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Author’s Note
 
This story concerns the meeting point of the first World War and the Spanish influenza pandemic. The first World War was considered the first modern war. It was fought under the sparse ethical warfare guidelines laid out during the Hague conventions of 1899 and 1907 — many of which were violated, including guideline banning the use of asphyxiating gasses. The consequences of the first World War largely form the foundation of our modern geopolitical climate. The end of the war saw the creation of Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Greater Romania, the Austrian state, the Hungarian state, the German Republic, Turkey, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. The German imperial colonies in Africa and Asia were divided up. Per League of Nation mandate, the mandates for Syria and Lebanon were administered by the French and the mandates for Palestine and Mesopotamia were administered by the British. Shandong, China was given to the Empire of Japan. 
Of the 60 million European military personnel who were mobilized from 1914 to 1918, an estimated 8 million were killed, 7 million were permanently disabled, and 15 million were seriously injured. Germany lost 15.1% of its active male population, Austria-Hungary lost 17.1%, and France lost 10.5%. 8 million equines died. Reintegration of military personnel was challenging globally. Staged rollouts were implemented by many nations and returning soldiers faced high rates of unemployment, particularly in the United States. 
In Germany, civilian deaths were 474,000 higher than in peacetime, due in large part to food shortages and malnutrition. Famine killed approximately 100,000 people in Lebanon.
The final years of the Ottoman Empire saw widespread “ethnic cleansing” with the genocide of Armenian, Assyrian and the Anatolian and Pontic Greek populations. The government of Turkey denies these genocides to the present day. This denial is rejected by most historians. 
As has always happened in history, disease flourished in wartime. Epidemic typhus, encephalitis lethargica and the Spanish flu devastated the global population, exacerbated by malnutrition and poor sanitation. The Spanish flu infected roughly 33% of the global population, at a conservative estimate. 
The government responses to the epidemic described within are historically accurate to the best of verified historical investigation, including those of Scotland and Paris and the city of New Orleans, Louisiana. The timeline of the flu in New Orleans was extended slightly at the discretion of the author. 
The port of New Orleans in 1918 was one of the largest and busiest ports in the world. In the United States it was second only to the port of New York City. In 1920 the total commerce of New Orleans was $986,453,444, while that of Philadelphia was $724,442,853, Boston $585,554,985 and Baltimore $451,384,973. Of the total imports of the United States, New Orleans accounted for 1/4 of all coffee, 1/2 of all bananas, 1/2 of all sugar and 1/3 of all mahogany. It was considered the “logical port” for South American coffee imports. New Orleans imports and exports reached South America, Europe and Asia. The port attracted business globally and both domestic and immigrant men sought out the city for work. It was a common point of entry for immigrants as it was less regulated than New York. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROLOGUE 
New Orleans, Louisiana. 1919
 
The mercenaries, walking abreast, approached the cemetery in the darkness of the late winter night. They passed through the weathered wrought iron gate and into the yard. Rows of white marble and granite vaults glinted with metal flourishes and towered above all but the tallest of men. 
Oliver Dunn, the young Scottish mercenary, nervously ran his fingers through his long, dark locks. The humid air hung thick, rank with mold and grass, and in the distance, the drum of rain. Ahead stretched the doleful, bleached halls of the dead, and Dunn feared what awaited, the confrontation with their long-sought prey, the Hungarian Count Bognar, nestled somewhere among the silent tombs. 
The hunt had been long. Lives had been lost. The journey had twisted both he and his surviving companions. His fellow mercenaries gathered close. He could smell their unwashed bodies and hear their shallow, raspy breaths, and he knew that if this business was not finished soon, they’d all be dead. 
The French captain, Dupont, stood in the lead. Gaunt and twisted, with a bony, leathered face carved into a permanent frown, he peered down the row of tombs. The Frenchman would be satisfied with nothing less than the Hungarian count’s death. He would chase the man across the Acheron and into the inferno to claim his vengeance.
Behind Dupont lumbered a great shadow, the Russian. A beast of a man with a thick, ragged black beard clotted with spittle. 
“He must’ve moved further in,” Dupont said. “Let’s move carefully until we’ve found him.” The Frenchman produced a RSC semi-automatic rifle from beneath his coat. “I’ll take the lead.” 
The cemetery corridors were unlit. The storm clouds choked the sky and moonlight found little penetration. In darkness, the mercenaries walked, the wind whistling between the tombs. The cold weight of Dunn’s pistol in its holster pressed against his chest with every step. Beside him, at the end of the line, was his only friend, a fellow Scotsman, James Catternach. Dunn feared for him most of all. Beneath his blond hair, Catternach’s eyes were wide and wild, and Dunn could not break his friend from his corrosive fever for the hunt. 
They continued on, past crumbling vaults, until a soft orange glow bloomed ahead. Dupont dropped low, his head bobbing as a vulture’s might. The sound of voices, soft and indistinct, drifted with the light. The mercenaries inched closer and Dunn strained to make out a group in a small clearing huddled around a brass lamp suspended in a gimbal. Young men, as far as he could tell, and a few women, all of them laughing and smoking and drinking. Within their furtive circle, the roiling darkness that beset the city and its attendant plague and death had found no purchase—for now. At the center of the revelry stood the Hungarian Count Bognar, leaning forward into the group as another man lit his cigarette. 
“It’s him,” Dupont whispered. His hands gripped the rifle tight.
There was satisfaction in Dupont’s voice, but Dunn feared the confrontation would fail to bring the deliverance they all craved. The wind picked up, rustling dead leaves between the tombs, as the mercenaries advanced toward the lamplight—and the man they had hunted for so long.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1
Ten months prior
Municipality of Paionia, Greece. May 1918
The Macedonian Front
 
The birds always went silent before people shot each other to hell. Dunn knew it well: that’s why you couldn’t kill Lovat Scouts, the highlanders. They listened to the birds, those feathered auguries of death, who witnessed and scavenged mankind’s endless wars. The Bulgarians wouldn’t be listening. Too busy with greasy palms and leaking machines on loan from their German overseers. They wouldn’t know the birds had gone silent waiting on the flash and fire and death. 
The gas lamp flickered in Dunn’s tent. The Greek night was warm, and Dunn’s coarse wool uniform itched at his neck and under his arms. Dunn waited, picking at a tin of beef. Iron rations. The slimy, bitter taste peaked at the back of his tongue, but the meat didn’t taste spoiled. He’d trained his tongue to ignore the taste and not be bothered by it. Taste, especially bad taste, had no place in war. Taste was for sitting at home in Scotland. 
Finishing the beef, he rummaged through his pack and produced a bruised slice of lemon wrapped in tattered cloth. The lemon had been brought to camp by Greek soldiers returning from Thessaloniki, and Dunn treated the common fruit as a fragile delicacy. He’d been in the field a long time, and even now he could feel the ache of his teeth and taste the bitter, metallic sting of blood. Early signs of scurvy. He squeezed the lemon in his mouth and rubbed the slice along his throbbing gums. Then he stood and walked out the tent to stretch his legs. Outside were a few more canvas tents huddled together, hastily constructed by tired soldiers equipped with wooden stakes and thick rope. The ground around the tents was mashed into a muddy pulp by the movement of heavy boots. 
Dunn was a young man of slight build and average height. A small man, an unremarkable man. He had dark eyes and hawkish, handsome features. A true Scot in name and ancestry, his family had roamed the highlands as far back as the Stuart kings. He kept his silence often. He was easily upended by drink, a glass or two of scotch is all it would take. A loner and a drifter. 
Good fit for the scouts. 
He took a sip of water from a petrol can, ignoring, again, the faint taste of lead. The petrol cans were used to transport water on the front lines, but they could never wash out the last, clinging fumes of gasoline. Beyond the margin of the tents was blackness.
I hate the waiting before a fight. 
The war persisted. It was a damn louse, scurrying about, refusing to die. Half of Europe burned, and typhus killed more Germans than a solid British rifle ever could. Dunn’s nose wrinkled; the air smelled of rot. It carried the decay and ash of Europe’s transformed earth, hanging on the air as a burial shroud suffocating the continent. The farmlands and plains and homesteads mutilated, burned and gutted into flat, endless expanses of corrosive nothing by bullet and bayonet, by fire and gas and wheels of tanks. Even the staid and eternal Russian Romanov royalty had been exiled, frantically appealing to Europe for asylum while the Bolsheviks seized power for the people of Russia. But Dunn was confined to the Macedonian front. Shacked up with French, Serbian, Greek, and even Italian comrades against the central powers. A patchwork army. 
“Remember to breathe, Dunn. You’re as still as a statue.”
Dunn turned and faced the speaker. He was slightly younger than Dunn, the Scottish accent and pale face betraying him as Dunn’s single companion in the camp: Catternach. A fellow Lovat Scout and highlander. Dunn said, “I’m alive, Catternach, don’t you worry. Just waiting for tonight. I’d like to have it over and done with.”
“I know you hate waiting. Gives you too much time to spend in your own head. You’ll be fine though,” Catternach assured Dunn. “We’ve done this before.”
“Yes. Many times.”
Catternach had been raised most of his life in the highlands, although he had spent some time in Glasgow. He stood half a head above Dunn. A mass of unruly and shining blonde hair, always at war with the weather, threatened to escape from under his balmoral bonnet beneath which green eyes darted back and forth. Catternach entertained a romantic view of the world, a byproduct of his time in the city, Dunn supposed. A poet and a soldier, he believed in the rightness of the allied cause. He was fond of mixing in Scottish Gaelic when he spoke, but home was never Scotland to him, always Gaidhealtachd. And unlike Dunn, he could drink with deftness and abandon. The man put down bottles of scotch, which always seemed to behave in exactly the wrong, or perhaps the right way, as soon as it hit him. Like some sort of back-alley alchemist, the booze only served to invigorate Catternach, with clear eyes and a clear head. 
The pair had trained together as Lovat Scouts in Fort William, Scotland, and done their share of drinking then. “The water of life, my friend,” Catternach would say as he imbibed another shot, which often resulted in Catternach leading a brigade of drunken soldiers around the tables of the local bar. Never the duller for it. The British army adopted the first and second Lovat’s Scouts Yeomanry as sharpshooters and forward scouts. Forgotten men. Shadows of the battlefield. 
“Just watch my back, Catternach,” Dunn said. His voice was soft. “Most of these Greeks were farmers and stable boys a week ago. They’ve never held a rifle in their life before now. We’ll need some steady hands on this one.”
Catternach grinned. “Don’t I always, mate?” 
A Greek soldier emerged from the darkness. “Lieutenants.”
He beckoned for the Scotsmen to follow. 
“Looks like it’s starting,” Dunn said. The pair followed the soldier toward the largest tent in the clearing. Inside stood an older, tall Frenchman with sallow skin and a white mustache sitting unevenly upon his lip. Small crops of sweat gathered on his forehead. Before him was a large canvas map faintly illuminated by a battery-powered arc lamp encased in a glass globe.
“Lieutenants,” the Frenchman greeted, his mustache twitching as if pulled by invisible strings. 
Dunn nodded. “Captain Rousseau.” Around the map stood five other men, the French captain and the scouts notwithstanding—all of them Greek. 
“Once Dupont arrives, we’ll begin,” Rousseau said. 
No one spoke as they waited. The heat layered upon itself within the tent, slowly choking the men inside. Dunn inspected his comrades. The French captain stood patiently, his shoulders slumped with comfort and ease, the confidence of an old soldier. The Greeks, however, could not have served more of a contrast with the Frenchman; their subconscious movements - the shifting of weight, the picking and roaming hands do when left alone for too long, the coughs and sneezes during periods of silence - all gave Dunn further cause for concern. One soldier continued to check the bolt action on his rifle, and Dunn felt the familiar creep of nerves. He was suddenly boiling, his vision blurred slightly, and a dull pull came from somewhere deep in his stomach.
“Ah, Dupont,” Rousseau said. 
Behind Dunn stood the long-awaited French soldier. He was a thin man. His eyes, large and dark, sat deep within his skull. His face was worn and leathery like saddlebags left in the sun, but the skin was pulled so tight he looked almost skeletal. A light gray beard grew from the sunbaked face. Dunn was bothered he hadn’t heard the man approach; Dunn heard everyone approach.
Captain Rousseau motioned for the group to gather. He took a linen kerchief from his pocket and dabbed the sweat beading on his forehead. “Well, gentlemen, let’s not waste any more time. Early this morning our artillery began hitting the Bulgarian positions in Skra. The Bulgarians are supported by the other central powers—Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. We have to make progress on this Macedonian front against those central powers, and the Greeks here are finally ready to help. The planned assault is for allied forces under Lieutenant General Zymvrakakis to move in and capture the Bulgarians’ position first thing tomorrow. Reports show today’s bombardment as having done exactly what was expected. These Greek boys shouldn’t have much trouble.” 
“As long as we button things up,” Catternach said. 
“That’s right,” Rousseau agreed. “The one hitch.” Rousseau tapped fiercely on the map. “Picked up by our intelligence. About eleven kilometers outside of Skra sits two gifts from the Germans to our Bulgarian hosts. Two type M-Gerat fourteens.” 
“Fucking big berthas,” Catternach said. 
“Howitzers,” Rousseau confirmed. “Super heavy howitzers. Capable of firing from about twelve kilometers out. Brought in from the western front most like. As you can expect, if our boys move in tomorrow those guns will make for a tough time.”
Dunn and Catternach exchanged glances.
“Our job is to take those guns,” Rousseau continued, “tonight. Capitaine Dupont will lead the attack. Lieutenants Dunn and Catternach will be second in command. We expect only a small detachment at the guns tonight. You ought to be able to take them by surprise and, to be clear, we want them permanently disabled. Grenades in the gun breeches may suffice but, if not, take along some dynamite, too, to make certain the job is done.” 
“Those guns will be manned by Germans,” Dupont broke in. His voice was hollow and carried from far-off, his face screwed up in disgust. “The Germans wouldn’t trust the Bulgarians to manage them on their own.”
“Then everyone understands?” Rousseau asked. A collection of nodding heads. 
“Good. Make ready.” 
 
 
Dunn stood outside the tent, checking the slide of his Lee-Enfield. 
A good rifle by his accounting. He wore the drab woolen uniform and pattern webbing equipment of British infantry, and his legs were wrapped with protective puttees. His front coat pocket was pulled down by the cold ammunition inside. Across from him in the darkness the Greek squad readied itself.
“Coffee?” a voice cut through the night.
Behind Dunn, Dupont held a tin cup of black ichor giving off the distinct aroma of coffee burned badly, then placed back on the fire to ensure further scalding.
Dunn would’ve preferred tea, but he accepted with a nod.
“This will go well,” Dupont said. “I trust you Scotsmen to keep the Greeks from making much noise.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll do our part.”
Dupont nodded. He wore the dark blue jacket of the chasseur alpins. For a while the pair stood side by side, staring off into the night, sipping their terrible coffee. The French captain seemed to loom large in the silence. It made Dunn tense. A strange thing given Dunn’s comfort with silence. It bothered him so much he had to interrupt. “Where are you from?” Dunn asked finally.
“Lyon,” Dupont answered. “My family worked in the city. We had a tailoring shop in the city center. But since I was a child, my grandfather would take me into the Alps hunting. He fought in the war of eighteen seventy, lost two fingers on the left hand to a German with one of those small hand axes you often see kept in belts.” Dupont squeezed two of his fingers in demonstration. “Taught me about the Alps. I’d stay at camps some nights, watch him walk out into the black snow before coming back with an ibex or some other game. Sometimes he wouldn’t come back until the morning. It’s a hell of a thing, sleeping on the mountain as a child in all the cold and all the darkness. But he’d always come back. The ghost of Mont Blanc, some of his friends called him,” Dupont said. “He taught me how to shoot long before the army. I joined the mountain brigade because of him.”
Dunn watched the man as he spoke. Dunn had watched many faces in his life, studying them, reading them. He studied people from afar more than most. Maybe he was too cautious. But this Frenchman was different. His taut face had lines deeply carved along the eyes and corners of his mouth. And his eyes had a haze to them that was also a kind of glow. 
In spite of the fact he’d confided in Dunn, he also made Dunn uneasy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
Municipality of Paionia, Greece
 
Dunn led the contingent of men through the darkness of the Greek countryside. 
Far away from any city, the night sky shone with starlight. They all left their horses some ways back and continued on foot, the Lovat Scouts heading the group. Dunn was silent, bleeding into the shadows with his movement. Catternach stayed close at his side while the Frenchmen and Greek soldiers followed. Eight men in all. 
In the daytime, time was absolute, always marching forward. An uncaring master unwilling to countenance any subaltern requests. But time slowed to nothing while tracking at night. The men moved through the dark forest with its densely packed Aleppo pines, black pines and firs. The fallen needles crunched beneath his feet as he adjusted his weight, each step a potential red alert to enemy ears. The night was again hot, and there was no sound but the buzzing of insects and the ragged breathing of men. Then a slight tinkling of metal. Silently Dunn stopped and just as silently inspected the Greek soldiers behind him before approaching one. Dunn grabbed the Greek soldier’s British mark I helmet by the straps and tightened it against the man’s chin. “Keep your battle bowler tight,” Dunn whispered. “It’s making noise rattling around on your head.”
He resumed his hunt for a few paces before finally signaling the group to stop. Faint sounds in the distance. Dunn kneeled to the ground and motioned to the group. Then he produced a piece of coal from his pack and brushed it against his hands and the rifle barrel to lessen the chance of any flash of color or steel in the night landscape. Watching, the others did the same. They continued forward on their bellies, the branches and underbrush scratching and digging at their uniforms, at a fast pace by Dunn’s accounting. He remembered times in the war where he would move only a few centimeters in the span of hours, as if God had cursed him to an eternity slithering on his belly like the Serpent of Eden. He began to feel a dull ache in his legs as the crawling continued and he struggled somewhat under the weight of his army pack. At length they approached a clearing near the edge of the forest. Just beyond its furthest edge, the two big berthas sat only a few meters apart from one another, each gun a hulk of twisting metal supporting heavy barrels. Twin monsters of war with iron skeletons and hearts of oil. Silent. 
Germans patrolled the clearing, servicing and cleaning the howitzers, their occasional small talk interrupting the silence. To Dunn, the German language had always sounded harsh and biting, and here in the night was no exception. A few horses were tied to stakes in the ground near the howitzers. Dunn counted fourteen Germans in all. He turned to Dupont, and the French captain motioned to the party. They inched closer on their bellies before stopping behind a slight thickening of the underbrush near the clearing’s edge, where the ambush formed a diminutive front line along the clearing’s perimeter with Dupont crawling administratively from one man to the next. 
Whispering, he assigned numbers to each of the Germans. “Rifle ready. Yours is third from the left. Number three. I’ll shoot first,” Dupont whispered in Dunn’s ear, his voice a harsh rasp. Dunn nodded and Dupont patted his shoulder before crawling to the next man. Dunn glanced at Catternach a few men to his right. The normal glint in his eyes was gone, replaced by cold and foreign stones. Sweat beaded at the tip of his nose. The Greek soldiers seemed nervous; their rifle barrels trembled ever so slightly. Please be steady. There was a group of olive trees along the clearing in the Greek night. The large branches hung low with the burden of ripened olives and Dunn tried his best to remember their taste. Brine and bitterness. 
“Rifle ready.” The order came down the line. 
Dunn leveled his rifle at the appointed German soldier, feeling the rough grain of the cold, wooden stock against his cheek. “Rifle ready,” he replied and patted the man next to him. And the order moved back the other way. Dunn waited. There was a familiar pull deep in his stomach. The birds were quiet. 
The flash and crack of gunshot ripped through the night. The sound was followed by a volley of shots, and the quiet night roared to life. Most of the German soldiers fell like paper dolls as the volley of rifle fire hit the howitzers; they screamed with the shots in terrible chorus. Dunn ignored the hard, staccato kick of his rifle against his shoulder as he fired. His assigned German fell back with the high-pitched whistle of air sucked through a straw, and Dunn knew he had dropped the German’s lung with his shot. He fired again and killed the man. The ambush of Greek, French and Scottish soldiers continued to fire, peppering the night with sparks and scintillations as the bullets hit the howitzers and flared into white hot ricochet. A few Germans, raising their guns and firing blindly, scrambled for shelter behind the large howitzer emplacements and pressed themselves against the cold metal of the guns’ backsides with such desperate force their heels dug deep and kicked up clouds of dust. There was shouting in German. Desperate, pleading. The horses tied near the guns bucked and squealed and kicked, and a few tore the bits from their mouths in a spray of blood and teeth and galloped into the night. Dupont’s voice carried above the din, barking orders as the remaining Germans tried to dig in among the howitzers. 
Dunn scrambled to his feet and grabbed Catternach and two Greek soldiers, his face hot with the heat of gunfire. The four moved around the left side of the clearing, flanking and flushing out the Germans as more of Dunn’s shots found purchase in the vulnerable enemy flesh. The whizz-bang sound of bullets sped by Dunn’s ears, and a nearby Greek’s knee exploded in a confetti of bone and blood and strips of flesh. The man fell to the ground screaming in pain and Dunn continued to move. 
“Don’t root!” he shouted to the nearby men. 
Dupont in turn led the ambushing unit to their feet and closed the ground to the howitzers in a vice. Dunn could hear nothing but shouting and screaming and gunfire, but his instincts moved him, thought for him. He felt separate from his body as if he watched all this happen from somewhere deep within himself. At the far side of the clearing Dunn watched a few Germans make a desperate push against Dupont’s contingent. The Germans raced toward the men only for Dupont to organize a unified volley from his Greek soldiers. Germans fell. Dupont’s men closed with bayonets and Dunn smelled the awfulness of hot bowel as it spilled onto the earth. Finally, the crack of rifles lessened. A lone German soldier threw down his rifle and broke from the group, fleeing toward the horses. Dupont yelled at the nearest Greek, pointing at the fleeing man with a shaking finger. The Greek soldier fired poorly. 
The German moved with unnatural speed as he mounted a horse and kicked its sides, spurring the frightened beast into an instant gallop, away from the clearing, to sound the alarm. 
“Quels imbeciles!” Dupont shouted. He pushed the Greek aside and dropped to one knee. Dupont aimed the rifle at the retreating soldier. The horse fell with a shot, the soldier tumbling into the dirt before slowly rising to his feet, holding a hand to his head as fresh crimson coursed down his face. Dupont remained still and aimed again. This time the soldier fell, and the crack and boom echoed into the night before ceasing. 
Dunn stood among the fallen soldiers, a high-pitched ringing filling his ears. At his feet was a dead German; plumes of smoke clung to the bullet holes in his uniform before slowly wafting into the air. Dunn shook his head and instructed the Greek soldiers to inspect the bodies. Catternach knelt beside the first gun emplacement and removed the explosives from his canvas pack. 
“You all right? Hit?” Dunn asked his friend. 
Catternach shook his head. “Such compassion on the battlefield. I’ll never believe the lies the brutes say about you not caring.”  
 Dunn scoffed, “What are our options?” 
“We’ve got a few mills bombs and about six F-one grenades in addition to the dynamite,” Catternach replied. “Two F-ones down each barrel should be enough by my estimates.”
“Cheddite in the F-ones?”
Catternach nodded.  
Dupont approached them. Shadows broke into pieces along the deep lines of his face, the haze in his eyes a bit brighter. “Well done, lieutenants,” he rasped. “A few wounded, but not a single man lost tonight.” 
“Thank you, captain. We’re ready to blow the guns,” Dunn replied. 
Dupont nodded. “Be quick about it. We are far from the Bulgarian lines but they may have heard the skirmish. Better to be on our way.”
Catternach proceeded to ready the explosives. The group of soldiers backed away to the edge of the clearing. Dunn examined the faces of the Greek soldiers as they waited. A pair worked silently to assemble a battlefield stretcher for the poor, bloody infantryman now with a ruined knee. Catternach carefully tinkered with the explosives. He waved the group back before lighting the fuse and scrambling away from the guns. The group moved back behind the tree line and waited. A great, deep bellow reached them, and a rush of burning air hit Dunn as the howitzers detonated in searing light, flashing a spotlight on the clearing and its freshly dead. He winced as an inhuman screeching accompanied the wrenching and contorting of the metal guns.
“Good,” Dupont said grimly.
“The rest is up to our Greek boys,” Catternach said.
On their walk back to the horses the men were silent. Dunn felt empty and alone. It was always that way after a firefight. Even Catternach was cold comfort to Dunn at such times. The dirt and sweat clung to his skin and he pictured the Germans with their faces warped in death. More bodies left to rot in this pointless war. The hollowness of the moment expanded out around him and into the night. It was a consuming loneliness. Something he feared would forever break him, forever mar him with some unwashable stain. Dunn glanced at the newly minted Greek soldiers. Do they feel the same? 
Walking, he listened for the birds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
British Saloniki Army Field Camp
 
Standing in the medical tent, Garrison Landry’s hands shook, and sweat rolled from his nose and into the corners of his mouth. 
He tasted the salinity and gripped the steel needle-driver firmly, letting his hands settle before he resumed suturing the wound. The wounded young British soldier gritted his teeth and cried despite the morphine flooding his veins. Landry worked at the jagged, shrapnel-laden hole along the soldier’s thigh. The malnourished skin was brittle, and the needle tore through its desiccated fibers easily. Landry frowned. The wound stank of putrefaction, and he poured an entire bottle of alcohol into the red cavity, hoping to drown the maggots festering there. Another one that was going to die. Another soldier that was only a child. Landry did the best he could, but his old, calloused fingers weren’t as dexterous as they used to be, his tactile sensation less robust. Finally he stopped and nodded. “There you go soldier. I expect you’ll be back at it soon enough.” 
The soldier’s head lolled before he jerked up and looked at Landry with youthful, fearful eyes. “Thank you, doc. I’m gonna keep it? The leg? I don’t want to be a basket case. I don’t want to be carried in a basket, doc. I don’t wanna…”
“You may keep it yet, soldier,” Landry said, fearing it was a lie. He turned to the nurse. “Dress the wound, please. I’ll go make rounds.”
Landry removed his surgical gloves and walked away. His paced hurried as the screams of wounded soldiers surrounded him, somehow undiminished despite the drip drip drip of the morphine bags hanging from the beds. He stepped outside the canvas tent and paused. The field camp was haphazard and labyrinthine. Tents sat scattered behind lines and lines of rusted barbed wire wrapped around wooden posts, all smothered with thick effluvia. The ground was nothing but mud watered with blood and piss. It would swallow your boots if they weren’t firm and tightly laced. Wild dogs crept among the tents, so starved their thin ribs pressed against their matted and patchy fur. The dogs carried in disease from the edges of the battlefields, and like the ocean tide crashing into shore, Landry could do little to stop them. He glanced at the latrine, nothing more than a wooden post positioned above a rectangular hole in the ground where soldiers sat in a line to defecate. Countless times he requested the latrine be pushed farther away from the medical tents, but the commanding officers ignored him. A dark cloud of flies hovered above the latrine and stretched into the black sky, as if God himself were actively participating in the death and putrefaction of Europe. 
He began to move through the camp. As with so many, the war had been more than he’d expected when he first volunteered to serve. He had been away from Louisiana for some time now, having conscripted himself with the British army early in the war. But the war had shown him a different world. A different way to fight and a different way to die. For a long time, he’d persisted in believing his heavy cynicism insulated him against such fatigue, but he was wrong. 
Now, feeling his hands shaking, he reached into a coat pocket and gripped the glass bottle of laudanum within. His opium habit had worsened. 
Landry cursed softly. Why did I come here? Was it to help beleaguered Britain and France or to flee the devastation of his opium habit? Well, at least he was accomplishing one of those things. He sighed and trudged into a different canvas tent, this one quieter with soldiers recovering from their injuries. He walked from bed to bed, examining each soldier, inspecting their wounds, making changes and recommendations as needed. He spent some time checking food inventory, checking the cans for bulging or distortion, a telltale sign of contamination with botulism. The tinned foods sent to the front were at the very edge of meeting a man’s nutritional needs. 
Since camps like this one that were close to the battlefield were mostly lit by candlelight (oil was too precious a resource to waste), the golden glow of candles against the tan canvas gave the convalescing soldiers an almost spiritual quality. Many soldiers were suffering from malaria. They avoided the bullets and gas only to be struck down by the tiny mosquito. The seasonal epidemic of malaria had been severe this year, ravaging troops as they squatted in the water-logged trenches of the Struma valley in Greece. Landry did his best to warn the armies about pooling, stagnant water as a breeding ground for disease, but again he was given little audience, and even less consideration. “Doctor Landry,” a nurse greeted him.
“Hello, nurse. Everything here seems to be in order. Anything I should know about?” His Cajun accent felt magnified among the British camp.
“I’m sorry, doctor, but private Williams died.”
“Williams?” Landry replied. “He was doing well. He was recovering.”
“I know doctor, but it happened during the night. It…was sudden. We don’t know—”
“Who was here?” Landry shook his head. “Let me see his chart.” 
Doctor Landry took the file and sat at a nearby desk. He ran his hands through his thin, silver hair. He was an old man now, frail and lean. Wrinkles covered his tanned face and encircled eyes of deep blue like the last puddles in a dried lake bed. Williams was a private out of Somerset. Landry had only cared for him a few times, but he’d stood out to Landry for his heterochromia, different colored irises. His wounds, however, had been minor and healing well. It didn’t make sense. Sections of Williams’ chart were missing. Landry scowled. The wartime documentation of the British medical corps was sparse and haphazard at best; he couldn’t make out what exactly happened, but the man shouldn’t have died. Landry was almost certain of it. There were no absolutes in medicine, especially in wartime, but it felt wrong somehow.
 
 
The hot meals made the stifling canteen even hotter. 
Landry stood in line and watched the distribution of meals. He waited, listening to the canteen’s portable phonograph play the same scratched record over and over. The cook reached into a pot with a dirty bare hand and grabbed a potato before throwing it on Landry’s plate. It was followed by a meat of some kind that spread when it hit the plate. Landry weaved his way through the dining hall where men sat huddled around long tables. They were given only so much time to eat. The meat was so tough the officers recently increased the allotted meal duration to allow more time to chew. Doctor Landry worked his way through the canteen before a familiar voice called out to him. Landry turned to see the only other American doctor in the camp, William Thomas Chapman. Chapman waved Landry down and Landry reluctantly took a seat next to him. Chapman’s head hovered over his bowl of food, his prominent nose nearly touching the gruel. He was younger than Landry, maybe in his late forties or early fifties, and in possession of hooded pale eyes and thin, waxy cheeks. Chapman’s ever-present wooden cane leaned against the table next to him. 
“I’m afraid the stew isn’t very good,” Chapman said.
“At least it’s cooked here and not served out of a tin.” The pungent odor of the gruel on their plates invaded his nostrils and he recoiled. 
“How goes the work tonight?” Chapman said, the pale skin creasing around his mouth.
“Same as usual, I imagine. More and more malaria.”
“Ah, it’s a terrible affliction. Seasonal, you know, so it shouldn’t last. Quinine has been somewhat effective, but the dosing is precise. Otherwise, you get that ringing in your ears. Though last I checked our stores were running low. It’ll get worse for our boys once the quinine disappears.” Chapman leaned in. “I kept some for myself just in case, you know.”
“Is that so? The troops need the quinine, Chapman.”
“Be realistic, Landry,” Chapman said. He gripped the cane next to him and tapped the ground with it. “Without us there’s no one to help the sick. We doctors get priority in my estimation. Hopefully the other side is feeling it just as much. I’d like to leave here soon and get back to the states with all my new research ideas.” 
Landry let doctor Chapman drone on. He felt warm. Too warm. A metallic bottle fly buzzed in front of him before landing on the rim of his dinner bowl. The familiar sensation of nausea slowly unfurling inside him. The green fly’s wings flickered and twitched as it hopped with lightning speed along the rim of his bowl. 
“Are you feeling alright, Landry?” Chapman’s voice rang out like a bullhorn. 
“Yes.” Landry tried to ignore the symptoms. “Are you still doing your experiments on dogs?”
“Oh, yes,” Chapman replied. “Great research models. And there’s no shortage of wild dogs near the battlefields. I—are you sure you’re all right, my friend? You look pale. I think you should go to bed. In fact, I insist.”
Landry stood. He couldn’t ignore the sensation any further. “Yes, yes. I believe I should.” Leaving his bowl, he stumbled quickly out of the canteen. He could feel Chapman’s eyes on his back. Landry made it back to his bunk and quickly retrieved the bottle of laudanum from his pocket. He took multiple swallows of the precious tincture before collapsing onto his small wire-frame bed and its lice-ridden mattress; the opioid-induced euphoria slowly enveloped him. The surrounding world of war and death faded into a monotone, a distant haze.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
Greece
The Macedonian Front
 
Catternach grimaced as his hand sank into the mud wall. He hated being in the trenches. Following Dunn, they picked their way through the trench toward the command center dugout. The three-meter-deep excavation stank of rotting wood and gun oil with acrid traces of mustard gas. The pair walked the narrow trench as it curved back and forth across the front like a serpent that stretched on forever, as though they were navigating the innards of Jörmungandr, the world serpent of Norse mythology that encircled the world with its body. 
Even after all these years at war, the dirt and clay walls of the trench pressing in on either side still unnerved Catternach. Scouts like himself and Dunn benefited from finding themselves in the trenches only so often. The standard infantry, however, lived in the earthen, open-faced coffins for months. Catternach peered over the sandbag parapets and with his fingers felt the holes in the bags where countless bullets had penetrated. The land outside the trench, no man’s land, was crisscrossed with rusted and deadly barbed wire. Bodies of central and allied powers alike littered the landscape, and the earth itself was splintered and cratered by countless mortar strikes, tilling the soil black and bloody with the alabaster bones of Europe’s youth. Not a single shade of green or blue, only endless death and ruin painted in flat, expansive blacks and grays that stretched as far as the eye could see. 
Catternach looked away from the battlefield. To die in battle and never have your body retrieved. Or retrieved only weeks, or months later, after scavengers had picked and ripped the flesh into strips. It’s a disgrace. No soldier should be buried above ground on a foreign battlefield. They deserved to go home, to be buried at home, and such an unjust fate conflicted with Catternach’s neatly assembled worldview. He was searching the gray sky for any speck or hint of German taubes, those damnable pigeons that constantly strafed them, when his step broke through a plank of wood, and a large rat darted out from underneath with a shrill cry. 
“God damn it!” he exclaimed to no one. He stumbled forward as the rat scurried down the trench. “The bloody thing is huge. More like a small dog. Give me a moment, Dunn.” Shaking his head, he pulled a cigarette pack out of his coat pocket and hastily lit one. 
Turning back, Dunn smiled wryly. “You won’t have to worry about them any longer.”
“Bah, you say that,” Catternach replied. “But the war isn’t over. Given our luck the Germans will find renewed vigor while we’re on leave. They’ll separate me from Lily again.” Catternach longed to see his sweetheart again. He missed her terribly. Missed her sternness of character and her soft skin. His photographs of her were yellowed and mildewed and he feared he was beginning to forget the sound of her voice. He panicked slightly at the idea. 
“You could use the distance as inspiration for more poetry,” Dunn said.
Catternach frowned. “There is only so much poetry a man can write. Even a talented poet like myself. But that serves as a good reminder. I need to collect all my pieces into a single work on our way home. I’ll be the preeminent Scottish war poet.” 
The Lovat Scouts continued down the trench and happened upon a group of soldiers kneeling in the mud. The group crowded around a petrol can with its top cut off. One soldier put sand in the bottom of the can and poured petrol over the sand before lighting the petrol on fire. He then placed a grate over the flame, and a tin with stewed turnips and carrots was placed on the grate. Another soldier leaned over and crumbled hardtack into the meager stew. The group of soldiers huddled around the makeshift stove with an almost religious intensity, watching the cooking tin as one might observe a reliquary holding an artifact of the Christ. 
Watching, Dunn said, “A part of me feels guilty for leaving these men to fight.”
“I won’t have that talk, Dunn,” said Catternach. “Every soldier deserves their leave. Hell, you’ve killed more Germans than most.”
Dunn stopped and turned to face Catternach. “So have you, Catternach. That doesn’t win us anything.” 
“Well, the hope is it wins us the war.” Catternach took a long puff on his cigarette. “Besides, we have our orders. Nothing to do about it.” Catternach sometimes worried about his friend’s serious nature. War was bleak enough. A bit of measured levity helped one hold onto one’s sanity. But his friend always worried and prognosticated, and Catternach couldn’t understand it. 
The pair continued along the trench when a passing soldier grabbed at Catternach’s sleeve. “Hey. Hey, give me a cigarette, eh.” 
“Hmmm. What’ll you give me for it?” Catternach replied.
The soldier thought for a moment. “I don’t got nothing to trade. C’mon mate, I really need one.”
“Nothing to trade, though. That’s the problem.” 
Suddenly the man’s eyes lighted and he pulled a wool cap from his coat. “All right, how about this, then? It’s my nice cap. It always keeps me ears warm, never fail. I’ll give it to you for the whole pack.”
“Ohhh,” Catternach replied. “Now that’s an offer. How old is it?”
“Not too old, yeah. And no holes or tears. It’s a good cap. Come on, now. It’s a good cap, I say.”
Catternach did find the cap enticing.
Dunn glanced back at the pair. “I wouldn’t. You know how hard it is to get rid of lice. Might even catch trench fever. You’d have to shave your head.”
Catternach involuntarily touched his golden locks. He wanted the cap, but not enough to jeopardize his beauty.
“Hey! There’s no lice on this. Not on me cap. Come on. I’ve been out here in Mesopolonica for a lifetime.”
Catternach shook his head. “Sorry, mate. But he’s always right about these things.” 
The pair abandoned the man and his cap, continuing on through the trench before they finally arrived at a command center dugout. Dunn received their leave orders, and a donkey was provided for them to take to Thessaloniki. Catternach waited patiently while Dunn outfitted the donkey, its tail absently and futilely swatting at the flies clinging to its backside. He regarded no man’s land one last time. The sky cast a grey pall over the field of dead. But something caught his eye. A man. A man standing in the field. More than standing, he was dancing. He whirled about with arms outstretched. Catternach shook his head and looked again. A young, black man danced and laughed among the barbed wire. Catternach waited for the explosion and smoke of mortar shells, the flash of tracer rounds, the terrifying grind of an MG aught-eight machine gun starting and the trench whistles to blow, but none of it happened. The man continued to dance. The dancing man turned and locked eyes with Catternach and he felt a kind of awfulness as the man stared at him, a terrible awfulness both cold and bright reaching out and touching him deep within. The man stopped his dancing and paced towards Catternach in a series of slow, leonine movements. “Catternach?” Dunn’s voice cut in. 
Catternach snapped around to Dunn before quickly turning back to no man’s land. But the man was gone. Vanished. 
Catternach scanned the horizon but found nothing. 
“Catternach!?” Dunn repeated. 
“Yes. Sorry. Yes—what is it?” 
“I said are you ready to go?” 
Catternach glanced at no man’s land one last time. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I’m ready.” 
 
 
*****
Thessaloniki, Greece
 
The night air brought a chill and Dunn wrapped himself in a large overcoat. To his left the port of Thessaloniki extended into the Thermaic gulf, and Dunn could see the bombed-out warehouses and piers, remnants of the Turkish naval bombardment. In the dark night the charred ruins rose like the skeletal remains of an ancient sea creature half-submerged in the ocean. The occasional grinding sound of cable cars passing vibrated his bones, and all around him was the constant hum of voices as pedestrians walked along the avenue. Bright, harsh light generated by the carbon arc lamps in the streetlights covered the avenue in a greenish hue. It was the sound of a city. A sound that reminded Dunn he was off the front. 
It’s a strange sound. 
It was different from how he knew it before. Like a small piece of that sound was changed by the war, never to correct itself, a splinter that burrowed deep under the skin. He was a little frightened by it.  
“Enough,” Catternach said, approaching Dunn. He threw a lanky arm around Dunn’s shoulder. “Enough brooding. You’re only allowed to do that on the front. And this is no front, mate. I will admit though, it’s the one thing you do better than me.”
“I’m a better shot than you,” Dunn replied. “And a better tracker.”
“Ehhh.” Catternach shrugged and cocked his head.
“Did you get any telegrams?”
“I did. From dear old mother.” Catternach raised a paper and waved it around. “She loves her son dearly.” 
“She must’ve forgotten what you’re like.” Dunn swatted at the telegram. 
“How dare you! I’m the model son.”
“Yeah, yeah. Were there any telegrams for me?” 
Catternach lowered the paper and frowned. “Sorry, mate.”
“It’s all right.” Dunn looked away. “I wasn’t expecting any.”
Catternach stuffed the telegram into his pack and shoved Dunn ahead of him toward the city center. “Forget about all that. We’re heading back to Scotland now. Time to celebrate.”
They traveled the ancient Greek city’s streets and passed the Konak, the eclectic government building originally built by the Turks. Dunn knew the imposing yellow building sat on top of the ruins of the imperial palace of the Byzantine emperor. And now it was back in the hands of the Greeks. Catternach pulled Dunn towards a local cafe that had been converted into a canteen for the stationed expeditionary forces. The great city had suffered much in recent years. Only a year before a devastating fire had destroyed much of it, leaving nearly one-quarter of the population homeless. However, Thessaloniki recovered, and rebuilding efforts were visible all over the city. 
The pair of Scottish soldiers entered the cafe. It was a lively place, like most canteens off the front. Some men learned to slip the iron grip the trenches had over their lives and off the front they could give in to the pleasures they locked away during the fighting. Tobacco smoke and laughter expanded to fill the parlor like gas in a container. Gas lanterns sat on wooden tables and deep red wallpaper textured with gold leaves covered the walls. Many of the men in the place wore metal masks to hide disfiguring war wounds. The masks were thin sheets of copper molded and painted by professional artists. Peering over the trenches risked exposure of soft flesh. Noses, cheeks, jaws, eyes. All susceptible to the new weapons of war throwing shrapnel and fragments in all directions. The grotesque facial wounds created a new artistic industry designed to usher men back into society while maintaining a sense of normalcy. Normalcy. They were static faces. Gueules cassées, the French called them. Broken faces. Dunn felt watched by them. A theatre of surveillance with emotionless, painted eyes and painted mouths that would monitor for eternity but never see and never speak. Catternach pulled Dunn to the bar where the pair was greeted by an older woman with thick black hair wearing a long pleated linen dress with a leather apron. 
“Hello, madam,” said Catternach. “May I have some frites and plonk?”
“Scotch for me, please,” added Dunn. 
The bartender obliged and produced their order quickly. The pair collected the items and sat a table near a silver phonograph playing Greek folk music. Dunn watched his friend grin excitedly before setting into the fries in great bites. It reminded him of their days in Fort William, training as Lovat Scouts. Catternach was always hungry, always eating. In fact, Dunn believed the only time Catternach wasn’t eating something was when the man was asleep. And even then, Dunn wasn’t certain. Dunn glanced at some of the soldiers laughing and drinking with local women. The heat bloomed in his cheeks as he thought about his own inexperience with women. 
“Not hungry?” Catternach offered.
Dunn shook his head. “I ate on the boat. I’m ready to leave for Scotland.”
“We still have a few weeks.” Catternach’s eyes scanned the room. He was similar to a dog, Dunn thought, in that any sudden movement in his peripheral would draw his attention. Dunn sat in silence with his friend for a while. Their friendship had long since entered that rare space where constant chatter wasn’t necessary. 
“You know any scotch outside of Scotland is bad scotch,” Catternach said, nodding toward Dunn’s drink; Dunn shook his head. “Will you go back to your grandfather’s mill?” Catternach continued. “When the war ends.”
“I don’t know. The mill was struggling even before the war. I’m afraid to know its current state. I…”
“You’re worried,” Catternach said. 
“I suppose. I don’t know anything other than this, Catternach. I don’t have any kind of trade or skill.” Dunn was worried. He had no family left except for his grandfather, and the man was getting older daily. And he didn’t want to burden Catternach’s family. 
“Don’t worry, Dunn. A man like you? You’ll have no trouble. Besides, you should go into business with me.”
“Business? What business?”
“I believe I want to run a newspaper in Glasgow,” Catternach replied. “I’ve been giving it a good deal of thought. Seeking out exciting things happening every day, writing it all, cataloging it. I love that kind of thing. And I like the noise of a newspaper office. The chaos. Everyone running about always yelling, always in a hurry, and the clicks and chimes of typewriters. It’s got a certain music to it. I’d even force a bit of my poetry somewhere in the paper. Weekly entries.”
“It does sound like a good plan for you,” Dunn said, laughing.
“I’d like to think so. I’ll surpass Shelley in no time. You should join me there. The city would drag you out of your persistent gloom.”
Dunn shook his head and smiled. He could never improvise in social settings like Catternach. He couldn’t talk his way into some kind of employment. A newspaper job? Seemed like a dream. “I imagine you’re ready to see her.” Dunn readily offered the conversation topic Catternach was always ready to discuss.
The young Scotsman smiled broadly. “Yes,” he replied simply. “I think this is the time. The Germans are losing. I wouldn’t be surprised if the war ends while we’re on leave.”
“The time for what?”
“A proposal of course,” Catternach said, his eyes searching the ceiling. “It must be done on a lake. Near the shore with the morning mist still in the air. I’ve narrowed it to three potential lakes.”
“And you’ll be in full garb, I expect?”
“Yes. Of course. Wearing the family colors.”
“Hmmm. I worry Lily will see the proposal coming.”
“Well, of course she will. That’s not the point, Dunn. The point is the proposal.”
Dunn nodded. “Ah, I see. Well, I’m sure she will accept.”
In spite of his confidence, Catternach seemed nervous. “I hope so.”
Catternach’s endless confidence always faltered when it came to Lily Campbell, the woman he proposed to marry. The pair had met in Fort William while she was working there as a nurse and Catternach and Dunn trained. Dunn was impressed by Lily the moment they first met her. She was resolute and strong. She came from a minor Scottish noble family out of Aberdeenshire who had made most of their wealth in mining. Most notably durable granite, Dunn seemed to recall. 
“Just imagine, Dunn. The war. Over.” He raised his hands into the air. 
There were callouses and scars from digging trenches. Dunn glanced at his own palms. 
“I was always the faster digger,” Catternach said. “Those damn trenches. Always had to be zigzag. The brass would never let you dig a straight line.” 
“It was smart,” Dunn replied. “A straight line makes a trench more susceptible to enfilade.” 
“Those Germans.” Catternach shook his head. “All of this because they felt threatened.”
“It’s not so difficult to imagine.” 
“What?!”
“The empires of Britain and France spanned the globe, dwarfing all others. And then came the alliance of Britain and France with Russia and the Romanov dynasty to form the triple entente. King George and Tsar Nicholas were cousins after all. It’s small wonder Germany felt threatened and reached out to Austria-Hungary and the Ottomans to make friends.”
“I can’t believe this,” Catternach said. “The Germans were greedy. They jumped at the chance to invade Belgium and expand their own empire, swept up by a spirit of millenarianism.”
Dunn shrugged.
“Austria-Hungary was the same,” Catternach said. “They wanted the Balkans. The assassination was just the perfect excuse to invade. And the Ottomans joined them to try and build back their fading glory. It was greed on all parts.”
“I don’t know,” Dunn replied. “Britain, France. Maybe we gripped the world too tightly.”
“Bah.” Catternach took a large gulp of his drink. “What you need is a woman. Take a look around here—” 
“Gentlemen,” a deep voice interrupted. Captain Dupont appeared from the haze of the tobacco-filled parlor like a phantom. His was face expressionless as always, and his dark eyes stared at them. The broken faces in the background took no notice.
“Captain Dupont,” Catternach said. 
“May I join you?” 
“Of course. Please sit.” 
The French captain pulled a parlor chair to the table. He wore wool fatigues and a cap. Dupont removed a cigar from a coat pocket and chewed at the end. Catternach looked at Dunn. Dunn returned his look, his eyes telling Catternach conversation was his responsibility; after all, he was the one who had invited the man to join them. Dupont appeared unbothered. He chewed the cigar methodically for some time before removing a contraption made of a polished rifle casing. A wick extended from one end and a small spark wheel was attached to the side of the casing. He used the improvised lighter to light the cigar. 
“A trench lighter,” Catternach remarked.
“Yes. I made it a year or so ago. I could buy one now, but this is a good reminder of life in the trench.”
“Are you due some leave after this?” Catternach asked.
“Some, yes. I am going back to Paris. They’ve given me a few weeks sojourn. Then I rejoin the regiment there.” 
“That’s great, mate. Dunn and I are back to Scotland for a bit before reassignment.” 
“Toutes nos felicitations, men. You have earned it.” Dupont smiled, and Dunn glimpsed his brown and rotting teeth. 
“In fact, we may be back in Paris after this. Our unit may re-deploy from there,” Catternach continued.
“Ah, we may see each other again, then.”
Dunn said, “Catternach believes the war may be ending, now that the German offensive has stalled.”
Dupont exhaled a large plume of smoke. “Is that so?”
“I think so,” Catternach said. “The Germans can’t hold the western advance. The allies are planning a big push, what with the Yankees supporting things. We’ll push through the Hindenburg line and that’ll be that.”
“With such ease.” Dupont took another long draw from the cigar. 	
“What will you do when the war is done, Dupont?” Dunn interjected. “Go back to the family shop?”
Dupont was silent for some time. “You remember. But no. The shop is gone. My family is gone.” 
“I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t—” 
“It is all right, lieutenant. Even if I wanted to go back there is something I must do first. A debt is owed.”
“A debt?” Catternach ventured. His curiosity outpaced his Scottish decorum. 
Dupont regarded the young Scotsman for a time before deciding to answer. “You know war can make a man something other than a man. I was promoted to lieutenant when we marched on the Aisne. It was the first time my squad was going to see combat. And they were mine. I chose each one of them.” Dupont pounded his fist against his forearm. “We thought we’d route the Germans back with ease. They were running away after all. But it wasn’t so…” He paused. “Men were digging with their hands, using their rifle barrels to dig when the Germans pushed us back.” He shook his head. “You’d never imagine a soldier without a spade now, but we were sending runners to loot farmhouses then. There was a day I remember well. The trenches were dug. I was out of the trenches, watching. Sometimes you could see the German forces on the plateau, and that day I saw… I saw him riding a black horse. He was wearing a big feather hat and carried his cavalry sword unsheathed. He trotted back and forth along the plateau, far in front of the German lines. Daring us, taunting us. One of my men, Marias, recognized him as Hungarian gentry. He made jokes about nobles fighting wars. But then it was this Hungarian noble who signaled the siege howitzers that day. He directed the digging of saps close toward our lines and tossing rifle and hand grenades into the trenches that were within reach.” Dupont turned the cigar in his hand. “Some of those explosions…you’d bite down so hard your teeth would break. Most of my men were dead before we started digging trenches north.”
“That was the beginning of the war,” Dunn interrupted. “I was still in Scotland.”
“I had three men left of my squad as we moved north. The Hungarian moved with us. I saw his black horse marching along the trenches. All the way to La Bassée.” 
“La Bassée?” Catternach repeated. His face darkened. 
“You know it?” Dupont looked surprised.
“I was there,” Catternach said. “I fought with the Irish regiment.” 
“I see. So you survived.” 
“One of the few. This man, this Hungarian had something to do with the massacre at La Bassée?”
Dupont hesitated, glancing from Catternach to Dunn. “Yes. He was one of the men responsible.” 
Catternach’s knuckles blanched as his fists tightened.
Dupont resumed. “Anyway I…I don’t want to discuss La Bassée.” His face softened for the briefest instant before resuming its granite form. “I’ve been something of a detective in-between my time as a soldier. Officers are much easier to track and identify. So much honor and fanfare to the job. Now I have him. I have his family name. Bognar. He’s a count. The Hungarian count. Le Comte,” Dupont repeated. “Le Comte murdered the French. Murdered my men. What he did was more than war. And I have his name. Once this war is over, I will find him, and I will kill him,” Dupont proclaimed, taking a long draw from his cigar. 
Catternach and Dunn watched the Frenchman in silence. “I hope you find him,” Catternach said. “This Bognar.”
Dunn shook his glass. “Bad scotch.” In the background the broken faces stared ahead. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5
British Saloniki Army Field Camp
 
Garrison Landry wore his brown derby hat as he trudged through the congested army camp. 
In the distance a thin young man struggled with a cooking dixie. The man braced the heavy iron pot against his back, but the sloshing black tea spilled over him with each step. Landry wondered if there would be any tea left by the time the man reached the front. Shaking his head, Landry arrived at the tent repurposed as a wet lab that was his destination. Inside, the tent was dimly lit by candlelight, and one oil lantern hung from the ceiling. An assorted collection of laboratory glassware lined the walls. Bottles, vials, flasks, beakers, pipettes. The room swirled with thick plumes of odor, the chemical and sterile smell of ether, turpentine and sweat. 
William Thomas Chapman, dressed in a long white surgical gown, stood at a surgical table with his back to Landry. Next to him, his cane leaned against the edge of the table, its top fitted with a brass collar. Chapman, working methodically, didn’t notice as Landry approached, the surface of the table slowly coming into view. Before Chapman lay the body of a dog splayed from stem to stern. The abdominal cavity had been emptied of its organs, leaving a deep ruby maw. Long metal pins pulled muscles, ligaments and tendons away from bone, stretching them and tacking them in place. The eyes of the dog were gray, bulging from edema and the first hint of decay. As Landry observed, Chapman picked up a half-rusted bone saw and set to work on a femur. The high-pitched sound of scraping and crunching vibrated the back of Landry’s teeth. Landry paused at the spread. It was thorough, almost too much so. The dissection was so clinical and matter of fact Landry found it almost upsetting. He knew Chapman had published three studies prior to the war. All animal studies. Landry had thought they claimed more than they proved. But the animal dissections, the graphs and charts, had all been exact and robust, the detail displayed significant, intimate even.
“Chapman,” Landry said quietly. 
“Ah, Doctor Landry,” Chapman replied. He stopped his work and turned in greeting. 
“We’re due to perform physicals.”
“In a moment if you please,” Chapman said.
“How’s the work coming?” 
“Good, good.” Chapman nodded. “Very good indeed. You know, I believe canines are a much more accurate model of human disease than the typical murine model.”
“That’s likely. But logistically it’s much easier to use mice. Easier to breed. Also, mice only live a year, so you can study disease over the course of an animal’s lifetime. Dogs live too long.” 
“That’s true if you’re interested in acquired disease. But genetic disease. Those predestined diseases that Mendel described. Like a curse placed upon us before we’re even born. Well, that’s different. It’s a new field and you don’t need to see the animal’s lifetime to study those. Here, you see this?” Chapman raised the dog’s skull and brushed away bits of pink and white gristle. “See the shape of the skull? It’s malformed here and here.” He pointed at the skull. “This deformity was here at birth. Those fools blustering about phrenology over the last century had the right idea but the wrong cause. It’s not the shape of the skull that determines mental traits. It’s these so-called genes that Mendel and Morgan studied that’re truly behind it. And I think these genes influence not only mental traits but physical ones as well.” 
“An interesting theory, Chapman,” Landry said. 
“Yes, it is,” Chapman replied, excitement in his voice. “It would explain much. Much about the person, about the body and mind. About disease. It could also help us identify the weaknesses of these other, lesser races. It could be that their physical weaknesses and a failure of these genes are connected. If we could only identify them, then there could be a way to target the traits they cause, cut out the rot.”
Landry’s face screwed up. “That’s quite a leap, Chapman. You’ve yet to even fully articulate the theory of these genes, let alone demonstrate them in animal models. And you’re assuming these races are flawed in some sense.”
“You’re right. Much more work needs to be done,” Chapman said as he turned to face Landry. “Doctor Landry, listen. You are a senior faculty member at Tulane university.”
“I am.” 
“Well, I’m…I need to be in an academic environment to continue my work. I truly think this is something worth pursuing. But I’ve had limited success at other appointments and I was hoping that our time together here has made an impression. That you would be willing to pen a letter of recommendation for me to Tulane.” 
Landry was surprised at the request. He knew the war would see many positions left open. And so many dead young men would lead to threadbare matriculation over the next few years. “Where are you from, Chapman?” He couldn’t pinpoint the man’s accent. 
“Oh, I was raised all over. Constantly moving with the family. But we spent some time in Louisiana and I enjoyed it immensely. And you’ve been such a mentor here.”
Landry glanced at the vivisected canine corpse. During his time as a field surgeon Chapman had been competent and knowledgeable. But there was a nagging. Chapman seemed as ideologic as intelligent. There was something off about him, something that tugged at Landry’s sense of morality, however dampened by laudanum. “I’ll give it some consideration.” 
“Excellent.” Chapman gripped his cane and tapped it against the ground. Tap. “That’s all I ask.” 
“I’ll meet you in the surgery.”
“Yes, I’ll be there momentarily.” 
Landry nodded and exited. Then he stood outside the tent for a time to allow his head to clear from all the turpentine fumes. Landry took his hat in hand and breathed deep. No dogs sniffed around the tent. No prints in the mud. Instead, they gave it a
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