain maps, sketches or notes relating to your location.

You are not to communicate to outsiders.

You are not to ask others about duties unrelated to your own.

The final instruction had been underlined.

YOUR BADGE MUST BE WORN AT ALL TIMES.

Stan read the page again. The first reading had told him very little. The second told him considerably more. Whatever waited at the end of the flight was not simply a workplace.

Stan turned the sheet over. On the reverse was one address.

P.O. BOX 1663

SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO. U.S.A.

Nothing else.

Stan studied it before looking up. His brows furrowed.

Coat Two attempted to answer over the constant engine droning. “From now on, that’s where your mail is going!” he shouted.

Stan looked at the address again. He’d questions but decided to keep them until after landing. Then it occurred to him. Where?

The loud engines and rattles filled the silence between them. Below the aircraft, the ground had changed. The green country was gone, replaced by an enormous dry plain broken by roads that began nowhere and ended in much the same place. Mountains stood in the distance beneath a colourless sky. Coat Two glanced towards the window. He pointed.

Stan leaned closer to the glass. From the air, the country looked uninhabited. Long folds of earth stretched towards the horizon, red and brown and without movement. There were no factories, no rail yards and no towns large enough to require men to vanish from their former lives. He looked again at the small badge on his lapel.
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It could’ve referred to a building, a workshop or a machine. It might’ve been a security level. It might’ve meant nothing at all beyond allowing the guards at the next gate to decide whether to raise the barrier or reach for their rifles. But the fact remained. He simply had no idea.

Across the cabin, the young woman had closed her notebook. Stan assumed she was studying the address on the reverse of her own instructions. But her expression didn’t change. Stan saw her thumb move once over the printed words, as though fixing them permanently into her memory.

The aircraft banked slowly. Sunlight moved across the cabin and caught the enamelled badges pinned to their clothing—Stan’s yellow, hers blue—before passing on to others.

Chapter 3

That’s All There Is

The change came first through the engines. Then Stan’s body felt the aircraft slow beneath him. The steady drone that had accompanied them since leaving Washington D.C. softened into something more deliberate. Power eased. The nose dipped imperceptibly. Around the interior, small changes followed.

The Army captain opened his eyes without surprise, as though waking precisely when he intended. Across the aisle, the thin civilian closed his briefcase and rested both hands on it. Coat One looked up, adjusted the brim of his hat and peered through the window with what Stan recognised as relief. Coat Two returned his folder to its leather case and fastened the clasp with the same measured care Stan had come to expect. No one spoke as the engine thrust relaxed. Stan leaned towards the window.

The country below bore little resemblance to anything he’d known. The forests and farms of the east had vanished. The small towns had disappeared long ago. Beneath the aircraft stretched an immense landscape of ochre earth and pale stone, broken only by dry creek beds wandering across the open country like forgotten rivers. Long shadows reached from distant plateaus, their flat summits catching the late-afternoon sun while everything below already belonged to evening. He searched for civilisation. A railway. A factory chimney. Telephone poles. Anything. There was virtually nothing at all. Only the occasional ribbon of lonely road disappearing into distances too vast to judge.

The aircraft banked gently to port. Stan pressed closer to the glass. Far below, an airstrip appeared almost by accident, carved into the desert floor so neatly it might’ve been mistaken for yet another dry riverbed. As the C-47 lost altitude, Stan made out a single hangar standing beside several low buildings. Two airfield vehicles waited on the tarmac. Beyond them, little else disturbed the emptiness.

Stan frowned and caught Coat Two’s eye. “That’s it? That’s all there is?” The words escaped before he’d time to consider them.

Coat Two merely shrugged.

The engine note deepened again. The aircraft banked sharply before beginning its final descent. The landing gear dropped with a heavy mechanical thud, making the fuselage shudder as the wind rushed around it.

Across the aisle toward the cockpit door, the woman remained composed. Her fingers rested lightly on her handbag while she watched the approaching ground with the same quiet attention she gave everything else. The blue badge above her breast pocket caught the sunlight for only a moment before the aircraft banked again.

Outside, the runway rose towards them. The landing gear met concrete with the unmistakable chirp of rubber. The aircraft bounced once. Twice. Then settled. The engines roared as the propellers bit at the air, slowing the heavy transport while the interior rattled around them. Within moments the noise softened. The C-47 rolled towards the solitary hangar before swinging slowly to a halt.

The engines continued turning, their rhythm slow and heavy, each cylinder firing with an uneven splutter. Stan heard the ticking of cooling metal almost before the propellers stopped altogether.

A crewman rose from his seat, stepped forward and released the locking lever without acknowledgment. It was a movement rehearsed over countless flights, Stan knew. The door swung outward. Heat entered. Desert heat. Dry. Dusty. Difficult to swallow. It carried the scent of sagebrush and sun-baked earth, so unlike the humid air they had left behind. Stan instinctively drew a second breath to convince himself it was real.

One by one, the passengers stepped onto the metal stairs. Stan paused in the doorway. The sky appeared larger. Bluer. There were no clouds at all. Only a white-yellow sun, bright enough to glare from every exposed surface—even black paint.

Stan held the rail as he climbed down onto the tarmac. The soles of his shoes met concrete already surrendering the day’s relentless heat. At the bottom, he turned instinctively towards the aircraft. The Douglas already belonged to somebody else. Ground crew rolled fuel hoses beneath the wing. Another man climbed a ladder towards an engine nacelle carrying a large oil can. The crew chief had begun his inspection before the last passenger had even reached the ground. Tomorrow, Stan supposed, the aircraft would arrive again carrying another collection of strangers who believed they still knew where they belonged. In truth, they would be every bit as mystified as he was.

A plain olive-drab bus waited a short distance away. Its windows were blackened with purpose, Stan thought. No destination appeared above the windscreen. No company name marked its flanks. No insignia identified it. Only dust caked around the wheels and arches. Coat One removed his gloves and slipped them into his coat pocket.

“You gonna take the coat off at least?” Stan asked with a wry smile.

Coat One said nothing.

“Yeah. Figures, mate.”

Behind him came a light chuckle. Stan turned. The woman was smiling. He smiled back.

“This way, people,” Coat Two said.

The passengers climbed aboard the waiting bus without question. Stan chose a seat beside the window towards the rear. A moment later, the woman stepped aboard. She paused, glanced along the length of the bus, then quietly took the seat opposite Stan.

Stan thought she looked exhausted, but her posture remained as perfectly composed. The driver waited behind the wheel wearing green overalls and a red armband bearing the white letters MP. A green button badge marked T13 was pinned above his breast pocket. He started the engine. The bus pulled away, slowly at first. Behind them, the C-47 diminished until it became no more than a wavering shape against the desert floor. Ahead, the road climbed steadily towards the plateaus. Whatever waited beyond them remained hidden from view.
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THE ROAD CLIMBED STEADILY away from the airfield. Within minutes the hangar had disappeared behind a shallow rise, leaving only the wide New Mexico landscape stretching towards distant plateaus beneath an enormous sky. The tyres hummed against the bitumen while fine dust drifted from the road’s unsealed shoulders, trailing the bus in a pale ribbon that lingered in the still air long after they’d passed. No one on the bus spoke. Ahead, the mountains rose a little higher with every mile, as though quietly drawing them towards something none of them yet understood. 

The driver was content to watch the road. Coat One occupied the front seat beside him, his broad shoulders filling half the windscreen. Coat Two sat directly behind, his hat resting on his knees while he occasionally glanced through the side window as though checking landmarks invisible to everyone else.

Stan rested one elbow against the window frame. The country fascinated him. There were no fences. No paddocks. No farmhouses with corrugated metal roofs shimmering beneath the rising heat. Nothing to suggest that anyone had ever tried to tame the land. The road wound between low ridges stained crimson and gold. Here and there, twisted juniper and pinon pine clung stubbornly to rocky slopes where nothing else was capable of surviving. Dry creek beds crossed beneath narrow concrete culverts before disappearing once more into the desert. Stan found himself wondering how people could survive in such a place.

Across the aisle, the woman had opened her notebook again. She wasn’t writing. Instead, she rested the pencil across the page while watching the same landscape drift past. Stan wondered whether she, too, had expected something altogether different.

The bus continued forward, the driver selecting gears to suit terrain that grew increasingly hazardous. The road twisted through mountains, clinging to rock as though reluctant to let go. Sheer drop-offs disappeared into pine-covered gullies below, and more than once the driver slowed to a crawl, coaxing the bus around tight bends before continuing the climb. With every turn the world below slipped a little farther away, until even the desert they’d crossed that morning became little more than a hazy memory.

The bus climbed. The engine complained. Upwards, they went until the mountain finally claimed them. Without warning, the bus rounded a bend and slowed. Ahead stood a timber barrier stretching across the road. Two soldiers waited beside a small guardhouse. Both carried rifles loosely in their hands. A coil of telephone wire disappeared over the roof before vanishing into the scrub beyond.

The driver stopped the bus to the hiss of releasing air. One of the soldiers stepped forward. He looked first at the windscreen, then at the passengers. Finally his attention settled on the coloured badges pinned to their clothing. Without a word he raised the barrier. The bus continued. Stan glanced back through the rear window. The barrier had already fallen into place behind them. Neither soldier watched the departing vehicle. They simply resumed waiting for whatever came next. 

“That’s one way to keep coyotes out,” Stan muttered.

Behind him came the faintest reply. It was her. “Or to keep people in.”

Stan turned in his seat. She’d spoken quietly, almost only to herself, her eyes never leaving the window. For a moment he wasn’t sure whether she’d intended him to hear the remark at all. He smiled, thinking she wouldn’t notice. “I was hoping you weren’t one of the silent ones,” Stan said. 

The corner of her mouth lifted. “I usually am. I was beginning to wonder the same about you.”

“Who me? Get to know me and you’ll be wearing earmuffs.”

The woman laughed.

The bus climbed over another rise. Every conversation disappeared. Beyond the crest, an enormous plateau stretched across the horizon like a stone fortress. Roads climbed its face in broad sweeping bends before vanishing amongst dense stands of pine. For the first time since leaving Washington, Stan realised they were not travelling across the desert. They were climbing above it and into a forest.

The bus continued climbing in silence. With every sweeping bend, the air grew cooler. The desert shimmered far below, softened by distance until the ridges dissolved into a blue-grey haze. Tall ponderosa pines crowded the roadside, their cinnamon-coloured trunks rising like pillars beneath broad canopies that filtered the afternoon sun. Stan leaned closer to the glass. “I was expecting the Sahara. Now this,” he murmured.

No one replied.

Another bend carried them around the shoulder of the plateau. Then, without warning, a settlement appeared. It grew out of the mountain itself. Timber buildings stood amongst the tall pines, connected by narrow roads that disappeared around the contours of the hillside. Rows of freshly painted cottages stretched across clearings carved from the trees. Staff cars, jeeps and six-wheeled army trucks moved steadily between buildings and offices while telephone poles marched along every roadside, their wires criss-crossing in a haphazard web. Stan thought it looked less like a military base than a town hurriedly assembled before anyone had thought to ask whether it belonged there or not. He frowned. “Where the bloody hell are we?”

Neither Coat One nor Coat Two replied. The one thing they were both good at, Stan thought. “Yeah, she’ll be right,” Stan said out loud, unaware if anybody heard him.

The bus rolled deeper amongst the buildings. Men in civilian clothes walked beside soldiers in uniform each wearing a coloured button badge. Women carrying paper stacks tied with string disappeared into offices without a glance at the passing passengers. Everywhere Stan looked, badges flashed briefly against jackets, dresses and shirts before vanishing again amongst the crowd. Nobody was hurried. Nobody was relaxed. But everyone knew exactly where they were going.

The bus slowed and stopped outside a long timber administration building. There was no sign. No name. Nothing to suggest where they had arrived. Stan saw a blank façade without any letters. For several moments, he stared at it. It explained nothing.

The MP spun around in his seat and grinned. “Welcome to Site Y,” he said. “We hope you enjoy your stay.”

Chapter 4

Identification 

After being parked beside other buses, the engine was shut down with a shudder. For several moments nobody moved. The stillness was deliberate, as though even arriving required permission. The MP stood first. He straightened his overalls, adjusted the red armband around his sleeve and opened the folding door. “Okay people,” he said. “Take your luggage. Keep your badges visible. Stay together.”

The passengers filed from the buses into crisp mountain air that carried the unmistakable scent of warm pine resin. Stan noticed immediately how much cooler it was than the desert below. Much cooler. Yet the afternoon sun still possessed a dry intensity that drew every trace of moisture from skin. Stan stepped onto the gravel and took in the scene. The buildings were recently built. They smelled clean. Fresh-cut lumber. New paint. Stan could even smell carpet, straight from the factory. Timber buildings still held the pale colour of freshly sawn pine. Verandas cast narrow strips of shade across neatly swept paths. Here and there, piles of unused lumber waited beside half-finished structures while carpenters continued hammering as though another busload would arrive tomorrow, carrying more people into the same mystery.

An MP, different from the driver, opened the rear luggage compartment. “Collect your bags and line up.” Stan recognised his duffle bag. He reached for it as another hand settled upon the cord of another. The woman on the bus.

For a brief second they both paused. “No. You first,” Stan said.

She offered the smallest smile. “Thank you.”

She retrieved her duffle bag, slung it from her shoulder and disappeared into the gathering line before another word was exchanged. Stan watched her go for only a moment before heaving his duffle bag across his shoulder.

“C’mon people. Move along. Get into order,” came a voice from somewhere ahead. A few moments had passed before a line of people formed in front of the main building. Stan thought oddly that the line resembled the first week of boot camp. When unkempt civilians first became green military personnel.

The line shuffled forwards and up a set of wooden stairs made from the same rough-sawn pine as everywhere else. The grain in the steps had already begun to polish under boots. Inside, the air carried the smell of people who gathered together in numbers. Ceiling fans turned lazily overhead. Rows of wooden chairs filled one side of the room. Along the other stood a procession of desks occupied by clerks both civilian and military, whose typewriters clattered without interruption. Every few seconds another rubber stamp struck paper with dull mechanical certainty. Nobody appeared hurried. Nobody wasted a movement. It was as though every arrival had already been rehearsed.

A corporal directed them into a single queue. Stan counted the people ahead of him. Twenty-three. He glanced towards the adjoining line. The woman stood four places from the front; her notebook tucked neatly beneath one arm. Somehow that made her seem more human.

The queue edged forward. One by one the newcomers disappeared behind a partition before emerging a few minutes later wearing expressions that revealed absolutely nothing. Stan tried to catch someone’s eye. Expressions were blank. Eventually his turn came. The clerk waiting behind the desk appeared scarcely older than twenty-five. His shirt sleeves were rolled neatly to the elbows. A typewriter occupied one side of the desk; an ink pad on the other. Without looking up he asked, “Confirm your name.”

“Sergeant Stanley Neeson.”

“Please spell it.”

Stan did so.

“Thank you. I can see your designation, E7.” The clerk found the file almost immediately. He opened it. Stan noticed there were already several typed pages inside. He had the uncomfortable feeling that someone in this room knew far more about him than he knew about himself. The clerk ticked a box. “Confirm your date of birth.”

Stan answered.

“Area of expertise.”

“Making things from steel.”

The clerk nodded once. “You’ll continue using your given name while on Site Y. No rank. No salutes. Nothing formal. You’ll keep your designation badge on at all times.”

“They’ve already explained it.”

“That includes on your pyjamas, Mr Neeson.”

Stan thought about it. “What if I don’t wear pyjamas?”

“Then kindly place your badge on your service dog tags.”

Stan turned the badge over in his fingers. No name. Only a colour. A letter. A number. “What does all this mean? Nobody’s said anything.”

The clerk finally eyed him. “You’ll be told whatever you need to know in due course.” The clerk reached beneath the desk and placed a manila folder on the polished timber. “Accommodation.”

Stan opened it. Inside lay a hand-drawn map, a meal ticket, a room assignment, and a single sheet headed 

REGULATIONS.

His eyes drifted over the first few lines.

For the first time since leaving Washington D.C., Stan felt less like a soldier and more like a prisoner. “You blokes don’t miss much, do you?”

The clerk’s expression remained unchanged. “We’re all human, Mr Neeson. Several thousand young men and women living together creates complications. Regulations tend to reduce them.”

Stan smiled. For some reason, the woman from the bus came to mind. He pushed the thought away. To his left he heard someone repeat their name. “Klaus Fuchs.” Stan wasn’t aware why the name stuck. Only it did. 

Another form slid across the desk. “Read the declaration,” said the clerk.

I understand that information entrusted to me is vital to the national defense of the United States and that unauthorized disclosure may constitute a violation of the Espionage Act of 1917.

Stan scanned the page. It spoke of secrecy, national security, prosecution under the Espionage Act, and penalties severe enough to make him read the final paragraph twice. The clerk pointed toward the bottom of the page. “Sign here.”

Stan picked up the fountain pen. “So, if I tell my mother where I am?” he smirked.

“I’d advise against it,” the clerk responded sternly enough for Stan to stop with the humour. He looked at the clerk with an expression that matched his. The clerk hadn’t intended the remark as comedy. Stan positioned the nib over the empty space and signed. The clerk blotted the ink before filing the document without another glance. “Mess hall’s that way.”

It took Stan only a second to realise the conversation was over. He gathered the folder and stepped aside. Across the room, the woman from the bus stood before another clerk. Her notebook lay open on the counter while she listened intently, occasionally nodding as instructions were given. She asked only one question. Stan couldn’t hear the answer. A moment later she accepted her own folder, thanked the clerk, and disappeared through a doorway marked Female Residents. He watched the door close behind her.

“E7.” The clerk looked up from his file. “Up here, you’re simply Mr Neeson, or E7.” Then he lowered his eyes.

For reasons Stan couldn’t explain, that troubled him more than losing his rank.

“One more thing, Mr Neeson. You’re seven thousand five hundred feet above sea level now. The air’s thin. Drink plenty of water.”

Chapter 5

Welcome to The Hill

After completing her induction, Alison Carter slipped one gloved hand beneath the handle of her duffle bag and started toward the row of cottages. The afternoon air carried the scent of pine warmed by the sun. Somewhere beyond the trees a hammer struck timber with slow, measured rhythm. The town was still being built. Arriving at the cottage assigned to her, a corporal stood by the door with paperwork attached to a clipboard. “Alison Carter S17?”

“Yes.”

He checked her name before pointing toward the open door.

“This one’s yours. Report to Administration at 07:00.”

No welcome. No explanation. Simply another instruction. She climbed the porch steps and paused for a moment before entering. The cottage was smaller than she’d expected. Fresh timber. New varnish. Two single timber-framed bunks stood against opposite walls with a shared nightstand between them. A wardrobe occupied one corner. Beneath the window sat a writing desk and a plain wooden chair. Everything looked as though it had arrived yesterday. She carried her duffle bag to the bed near the window and placed it neatly at the foot. Before loosening the cord, she stepped forward and adjusted the venetians, raised a window and peered through to the outside. Cool mountain air drifted inside. Only then did she begin unpacking.

Her clothes found the wardrobe. Her shoes were placed neatly beneath the bed. Her notebook rested in the top drawer of the desk where she could reach it without standing. Last came the framed photograph. She set it on the nightstand. Something about the angle bothered her. She turned it slightly until it sat square with the edge of the table. Better.

Outside, another six-wheeled truck laboured up the hill. Voices drifted between the cottages before fading into the pines. She rested both hands on the windowsill. Hundreds of people arrived. Probably thousands, she thought. She had no idea who they were. Some had travelled alone. Others had spoken quietly among themselves. A few had laughed on the bus as though this was little more than another assignment. Most had simply watched the landscape pass by in silence. To Alison, they were all the same. People who’d accepted an invitation without being told exactly where it would lead. She wondered how many had asked themselves the same silent question.

What have I agreed to?

Her thoughts wandered unexpectedly to the man on the bus. Not his face. His voice.

‘Who me? Get to know me and you’ll be wearing earmuffs...’

She smiled. Then came his other remark.

‘She’ll be right...’

Alison hadn’t the faintest idea who “she” was. The smile lingered a moment longer before she caught herself. 

A knock sounded at the front door. Alison glanced once more around the room, instinctively straightened the corner of the bedspread where her duffle bag had creased it. She crossed the small cottage to answer whoever was there.

A young woman stood on the porch carrying two suitcases and a canvas shoulder bag. Her auburn hair had escaped from beneath her cap, and despite the cool mountain air, a faint sheen of perspiration glistened across her forehead. “Sorry,” she said, shifting one of the suitcases to her other hand. “I think this is mine too.”

Alison stepped aside. “Welcome.”

The woman entered gratefully, setting both suitcases on the floor with a sigh of relief. “I’m Margaret Ellis. I’m supposed to say S14.” Margaret placed her fingers under her blue button badge. She offered her hand.

“Alison Carter.” Their handshake was brief and military in fashion. Margaret looked around the room and smiled. “Well—I suppose it beats sleeping in a tent.”

“It does,” Alison said. “It’s actually cozy. With a few touches I think it can become home.” 

Margaret pointed toward the bunks. “Which one’s yours?”

“I’ve got the window. Finders keepers.”

Margaret moved to the remaining bunk and immediately began unpacking. Alison noted that Margaret was content to leave things wherever they first landed. A blouse rested across the chair. One shoe found its way beneath the bunk while its partner remained in the middle of the floor. A hairbrush appeared on the nightstand beside an unopened book. Alison observed without appearing to notice.

“I hope you don’t mind if I smoke,” Margaret said.

“Not at all.”

“Good.” Margaret laughed softly. “Most people do.”

Alison returned her smile. “Most people don’t even ask.”

It was the first completely honest thing either of them had shared. And it was the first time in days that Alison held a conversation with another human. Margaret looked toward the open window. As she unpacked, she tossed her service tunic onto the bed. But it was the first thing she bothered to hang properly. Before it disappeared into the wardrobe, Alison noticed the crossed sabres and lieutenant bars. Margaret noticed Alison studying her tunic. “Don’t let it throw you,” Margaret said. “Apparently rank stays outside the gate. That’s what they told me.”

Alison nodded. “That was my impression also.”

“What about you?” Margaret asked.

“Signals. U.S. Army.” Alison smiled faintly. “Corporal, until yesterday, I suppose.”

“They keep telling us not to ask questions,” Margaret said.

Alison looked out toward the pines before answering. “I think they know we’ll ask them eventually.”

Margaret considered that for a moment. “That might be true. Bosses, whoever they are, will have something for us in the morning. Then we all finally learn what our jobs are.”

“Do you know who the bosses are?”

“There is one. They call him Oppy. No idea why. Guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Margaret reached into her shoulder bag and produced a packet of Lucky Strikes. “Mind if I?”

Alison nodded. “Sure.”

Margaret offered the packet and Alison accepted. She cupped a flame and lit both cigarettes at once. Only then did Alison notice the faint tremor in Margaret’s hands. She leaned toward the open window before taking her first draw. “They searched my luggage three times getting here,” she said while exhaling blue smoke.

“They searched mine twice.”

Margaret smiled. “I asked one of the MPs what they thought I was carrying.”

“What did he say?”

“He said if he told me, he’d have to shoot me,” Margaret laughed. “But who would know if he was serious? He could’ve been. They all seem a bit crazy if you want my opinion.”

Alison smiled politely. “It was probably a joke.”

Margaret watched the smoke drift through the open window. “They say we’re all here because of some gadget.”

The mention of the word caught Alison’s attention. “A gadget?”

Margaret nodded. She glanced to the door for a moment before lowering her voice. “That’s what I heard.”

“From whom?”

Margaret shrugged. “A woman on the train. She’d heard it from somebody else. They say whatever they’re building up here could end the war in Europe.” Margaret laughed quietly. “Personally, I can’t imagine how.”

Alison looked toward the pines from the window. “There’re a great many things I can’t imagine either.”

Margaret smiled. “Exactly. Funny how rumours grow legs.”

Silence settled between them again. After a moment Alison spoke. “If that’s true—”

Margaret raised a finger to her lips. Her eyes again drifted briefly toward the front door.

Alison nodded slowly. “Then I suppose we’d better keep the secret.”

Margaret nodded once. Neither woman spoke. Smoke drifted lazily through the open window before disappearing. Somewhere higher on the hill, another hammer struck timber. Whatever waited for them beyond tomorrow morning, the mountain, it seemed, wasn’t ready to reveal it.

Chapter 6

First Assignment

Alison woke up before the alarm clock. For several moments she lay still beneath unfamiliar blankets, listening to the quiet breathing from the bunk across from her. The cottage remained dark except for a pale strip of morning light beneath the venetians. Beyond the window, the mountain was holding its breath. She turned her head toward the nightstand. The photograph of her parents and siblings remained exactly where she’d placed it. Square with the edge. Exactly straight. She slipped quietly from bed and kept the blanket around her shoulders.

Margaret slept on her side with one arm beneath the pillow. During the night, her blankets had twisted around her legs, and one bare foot had escaped over the edge of the bunk. Her tunic hung neatly inside the wardrobe, but the rest of her belongings had continued their occupation of the room. A stocking lay over the back of the chair. The unopened book had somehow found its way to the floor. Beside it rested an empty cigarette packet Margaret had folded flat before going to sleep. An ashtray almost full. 

Alison stepped around them carefully. She washed in tepid water, dressed, and made her bunk. The blanket required two attempts before the corners sat properly. She pulled the sheet smooth with both hands, then stepped back to examine it. Much better.

By the time Margaret stirred, Alison had filled a small enamel pot and set it on the stove.

Margaret opened one eye. “Is that coffee?”

“If the Nescafé tin is telling the truth. But even I remain cautious until my first cup.”

The other eye opened. “You may be the finest roommate in the United States Army.”

“I thought rank stayed outside the gate.”

“Rank does. Gratitude doesn’t.” Margaret pushed herself upright, gathering the blankets around her shoulders. “What time is it?”

“06:15 hours.”

Her expression changed. “You’re joking.”

“I rarely do before breakfast.” 

Margaret stared at her for a moment before laughing. “There may be hope for us yet.”

Outside the window beyond the venetians, the settlement began to wake. Doors opened along the row of cottages and barracks. Men and
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