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For my dad, who knows the best joke in every episode of M*A*S*H and where the commas go.

And for Abby, who keeps me flying.



PROLOGUE

EVERY NIGHT WHEN I WAS a child, I was put to bed with a story. Usually my big sister Vivian tucked me in. She favored anything with a moral—Grimm’s fairy tales, Aesop’s fables, the Prudence Fairchild: Girl Philosopher books. Regardless of what we read, Vivian always spelled out the lesson: be brave, be kind to strangers, follow directions, don’t eat all your chocolates in one go.

On the other hand, when my mother put me to bed (on the rare occasion that she wasn’t out on an emergency call, fighting in one of her domestic campaigns or deployed overseas), she liked to tell war stories. Sometimes she described historical battles, other times events she’d seen firsthand. But as thrilling as her stories were, I could rarely puzzle out a moral. In half of them, I wasn’t even certain whether Mother had been one of the good guys. You can’t hear the story of the Pacification of Manila or the counterinsurgency campaign in Hawaii and believe the women of the US Sigilry Corps were blameless, no matter how good their intentions might have been at the outset.

There was one exception among Mother’s war stories: the Franco-Prussian Intervention. That was the Corps’ good war, their brightest, most humane moment, when the perfect combination of cutting-edge sigilry, guile, and physical courage produced a stunning victory against impossible odds. You could learn any number of good lessons from that episode. It profoundly shaped the way that I—and most philosophers of my generation—viewed the world. You can’t understand why the final days of the Great War played out the way they did unless you understand how badly we wanted to re-create the heroics that had taken place nearly five decades before.

The story goes like this:

In 1870, France and what’s now Germany were spoiling for a fight. Both sides wanted land and glory, they had a grudge going back a hundred years—it doesn’t much matter who fired the first shot. The Prussians had the better army and drove steadily through France, winning one battle after another, before the French dug in a few miles outside Paris and fought them to a standstill. The Prussians kept Paris under siege for months but couldn’t crack the French defenses. As winter fell and public opinion back home began to turn against the war, the Prussian general staff decided it was time for drastic measures.

The Prussians had watched the American Civil War a few years earlier with interest, especially the final battle, in which the Union philosophers under Mrs. Cadwallader had unleashed a cloud of poison smoke that asphyxiated the defenses of an entire city. Impressed by this new form of warfare, the Prussians had founded their own group of military sigilrists, the Korps des Philosophs, borrowing their name from their American counterparts. (France, by contrast, had little in the way of practical empirical philosophy, having clung to the Napoleonic ideal that a woman’s proper role was as mother and nurturer, hardly consistent with a philosophical career, much less one in the armed services.)

In January 1871, the ten-thousand-woman-strong Korps began shipping loads of smoke west, using trains made up entirely of tank cars. Over the course of weeks, the German smokecarvers—rauchbauers, they called themselves, or “smoke builders”—began constructing a giant cloud, a mile wide and a mile deep, thick enough to suffocate anyone it rolled over. The French government and two million civilians who had remained behind in Paris considered it a mere psychological weapon and refused to negotiate a surrender. After interminable delays, the rauchbauers pushed their cloud forward, smothering the French defenses and driving into the city, blanketing one neighborhood at a time, killing thousands and sparking a panic.

Back in America, Gen. Comfort Tyndale, who had assumed command of the US Sigilry Corps after Mrs. Cadwallader retired, watched with mounting alarm as reports came in by message board from the French capital. Though Tyndale herself had once been an instrument of destruction using similar weapons, the Germans were slaughtering civilians. It was a step too far—this sort of attack could only cause empirical philosophy to be hated and stamped out the world over. At an emergency joint session of Congress, Gen. Tyndale requested to deploy her women to France posthaste to counter the German attack. Not a war with Germany, she insisted, not a military adventure, but a humanitarian action by the Sigilry Corps to prevent the destruction of Paris. A woman—much less a Negro—had never before addressed Congress, but they could hardly ignore the Corps’ undefeated record in the Civil War. They authorized Tyndale to relieve Paris.

Mrs. Cadwallader rushed east from her laboratory in Detroit and, together with Gen. Tyndale, crossed the Atlantic in ten minutes by serial transport—the first time such a journey had been attempted. They took with them two hundred handpicked women, the largest number that could fit into the balky transport bubbles of the age.

Putting her faith in a squadron of fliers wearing primitive respirators (and I should remind my readers that the modern hover glyph had been in use for less than a year at that time), Gen. Tyndale ordered them to land in the middle of the German cloud itself and draw a destination sigil. The fliers managed it and were swapped free to safety as Cadwallader, Tyndale, and their smokecarvers transported in, their defensive smoke already arrayed around them.

The corpswomen struck desperately at the German cloud from the inside out and then at the panicked rauchbauers themselves, who couldn’t understand who was attacking them or where they’d come from. They surrendered in twenty-eight minutes. The Americans emerged victorious without the loss of a single woman.

Paris was saved. The French hailed Mrs. Cadwallader as “the American Leonidas,” called Gen. Tyndale “the black Hannibal.” There were not streets enough in France for all the parades they were given, not honors and knighthoods enough in all of Europe for the two women. Back home, the newspapers called it “The One-Hour War” or “Mrs. Cadwallader’s Thursday Afternoon Picnic.”

To guard against further attacks, the rest of the Corps was moved to France by steamship, including a scrawny, unlettered thirteen-year-old girl from the Ozarks who’d run away from home to join up—my mother, Emmaline. Ma’s unit guarded the Riviera, while the German army dismantled the Parisian cloud and packed up to go home. Ma called the year she spent as part of the relief force “paradise on earth,” as she fattened up on French cuisine and absorbed the tutelage of expert sigilrists. (It’s still her favorite out of her five wars.)

The peace that followed lasted forty-three years.

Now, the lessons I took away from that battle as a child were not terribly different from the ones that the generals I served under during the Great War seem to have learned: the Sigilry Corps was invulnerable, even outnumbered fifty to one; it could impose its will and end any war it chose in a twinkling; and an overwhelming display of advanced philosophy was the surest way to accomplish that. The French learned that empirical philosophy was a terrible evil and led the international crusade to remove sigilry from warfare. Germany learned it would have been victorious had its Korps been equipped with better chemicals and techniques; it plowed millions of marks into philosophical research, as the peace treaty neglected to place limits on laboratory philosophy. In short: if ever there were another war in France, everyone involved planned to do exactly as they’d done in ’71.

When the Great War broke out in 1914, that strategy cost four years of fighting, sixteen million lives in Europe, and many of the finest philosophers of my age, dead on the fields outside Reims and in the streets of Paris.

Whenever I’ve doubted the usefulness of writing an account of the World War while we seem determined to embroil ourselves in a second, I’ve continued on in hopes that my recollections might be of use to the new generation of philosophers and soldiers. After all, they were raised on bedtime stories, too, stories in which a shadowy group of conspirators, intent on overthrowing the American army, destabilized international politics for decades to come. Stories in which I’m one of the villains.

But I suspect that a few of those younger philosophers have encountered a slim little volume called The Philosopher’s Flight, a book, I might add, that’s banned in my home country for sigilristic content (though the odd copy sometimes slips across the Mexican border). Perhaps they’ll give my story a more sympathetic ear. I don’t know what moral I hope they’ll draw, except that when you’re convinced of the righteousness of your mission, no price is too high to pay. And when all the choices are bad ones, you choose the least worst and call it virtue.

In writing, I’m indebted to several friends or their estates, who have provided reminiscences and diaries. My thanks to: Professor Karl Friedrich Unger, lately of the Universidad de Tamaulipas; Brian F. Mayweather, Esq.; Maj. Gen. Sarah E. Stewart, US Army Philosophical Service; Dr. Edith Rubinski, Department of Neurology, Matamoros General Hospital; Gen. Tomasina Blandings, Caballería Aérea Mexicana; and former US Secretary of Philosophy Danielle Hardin. Any errors are my own.

BRIG. GEN. ROBERT A. CANDERELLI WEEKES

Commander, First North American Volunteer Air Cavalry

Chungking, China

November 11, 1941



PART 1

RESCUE AND EVACUATION




BLOOD UPON THE HARNESS


(To the tune of “Battle Hymn of the Republic”)

She was just a rookie flier and she surely shook with fright.

She checked all her equipment and she cinched her helmet tight.

She had to sit and listen to those awful cannons roar,

“You ain’t gonna fly no more!”

(CHORUS)

Gory, gory, what a hell of a way to die.

Gory, gory, what a hell of a way to die.

Gory, gory, what a hell of a way to die.

She ain’t gonna fly no more.

“Is everybody happy?” cried the Sig-1 with a shout.

Our hero feebly answered, “Yes,” and then they sent her out.

She flew into the inky black, her drop tab not secure,

And she ain’t gonna fly no more.

(CHORUS)

She turned to land, she reached her hand, her sleeve caught on the tab.

Her powder bag it fell away, with nothing left to grab.

She felt the wind, she felt the drop, it shook her to her core,

And she ain’t gonna fly no more.

(CHORUS)

She hit the ground, the sound was SPLAT, her blood went spurting high.

Her comrades, they were heard to say, “A hell of a way to die!”

She lay there rolling round in the welter of her gore,

And she ain’t gonna fly no more.

(CHORUS)

(HALF SPEED)

There was blood upon the harness, there were brains upon the jute,

Intestines were a-dangling from her sigilwoman’s suit.

She was a mess, they picked her up, and poured her from her boots,

But she ain’t gotta fly no more.

Traditional Song of the United States Sigilry Corps, Department of R&E, 1898–1918.
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1

JULY 1918



	I am a philosopher.

	Je suis une philosophe.




	I am an American.

	Je suis une américaine.




	I am a friend.

	Je suis une amie.





United States Sigilry Corps, Phrasebook #4 for Overseas Use, 1915

THREE HUNDRED OF US SAT shoulder to shoulder on the rickety wooden bleachers of the stadium in which we would make the transatlantic crossing, sweating under the afternoon sun without a lick of shade. One hour passed, then two. As we waited, the mood went from nervous anticipation to annoyance to dull, stupid endurance.

We were a mixed group of new officers in the United States Sigilry Corps—Logistics hoverers, messagists, smokecarvers, medical philosophers, and sixty-eight freshly minted Rescue and Evacuation fliers, who had just that morning finished our six weeks of advanced flight training. On the infield in front of us sacks and cargo crates were stacked twenty feet high, with a small clearing in the middle in which ten women stood—the Corps transporters who would be jumping us to France in rapid sequence. They at least had parasols. One of them was fanning herself with the cargo manifest.

I shifted on the hard bench.

“They’ve got us arranged backwards,” whispered Essie Stewart, who was sitting next to me. “They should have us in the center and the supplies around the edges. In case the transport bubble comes up short.”

“Well, if we lose something, they’d probably rather keep the cargo than a lot of green recruits,” I joked.

Essie swallowed. We’d heard a lot of talk like that in training from our flight instructors about replacements such as ourselves: disposable; worse than useless; won’t survive ten weeks. We’d tried to chuckle over it, except when our dread that they were right stuck deep in our throats and we weren’t able to force a laugh past it.

And then, without so much as an announcement, the first heavyweight transporter took a knee on the infield, drew a sigil, and jumped the entire stadium from an empty field outside Presque Isle, Maine, to an isolated hilltop in New Brunswick. A few of the passengers cried out in alarm. I tightened my grip on the bench.

The earth beneath us settled into the new locale and the dilapidated stadium creaked and shifted with it—the building must have dated from the Franco-Prussian Intervention. Before I had time to take a breath, the next transporter drew and jumped us to a tiny island off the coast of Newfoundland called Killiniq.

Someone behind us was crying.

“Gosh,” Essie whispered.

She and I had joined up together after a year at Radcliffe College and had gone through flight training in the same group. She’d been a godsend. I tried to imagine what it would have been like as the first man to join Rescue & Evac without Essie’s constant reassurance to the other recruits that yes, I could do the work if they would only let me, and no, I wasn’t some sort of pervert or sex maniac or transvestite or any of the hundred other delightful theories they came up with. Yes, he really was the first man to medal in the long course at the General’s Cup. Yes, he really shot Maxwell Gannet, the crazed anti-philosopher who’d wanted to exterminate American sigilry in the name of God. Yes, he was really lover to Danielle Hardin, who’d rescued the entire Commonwealth army at Gallipoli, a hero without parallel to the young empirical philosophers we’d trained alongside.

Essie’s word had carried a lot of weight. Her performance in the General’s Cup had made her famous, too. She’d edged out the two fastest fliers in the world in what the Detroit Defender had called “the greatest upset of all time.” Then the other girls had met her and, of course, Essie had been Essie: shy but determined, a prim, rail-thin rich girl who never put on airs. All through our grueling training in the dead of the Texas summer, she’d never flinched at floor scrubbing or powder bag filling or any other hard duty. She’d always volunteered for overnight watch and guard shifts. Always a spare minute to help patch a uniform or take dictation from her less literate squadmates so they could send letters home. They’d loved her. (That she could outfly the entire company in a race of any distance—one hundred yards or one hundred miles—didn’t hurt either.)

I looked at her beside me now. Her lower lip was trembling.

We jumped again, making the long swap from Killiniq across the Labrador Sea to an ice-covered valley in western Greenland. Danielle had once told me that the Corps transporters intentionally mispronounced it as the “killing jump,” because of the strain that the distance put on the sigilrist. Every few years, one of them dropped dead from the effort.

“That’s the hard one,” I said to Essie. “We’re going to be okay.”

She tried to put on a stoic face, but her eyes were full.

Six hours earlier, in morning assembly, the whole company had been in a celebratory mood: our last day of training. Graduation ceremonies would be held in the afternoon and then we would have three days’ leave before our overseas deployment. My mother, a retired corpswoman, had planned to attend the formal commissioning ceremony; Danielle had arranged to come too and then stay on in San Antonio so she and I could spend my last stateside days together.

I’d stood in line with the other trainees, laughing and jibing, as our flight instructors handed out the single plain brown bar of rank that we would sew on the collar of our uniform in preparation for the afternoon’s exercises. No longer Provisional Sigilwomen, but rather proper Sigilwomen Third Class, or Sig-3 as we called the rank.

Our chief flight instructor had skipped over Essie, much to the poor young lady’s distress, only to return to her at the end: for her outstanding performance, she’d been promoted to Sigilwoman Second Class. We’d applauded and Essie had done her damnedest not to bawl. Not, I suspected, out of joy. The promotion meant she would outrank many of the more seasoned women in France, and R&E fliers were notorious for balking at orders if their socks had been in the service longer than their Sig-2.

Then came the bad news for the rest of us: pre-overseas leave, canceled. Graduation ceremonies, canceled. Immediate deployment. Ten minutes to pack. Dress in field skysuits with harness and tackle stowed at the ready.

Once the shock had worn off, we’d rushed to pack our things, the women in their barracks and me in my tent removed from the main building by fifty yards. It had taken me little enough time. I’d stuffed my duffel with two spare olive-green skysuits—the padded, high-necked coveralls we wore while flying—which I’d had to procure from a civilian vendor, as the Corps quartermasters were not in the practice of issuing suits to six-foot-tall men. One army dress uniform in place of the Corps’ traditional jacket, blouse, and full skirts. And to complete the time-honored full-dress outfit, a parasol and saber, which had been presented by my mentors at Radcliffe—not that I seemed likely to be deployed to any formal balls.

We’d ridden the civilian transporter line to Maine, then hiked a half mile up the road to the Corps stadium to cross the Atlantic with our own women.

Now, we jumped to the eastern shore of Greenland, then a rocky field in Iceland and a beach in the Faroe Islands.

Essie put her head so close to mine that our foreheads were almost touching.

“What?” I asked.

“We’re going to be there in two minutes,” she whispered. “They could put me out there in command. In the field. Today.”

“Not on the first day.”

“If we catch a mass casualty—”

“Then you’ll run it by the book and it’ll be great.”

“Robert, I can’t.” Essie had her chin to her chest and her eyes closed so she wouldn’t cry. “I can’t do this. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t!”

We jumped to Inverness, Scotland, where a light rain was falling.

“You’re not allowed to say that, ma’am,” I whispered.

. . . to Manchester under gray skies . . .

“I’m allowed to say it today! I’m allowed to say it to you.”

. . . to London . . .

“One time,” I said.

“I can’t do it,” she said in a voice like a mouse’s squeak.

My own chest echoed the sentiment every time I tried to take a full breath—I can’t, I’m not ready, they’ll hate me, they’ll send me home. So, make a joke. Bear up under it. Don’t let anyone see it, never admit it out loud.

Then the temperature rose fifteen degrees, the sky was clear, and it was early evening. We’d arrived in Le Havre.

A Corps colonel wearing a smokecarver’s gray work apron over her uniform entered the stadium. She lifted a speaking trumpet to her lips, shouted, “Welcome to France!” and exhorted us to exit in an orderly fashion and find the representatives from our units, who were waiting outside.

I hefted my duffel and we made our way down the stairs and across the infield to one of the exits. Outside, the officers picking up their replacements seemed not to have been briefed on the “orderly” part of the operation. Dozens of them milled about, shouting out the numbers of their units or the names of the greenhorns they were trying to find. It would be a wonder if this sorted itself out by doomsday.

As we plowed through the confusion, Essie reached out and took my hand. Her fingers were thin and cool.

“Robert . . .” Her voice caught.

Essie didn’t like strangers, hated crowds, and couldn’t abide racket. She also didn’t approve of hand holding. She gave me a desperate look, but no words came out.

I knew. Even for a callow young man, it was impossible to miss a crush as big as the one Essie had developed on me back at Radcliffe. But fraternization with a fellow officer would get me thrown out of the Corps so fast that I wouldn’t even have time to hear the threads snap when they ripped the insignia off my jacket. And I was saving my heart for Danielle, with whom things were . . . tricky. Especially now that she and I wouldn’t be spending three days’ leave together.

Essie tightened her grip on my hand. She was headed to First Division along with most of the rest of our company. I was the sole flier assigned to Fifth Division. Outside of a major evacuation, we were unlikely to see each other. Maybe it was kinder that way.

“You yell ‘First Division’ loud as you can and let them find you,” I said to her. “Give ’em hell, ma’am.”

I swept a loose strand of hair out of Essie’s eyes and tucked it behind her ear. She let go of me and clapped her hand to her face, as if I’d burned her skin where I’d touched her.

I turned to find my own wing. Behind me, I heard Essie bellow, “R&E! First Division reinforcements, on me!”

  •  •  •  

I did very little in the way of shouting, relying on Fifth Division to recognize the single male present. As I circled the crush, I spotted a lanky beanpole of a woman at the edge of the crowd. She’d made a sign out of a piece of cardboard tied to a stick: DIV 5 R&E. I made my way toward her.

She had a portable message board strapped to her forearm and was doubled over it, bobbing her head up and down like a crane. She looked about twenty-five years old. On her collar, she wore three brown bars edged with gold; on the left sleeve of her skysuit, a thin white stripe ran from shoulder to wrist. That made her a squadron commander with at least a thousand souls evacuated, plus the Corps’ highest decoration for valor. A formidable woman.

I cleared my throat and came to attention in front of her. “Sigilwoman Third Class Robert A. Canderelli, reporting,” I announced.

The name still sounded awkward in my mouth. After my brush with infamy a few weeks earlier, the Corps had requested that I enlist under an alias, to protect me against unwelcome attention. (Not idly, as it turned out. A gang of Trenchers had been caught trying to sneak on base at Fort McConnell during my second week of training, with me as their target.) I’d taken my father’s surname.

The tall, skinny woman finished writing her message and looked up at me like I was the lowest worm in existence. My insides turned to slush.

“Hell,” she drawled.

She pulled a harness out of her pack and began putting it on. It was only when she gave me an irritated look that I understood I was to ready myself for flight, too.

“A lot of girls going to be disappointed,” the Sig-1 said.

“I’m sorry, ma’am?” I said.

“They took odds on whether it was Roberta or Robert A. Wagered their spots in the flight rotation. They said Gen. Blandings isn’t crazy enough to take a man. I told them don’t bet on it.”

My Sig-1 had probably made that up, but had I been a woman in one of the R&E wings, a Roberta with a typo might have seemed likelier than a male philosopher.

“Are you a gambling man, Robert A?” the Sig-1 asked me.

It struck me as a question with a correct answer, though I couldn’t decide which.

“Not often,” I said.

“A Christian?” she asked, sounding suspicious.

“Not really.”

She heaved a twenty-pound powder bag to me and attached a second to her own rigging.

“Gonna have to pick one,” she said. “Serve long enough with Fifth Division and you’re bound to believe in either Jesus Christ or the laws of probability.”

I nodded, hoping I hadn’t just given myself a reputation for indecisiveness.

“You belong to second squadron,” she said. “So, I own you until such time as the Lieutenant decides you fit better with the layabouts in first squad or the incompetents in third. My name’s Millen and there’s no ‘ma’am’ or ‘sir’ or curtsying, unless we have a visiting dignitary.”

“Understood,” I said.

Sig-1 Millen put on her leather crash helmet and adjusted her goggles over her long, angular face.

“You’re no fun at all!” she complained. “Were you born without a sense of humor or did they beat it out of you in training?”

“More the latter.”

“Well, locate it. In the field, it’s laugh or go mad.”

“I’m not even supposed to be here today!” I blurted out. “We were supposed to have three days’ leave and then come over on the Olympia.”

The rumor, from the very first day in Texas, had been that our unit was one of the lucky ones that would ship to France aboard a luxury liner pressed into service as a troop transport. She was a beautiful Eupheus ship that put up four banks of kite sails and set a perpetually westward course at forty knots, blown by the hurricane-force winds summoned up by her philosophical officer. Our training instructors had spent the final weeks providing ever more lavish descriptions of the Olympia’s opulence: a swimming pool, wood-paneled staterooms, a seventeen-piece orchestra, a gourmet chef.

Millen slapped her thigh. “Now that’s funny. The Olympia! Does she still have a shuffleboard court and Persian carpets in the bathrooms?”

“Umm . . . something like that.”

“Robert A, the Olympia sank ten years before you joined up. Shit, they’re making Sig-3s just as stupid as they used to. The Olympia. Oh, you’ll do fine.”

Possibly our training company hadn’t been the first one to believe the story. Millen helped me secure my overseas bag to the back of my harness.

“I am sorry about your leave,” she added. “First Division set a couple wings down in a minefield last week. Chewed up enough women that they cried for their reinforcements early and got near your whole training company. You ready?”

I clipped my powder bag to my right hip. I pushed the thumb lever on the mechanical regulator to open it and set the flow rate. The mixture of sand and fine-ground cornmeal, which provided the catalyst for philosophical flight, began to trickle out. I gripped the tip of the reg between my thumb and forefinger like a pencil.

On Millen’s signal, I drew a glyph to launch and popped into the air. I redrew to adjust course, adding speed and altitude, then drew again every eight seconds to prevent my sigil from fading, following Millen southeast.

Being airborne was a relief. Even thousands of miles from home, the regulator had the same solid feel in my hand; the powder produced the same subtle hiss as it flowed out of the waxed canvas bag. The sigil’s thrust lifted through the center of my body and the sense of buoyancy was as intoxicating as ever.

We flew for an hour. Beneath us, fields slipped by, a chaotic patchwork of yellow and gold instead of the orderly rows of farms I’d known in Montana. Even the grass looked foreign: it was the wrong shade of green, bending and swaying to a different rhythm than it had back home. Gradually, the ground became more scarred, the roads muddier, the earth marred with shell craters, the farmhouses and villages in ruins. This had been disputed territory as recently as a few months before. We didn’t see any soldiers or artillery, though. They were farther east.

I glanced over at Millen, ten feet off my shoulder with her speed matched to mine. She had her eyes closed. She wasn’t sleeping—not the way she was holding her course and redrawing sigils—but something akin to sleep. Even my mother, who was the most experienced flier I knew, didn’t dare do that.

The sun was nearly touching the horizon by the time we reached Fifth Division’s encampment outside the village of Commercy, twenty miles behind the front lines. Millen waved with her off hand to catch my attention. She pointed to the ground, where a large landing field had been drawn with white paint on a flat stretch of grass. I put two fingers to my temple to indicate that I understood.

As we came over the landing field, Millen pirouetted to kill her forward momentum, then pulled her knees to her chest and reverse-drew to descend smartly. She halted a few inches above the ground and straightened her legs to set down. A classic tuck-and-groove approach, though too conservative for my taste.

I flared into a forward half somersault, so that I was flying upside down and backward, braked hard, and pushed toward the ground. At an altitude of fifty feet, I flipped back upright and drew for maximum upward thrust to stop my dive. I came to a halt just above the ground and settled my feet.

“Oh, holy Jesus in a wheelbarrow!” Millen howled. “He’s a hotshot! Did you grow up in the circus?”

“No, ma’am,” I said. “That’s a standard flare and—”

“That’s a circus landing for when the Germans take a shot at you! There’s no one to impress out here and I can’t replace you if you break a leg.”

I’d spent months at Radcliffe working on that maneuver—the fastest and most precise landing approach possible—and then six weeks doing it at Fort McConnell, where no one had ever considered it showy or dangerous.

Millen led me down a row of eighteen canvas tents to the last one in line.

“This one’s yours, so drop your gear,” she said. “It’s supposed to be two sigilwomen in each, but it’ll rain lemon drops in hell before Fifth Division gets a full complement. You’ll share with the foul-weather gear.”

Half the tent was crammed with piles of rubberized capes and boxes of wool sweaters. The other half had a cot and a hat rack. It stank of mothballs and looked like the spiders had been busy in the corners.

“We’ll find your squadmates,” Sig-1 Millen said. “Unless you want one right now.”

“One what?” I asked.

“One. An evacuation, a quick one. I’ll take you forward and you can grab one.”

I had flown passengers on hundreds of occasions, but the thought of taking one now made my heart stutter. I’d waited my whole life to fly a real evacuation. If the war ended tomorrow, I could at least say I’d had my one.

“Yeah,” I said, not wanting to sound overeager.

“Of course he does!” Millen hooted. “The squadron hotshot’s going to get his first evac before he even goes on duty. I love it!”
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As the Sigilry Corps styles all its members “officers,” we shall treat them as such. Enlisted men are to call corpswomen “ma’am” and offer a hand salute when appropriate.

Gen. John J. Pershing, US Army, General Order #324, April 8, 1917

I FOLLOWED MILLEN TO THE farmhouse that fifth Division had commandeered for its headquarters. The ground floor was a single large room with a trestle table covered by a dozen message boards, plus numerous binders and handmade cardboard charts.

A black woman with graying hair pulled back into a bun sat at the table making notes in a logbook. She had three bars of rank on her collar, which made her a Sig-1 too.

“Evening, Bernice,” said Millen.

“Evening, Teeny,” the woman replied to Millen, who was at least six inches taller than the older woman.

“Please tell me the adjutant officer isn’t covering board duty on her day off,” Millen said. “It’s not your turn, is it?”

Bernice cleared her throat in a way that made it sound as if she were rolling her eyes, though she kept her face motionless. “It was supposed to be Marjorie’s turn, but she had another one of her . . . episodes. She knew a girl in First Division who bought a piece of it this afternoon. Margie was crying and shaking and carrying on.”

“And she stuck you with the board over that? If you haven’t taken that child out back and beaten her yet, I’ll do it for you.”

“The Lieutenant decided Marjorie’s done. Sent her to Le Havre to see the doctor. She won’t be coming back.”

Millen bit the second knuckle on her index finger like she wanted to draw blood.

“That makes you three fliers short,” Millen growled. “Fern’s down six. And that’s with two brevets for Sig-2s. They’re trying to kill Fifth Division.”

“Same as last month,” Bernice said. “Or ever. You knew what you were getting into.”

Millen smiled evilly at me. “But now I have young Robert A, who still has considerable enthusiasm for the trade. So, we’ve broken even for the day, at least.”

Bernice and I shook hands.

“I’m the divisional adjutant officer,” Bernice explained. “In the event of a court martial, I’m supposed to defend you. I also handle personnel transfers. Teeny, what’s the record for the fastest a girl has ever tried to get out of your squadron—was it eight minutes?”

“Seven,” Millen replied.

I furrowed my brow. “I thought it was a lieutenant colonel who served as adjutant.”

“Ha!” Millen said. “Aren’t they just darling on their first day?”

Bernice gave a half smile at that. “And how many working women did they tell you an R&E division was supposed to have when you were training at Fort McConnell?”

“One hundred and eight, ma’am,” I replied, reciting the figure I’d learned.

“We have twenty-nine,” Bernice said. “Back at headquarters in Le Havre, Gen. Niejenhuis has the American lines divided into equal sections for evacuations—one for each R&E division. Looks very pretty on the map. Doesn’t matter that First Division has ten times as many women as we do. We cover the same amount of territory. I hope you came ready to work.”

That may have been the moment when I realized the Great War wasn’t going to be the grand adventure I’d imagined. We didn’t even have women enough for a full wing, much less a division.

Millen was getting bored. “Find him a quick one. I’m taking his virginity.”

Bernice massaged her temples. “Teeny, we’ve discussed not using that phrase. And we’re off duty until midnight.”

“So poach a call,” Millen insisted. “Somebody must have something at this hour. Low priority—he doesn’t care.”

Bernice sighed and swept her hand over the sand on one of the message boards, smoothing the surface flat. With her fingertip she wrote a message, then traced a glyph in the corner to transmit it to the forward casualty clearing stations. We waited for a reply.

“Your best chance will be Point A for Adele,” Bernice offered. “They were calling for ground ambulances a while back.” She sorted through a pile of maps that had been rolled and stacked beside the table. “Mr. Canderelli, let’s have you plot a course to evacuation point A while we wait. Do you have a compass?”

I reached into my pocket, but Millen waved me off.

“Don’t bother. All you have to do is follow me.”

Bernice glared over her steel-rimmed glasses at Millen. “Teeny—”

“Run your own damn squadron. By the time he plots a course to the evac point and then to the hospital and back here, we could already have run it. Are you capable of following me, Robert A?”

“Yes,” I said, though not without trepidation. If we were to become separated or if, God forbid, something should happen to Millen, I would be lost over unknown ground in a country where I could speak all of two hundred words. Good sense dictated that I should plot my own course and commit it to memory.

But Millen was already walking out the door.

“You at least going to wait for them to respond before you fly out there?” Bernice called after her. “Teeny!”

Millen didn’t dignify that with an answer.

Bernice scribbled her personal message glyph on a piece of paper and passed it to me. “If somebody shoots her, message me for directions.”

I hurried out after Millen. She took me to the supply shed and we kitted out with forty-pound powder bags, as well as a satchel with passenger harnesses and extra straps.

“What’s top speed for you with one passenger, rigged back-to-back?” Millen asked.

“Two twenty,” I said.

Millen frowned at me. “Two hundred twenty miles per hour?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I confirmed.

“A boy who makes two hundred twenty carrying another boy. Now I’ve seen it all.”

We made final adjustments to our rigging.

“Stay close on me,” Millen instructed. “Straight course, six minutes, then down without preliminaries. It’s only two thousand yards back from the front lines, but it’s a quiet area. The Huns haven’t been shooting at fliers, so make a low-risk approach. No circus landings.”

We launched and kept low at an altitude of a hundred feet. In a few minutes, we came upon the reserve trenches, which were deep and well improved with dugouts and wooden causeways. The aid station was a trench partially roofed with corrugated tin sheeting.

Beside it, the stretcher-bearers had cleared an open area twenty feet to a side, free of the tangle of barbed wire and telegraph wires that crisscrossed the rest of the trenches. As an indication of how quiet the section was, they’d also—in flagrant violation of army regulations—drawn out the borders of a square with whitewash and labeled it with a letter A. A good target for artillery, but also extremely convenient for us.

We put down in the center of the square. A senior stretcher-bearer climbed out to meet us and assisted us down a ladder eight feet into the trench.

“Didn’t expect to see you this evening, Mrs. Millen,” he said. “Bernice says you’re freelancing?”

“For him,” said Millen, pointing to me. “This is Sigilwoman Canderelli. He’s new to the division today.”

“Did you say—” The stretcher-bearer cocked his head. “Well, it takes all sorts, I suppose. Welcome to the war, ma’am!”

(American soldiers would call a rock “ma’am” if they thought there were the slightest risk of it being a corpswoman.)

The stretcher-bearer led us to a young man sitting on a stool, smoking a cigarette with his left hand. He had a blood-soaked bandage wrapped around his right.

“James,” the stretcher-bearer called. “The fliers will take you to the field hospital so you can have that sewn up.”

I looked to Millen, who nodded at me.

“Good evening,” I said as I approached the wounded man, working from the script we’d memorized in training. “I’m Sigilwoman Canderelli with the Sigilry Corps. I’m going to evacuate you to the field hospital by air. You’ll be in stasis, which is like being in a deep sleep. You won’t feel any physical sensations or remember anything until you wake. Do you understand?”

“You said it was just a bad cut—why they gonna fly me?” the boy asked. He rose from his stool and backed away. “Why’s he taking me?”

“It’s his first day in the war,” said the stretcher-bearer in a soothing tone. “They’re getting him practice.”

“It’s his first day?” the boy asked. He turned to Millen, mistaking her for a reasonable person. “Why’s there a man flying?”

“Where are you from, son?” Millen asked.

“Laurel, Mississippi,” he said.

“Mr. Canderelli is from Montana. All the men can hover out there. He was the best male flier in the state, so we put him in the Corps.”

“Really?” the wounded young man asked. He had to be the most unphilosophical soul in the world to buy that line.

“Put the harness on,” said Millen.

The young man stepped through the leg loops and buckled the straps. Millen stepped behind him and took hold of one of the carabiners on his back. The stretcher-bearer held on to the other. I opened the collar of the boy’s shirt.

“Indicator paper?” I asked.

“We do it the fast way,” Millen said. “Twelve over four.”

“Sure thing,” I said, inwardly mortified to be discussing the logistics of performing a stasis sigil in front of the man we were evacuating.

Millen took a glass ampoule of silver chloride from her workbag and slapped it into my hand. I wrapped a turn of my skysuit’s sleeve around it and snapped the neck off, discarding the glass tip.

“What are you doing?” the boy asked. He tried to take a step backward, but Millen and the stretcher-bearer, having correctly identified him as a runner, held him fast.

“Stand up straight and close your eyes,” Millen said to him.

I poured a thin stream of silver chloride powder from the tube onto the boy’s chest, tracing out a series of interlocking arcs. When I finished the glyph, his whole body went rigid. We laid him down on the ground.

The stasis sigil I’d drawn on the soldier placed his body in a state of suspended animation. While the sigil was in effect, he would lose no blood from his wounds; he would suffer no discomfort at being manhandled when we attached his harness to mine; if I encountered difficulties while in the air and had to dump him, he would hit the ground without further injury. Most importantly, it paralyzed him so that he didn’t panic in the air and kick or buck, knocking us both right out of the sky.

The doctors at the field hospital liked to know how long our stasis sigils would last so they could jump into action at the appropriate moment. I’d grown up calculating it with chemical indicator paper, but that needed several minutes to provide results. Most R&E fliers preferred to take shortcuts. The stretcher-bearer loaned me a nickel and a ruler. I measured four inches above the boy’s chest and dropped the nickel. The coin made a popping noise at it struck his chest and rebounded high into the air, accelerated by an electromagnetic peculiarity that even the best theorists couldn’t explain. But the higher a nickel bounced, the longer the sigil lasted. Greater than twelve inches meant at least two hours of stasis.

Millen gave me a grease pencil and I wrote on the boy’s forehead the sigil strength and on-time: 12+/4 20:16. Millen and the stretcher-bearer pulled the paralyzed young man back to his feet and assisted in hooking the carabiners on the back of his harness into the clips on the back of mine.

“Couldn’t ask for smoother,” the stretcher-bearer said, supporting the body so that it didn’t shift and pull me over. “He’ll be one of the regulars?”

“With Louise Punnett,” said Millen.

“Ah, Miss Punnett! A sturdy pair they’ll be.”

“A working pair, I hope,” said Millen.

The stretcher-bearer took her meaning better than I did. “I’m sorry to see Marjorie go. But once a malingerer gets their claws into a unit, there’s no saving it.”

“Don’t I know it,” said Millen. She looked at the sun, which had nearly dipped below the horizon. “We need to move. Robert A, stay on me. At the hospital, circle the landing zone once and then go straight in. Corporal, come safe home.”

The stretcher-bearer sketched out a salute to us. “Same to you, sigilwomen.”

We launched and made for the field hospital. Thanks to the hover sigil, the wounded man felt almost weightless as soon as we were in the air, but having him strapped to me still changed my center of mass. That meant a series of a thousand adjustments in head and body angle, powder flow, the length of time necessary to set up a turn. I could tell that Millen, even as she was trying to set a moderate pace, was annoyed at having to slow down for me.

After a few minutes’ flight, I could make out a village in the distance. A squat little church stood in the center and I followed Millen as she adjusted course and made for it. Attached to the main building was a low-slung structure that (I was to learn) had served over the centuries as a hostelry for pilgrims, a plague hospital, a barn, and now as an operating theater where the wounded were stabilized before being shipped back to the States to convalesce. Outside the building, the medical staff had erected a large open tent with neat rows of cots to triage incoming casualties. They’d also chalked off a landing zone on a level patch of grass.

Millen set down and I followed her in. I had no more than the usual trouble landing with a stasied man strapped to me, trying to lever myself down to the ground and take his weight without throwing out my back. Two orderlies—old hands—were smoking cigarettes and watching our landings from a few feet away.

“Corpswoman on the ground!” one of them called out, making the traditional announcement.

“L’aviateur a atterri,” the second tried, his French thickly American.

“Better, but not quite,” the first said. He was a plump, balding man of about fifty with a professorial air. “You ought to use aviatrice as the feminine form of . . .” Then the cigarette sagged from his lips as he got a good look at me.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” I said.

“Jesus, but Gen. Blandings is running out of fresh bodies,” the second orderly said. “They’re making the men evacuate themselves!”

“Well, get the poor fellow a stretcher before he strains a muscle,” answered the first. His companion trotted off for a litter.

“What’s wrong with this one?” the orderly asked me.

“Hand’s cut up,” I said.

“Left or right?”

“Right.”

“Safer for him that way. If it’s the left, the military police suspect self-inflicted to get out of the fighting. That’s a capital offense. A righty usually holds the knife in his right hand and cuts the left.”

The orderlies got the man detached from my harness, put him on a stretcher, and carried him into the tent.

“They’re a good pair,” Millen said to me. “It’s a godsend when they’re on. They don’t leave you standing for hours with the wounded strapped to your back.”

Having secured my patient, the two men ambled back out, their cigarettes still in place.

“Care for a smoke, Sigilwoman?” the second orderly asked Millen. “I won’t charge but my usual price.”

“Very well,” said Millen. “Robert A, if you can teach this gentleman a new phrase in French, you earn a cigarette. Ah, let’s see. La lune se couche à minuit. Do you know that one?”

The orderly smiled and rubbed his chin. “Perhaps . . . the moon dances a minuet?”

“It sets at midnight,” Millen corrected.

“Ah! Though God willing we’ll be in bed at that hour,” the orderly said. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket, put it between Millen’s lips, and lit it with a match. Then he looked at me. “And this one—does he call himself Sigilman or Sigilwoman?”

“Sigilwoman,” Millen and I both answered.

That had been drummed into me from the first minute of flight training: the rank was Sigilwoman, the honorific was ma’am, and if I didn’t like it, the army had a very nice draft on.

“Well, Sigilwoman,” said the orderly, “have you any French?”

“Only what they taught me in training,” I said.

“I already know all eight of those phrases,” he replied.

“German?” I suggested. I’d taken two semesters at Radcliffe.

“Ah! So either we overrun them and yell ‘Hande hoch!,’ or they overrun us and we yell ‘Nicht schiessen!’ You can add something to that?”

“Der Mond setzt am zwölf Uhr,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt in assembling the words. “The moon sets at midnight.”

The orderly looked pleased by the phrase, but the older man shook his head.

“Not bad,” he said. “But um rather than am. And Mitternacht, if you like a more literal translation. I’m afraid we have to uphold standards, even on your first day. Cigarettes for correct grammar only.”

Millen took a long drag. She considered the sun, now only a sliver on the horizon.

“You’re going to lose the light,” the older orderly said.

Millen rubbed the tip of her cigarette against the leather shoulder strap of her harness to knock off the ash and then pinched it out. She handed it back to the younger one.

“I’ll finish it next time.”

“I look forward to it, Mrs. Millen,” he said.

We launched and Millen got us back to our encampment as the western sky was going from orange to purple.

“So you got your one,” Millen said to me. “First day in the war—first hour—and you got one. So, you’re not allowed to have stage fright, or get lost, or say ‘I don’t wanna,’ because you already did. Do you understand?”

What I mostly understood was that I had evacuated a single minor casualty with someone else navigating, in fair weather, with decent light, while adequately rested, with ample help on the ground. Under those circumstances, I could have flown the mission at the age of fifteen. I had less a feeling of accomplishment than a burning sense of embarrassment that Millen should think I needed so obvious a confidence booster.

“Yeah,” I said. But something she’d said earlier was bothering me, too. “How’d you know I’m from Montana?”

“Oh, we know all about you, little brother. Gen. Blandings picked you out special. You’re her secret weapon. You’re going to win the war for her, right?”

I looked at her askance. “Are you joking?”

“You have no idea how deep you’re in, do you?”

Millen spat over her shoulder.

“Go find your Sig-2,” she said. “She’s one of the well-behaved ones. Her name’s Andrada. She’s in the mess tent. You think you can find that on your own or you need me to hold your hand?”
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The senior Sig-3 is your big sister. Your Sig-2 is a young, stylish aunt. The Sig-1 is mother on her worst day (which is every day). The lieutenant is the minister’s wife, for whom you must be on your best behavior. And captains and generals—well, they are creatures so strange and removed from the concerns of the everyday as to be of another species entirely.

Constance Lattimore, Flying with the First, 1919

THE MESS TENT WAS LARGE enough to seat the entire division at a mismatched collection of benches and chairs. In one corner, a recirculating perpetual heat stove whirred, keeping a vat of soup simmering above a canister of specially made smoke. Barrels of flour and sacks of onions were stacked next to it. The smell of scorched beans permeated the entire place, and there was a fine film of grease over every surface.

At a battered folding table in the back, three corpswomen in skysuits with the necks unbuttoned were playing cards. When they caught sight of me, they stopped their game and stared.

“And he’s nine feet tall,” one of them laughed. She was an Asian woman of about thirty. On her collar, she had one bar of rank, edged in gold—a Sig-3, like me, but quite experienced. “Perfect. Why do the special projects always have to end up in my flight group?”

“In second squadron, that’s for sure,” said the second woman, a short, plump girl with beady eyes who looked like she ought to be a sophomore in high school. She had a single bar, too, but ordinary brown, which would make her one of the division’s more junior fliers. More worried than sarcastic.

“Do you play?” she asked.

“Umm, I’m looking for Sig-2 Andrada?” I said.

“Come and sit!” said the first woman. “Do you play?”

I found a chair and sat with them. “I’m Robert Canderelli,” I said. “I’m supposed—”

“Yes, yes, you could hardly be anyone else,” said the first woman.

“Are you— I’m supposed to find Andrada?”

“Jesus,” muttered the second. “Was I as dim as him my first day?”

“Louise, sweetheart, you were greener than the fresh-mown grass on an April morning,” the first woman said. She laid down her cards to make introductions. “I’m Kiyo—I’m just a simple Sig-3. That’s Louise Punnett, who’ll be your babysitter. And that’s the boss lady.”

The last was directed toward the scowling, brown-skinned woman with two bars on her collar, who hadn’t yet acknowledged my presence.

“Ma’am,” I said, rising and saluting. “You’re Sigilwoman Andrada? Millen told me I’m supposed to—”

“Sit,” said Sig-2 Andrada. “We’re off duty. You’re off duty. We go on at midnight and we’ll talk business then. In the meantime, play cards or shut up.”

I did both.

“The game’s high-low cutthroat,” Kiyo told me as she dealt. “Queens are blush, jokers go left-handed, and we boot on twos.”

It was not much different from no-look jiggery, which I’d grown up playing, except that we played each against the other, instead of in teams. After playing a couple hands, I decided that Andrada was an unusually smart player, Punnett was not much good at arithmetic, and Kiyo was determined to play the most exuberantly obstructionist strategy I’d ever seen.

“Oh, don’t lead a two!” Punnett protested, as Kiyo moved to make the game even more excruciating. “Everybody scores negative for the round!”

I tried to parry it with an ace, but Kiyo capped me with a three to force a mudge.

“Here ten minutes and he’s already trying to advance the common good,” Kiyo said, chuckling.

We played a few more hands, but other than a comment or two about the cards, no one talked, much less explained what I was supposed to be doing.

“Should I just play until we go on duty?” I asked. “Or should I—”

“Christ,” Sig-2 Andrada said. “Little brother here thinks he’s working. Punnett, he’s your partner. If you can’t keep him quiet, explain how the schedule works.”

“Sure,” Punnett said. “Fifth Division covers evacuations from the southernmost sector of the lines. We’re on duty for two days at a time and then have one day to rest—sleep, resupply, play cards, whatever. For our on-days, we divide the division in half. You’re designated first-in for six hours, then backup for six hours, up again for six, and backup for six. Second day, you do it all over again. Understand?”

That was not how we’d trained down in Texas. It was supposed to be three wings, with each wing covering eight hours of the day.

“Does that mean we could theoretically be flying for forty-eight hours straight if there’s a big attack?” I asked.

“See, he’s not as dumb as he looks!” Kiyo said.

“Yeah, theoretically,” said Punnett. “But the forward aid stations almost never call for us overnight—they get shelled if they light up a landing field. So, sunset to sunrise is quiet and the days are getting shorter. Our flight group’s got it easy tomorrow. We’ll take the overnight shift and the afternoon.”

“That’s first-up from midnight to six,” I said, making sure I had it right, “then fly again noon to six in the evening?”

“Right,” Kiyo said. “Except Bernice and Fern will find a way to screw up the morning shift and we’ll end up running most of their calls, too.”

“They do okay,” Punnett countered. “Usually. Anyway, the schedule isn’t as bad as it sounds.”

“No, it’s exactly as bad as it sounds,” said Kiyo. “I was on a hundred and three hours last week and it wasn’t even busy.”

“It’s better if you don’t count,” suggested Punnett. “We like to say we work harder because we’re picked women.”

“Picked by a batty old witch of a general,” Kiyo said. “With an executive officer who doesn’t believe in hot water. And a burnout for a Sig-1.”

Sig-2 Andrada leveled a look at Kiyo that said, Not in front of the children.

Punnett played a jack to force a mudge and score four points and promptly lost them as Kiyo froze the deck with a queen.

“Evacuations are busiest right around dawn,” Punnett continued. “All the overnight wounded plus morning sick call to evacuate. They’re only supposed to call us for the really bad cases—too critical to waste time going overland by motor ambulance or too badly hurt to survive the trip. Everybody’s supposed to go in stasis.”

“That’s a good joke,” said Kiyo.

“We’ve been taking a lot of them awake,” explained Punnett. “We’re dead short on silver chloride. Everyone is.”

“Yeah,” said Kiyo, “but the divisions with generals who play politics feel it less. Our local brigadier doesn’t bother with little-p politics. No, only capital-P Politics for her—treaties and conspiracies and international relations. She’s going to politick us into our graves.”

“Gen. Blandings likes to speak her mind,” Punnett offered. “It means she doesn’t have a lot of friends.”

“Oh, she has plenty of friends,” Kiyo said. “Too many friends. When’s the last time you saw her? Two days ago? Three? Off playing ambassador somewhere.”

“We are not starting this again,” said Sig-2 Andrada. She turned to me. “Did you eat?”

With all the time changes, I had no idea how long it had been since breakfast. “Yes,” I said. “Five thousand miles ago. I’m fine, though.”

“That’s wrong,” said Punnett. “Go eat. You never know when we’re going to get an all-hands call. Always eat, always pee, always sleep.”

I retrieved a hunk of stale brown bread and dished myself a bowl of lentil soup that had the consistency of dried paste.

“So, how’d you get stuck in the last corner of France?” Punnett asked as I retook my seat.

“Nobody but Blandings is dumb enough to take a man,” Kiyo answered for me.

“More or less,” I said around a mouthful of dinner. “I joined as a Contingency student out of Radcliffe College. I wanted to be where the action was.”

“I thought Contingencies were supposed to be the smart ones,” Kiyo said with a tsk. “All that expensive education but no sense at all.”

I shuffled and dealt the next hand.

Kiyo looked at Punnett. “So, go ahead and ask him,” she said.

“God,” Punnett said. “Could we not?”

“They warned us you were coming weeks ago,” Kiyo said. “Louise won’t shut up about your medal in the General’s Cup. She’s your biggest fan.”

Punnett glared at me like I’d been the one to say it. “I just wanted to know how you beat Aileen Macadoo, is all.”

It was a question I’d heard nine thousand times in training: How does a male philosopher beat the fastest flier in the world in a hundred-mile-long race?

“She got lost,” I said. “She was a fancy city flier. Couldn’t navigate.”

Kiyo snorted in approval, but my answer no more satisfied Punnett than it had any of the girls at Fort McConnell.

“Yeah, I read that part,” Punnett said. “I wondered about the end.”

“Ah,” I said. “I cut under Macadoo on my flare and settle.”

“On his flare and settle!” Kiyo laughed. “Oh, Millen’s going to have a conniption.”

“Our last flare and settler cratered,” Punnett explained. “Right in front of our dear Sig-1.”

“Both legs, snap-snap,” said Kiyo. “And off to the hospital for some pins and rods and a pension. On her third day. It was months before we got a replacement.”

We played one more hand before Sig-2 Andrada collected the cards.

“Little brother and I need to take a walk,” Andrada said. “I’ll see you two at midnight.”

Andrada found an oil lantern, lit it with a sigil, and led me into the night.

Overall, I was finding my wingmates’ attitude reassuring. I’d expected skepticism, of course, but it didn’t look like they were going to stick me in the mess tent and make me scrub pots for the duration. That was the important part.

Andrada took me down the line of tents, then another fifty yards, to a pair of tree stumps surrounded by tall, uncut grass. She sat, staring at the starry sky and motioned for me to sit too. The air was warm and humid, though less stultifying than coastal Texas.

“You know we joke around a lot,” Sig-2 Andrada said. “But when it comes time to work, we’re serious. You understand that, right?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Then let me tell you something serious.”

She spoke slowly, choosing her words with care.

“Millen and I didn’t want you in second squadron. Gen. Blandings was very high on you. I told her he sounds smart and he sounds pretty good, but put him in first squadron or third. Because second squad carries the division. We have to, we’re the only full squadron.”

“I’ll work as hard as—”

“I’m not finished,” she said. “The divison has a third the number of women we should have. On top of that, we have three women who nobody trusts in the air and two more who are scared to fly but more scared to resign. And now we’ve got you.”

That stung. What more could I do? Hadn’t Millen taken me for my first evac before I’d even gone on duty?

“I came here to work,” I said, my voice thick. “I grew up in Montana. My mother was the county philosopher and there weren’t any other professional fliers within a hundred miles of us. We were it. I know how to work. I’ll work harder than anybody.”

“That’s the part that worries me. You have everything to prove. I know that feeling.”

“It’s a little different for me,” I said.

“Yeah, a little. But not a lot. Do you know where I’m from?”

“No,” I said.

“I bet you could guess.”

I’d seen pictures of people who looked like her in books on the Philippine Insurrection, which had taken place two decades before. There had been little love lost between the native Filipinos and the corpswomen sent to pacify them. Throats slit in the night and whole villages eradicated with poison or incendiary smoke. My mother still spoke bitterly about the conflict.

“From the Philippines?” I asked.

“Yes. I heard about that on my first day in the Corps and every day since. I had something to prove. Nothing good ever happened when I tried to prove it.”

A couple blades of grass had taken fire from her lantern. Andrada ground them out with her foot.

“You listen, you pay attention, you don’t volunteer for things, and you don’t try to win medals. You don’t ever fly alone. Because then you get killed and I have to take three women to wrap up your remains in a sheet. I don’t have time for that.”

I nodded in agreement, but every fiber of my being raged against the idea of holding back. I hadn’t earned a scholarship to Radcliffe by being quiet and well behaved; I hadn’t won the respect of my fellow collegiate fliers by meekly following directions; I hadn’t seized a spot in R&E against the advice of every single one of my friends by staying out of trouble. Now that I was in France, I intended to be the finest officer R&E had ever seen.

Sig-2 Andrada was sneering like she knew just what I was thinking.

“You know, there’s one other thing we should discuss,” she interjected.

She pulled her belt knife out of its sheath and laid it in her lap. It was an extraordinarily large specimen, the size of a machete, with a heavy, leaf-shaped blade. The lantern light danced across the swirls in the thick laminated steel. The edge was honed razor sharp.

“That’s a big knife,” I said.

“It’s called a barong,” Andrada said. “This one was my uncle’s. He fought in the uprising. He cut American soldiers in half with it. You’ve heard the stories, right? You know that’s not just an expression.”

“Yes,” I said. “My ma served there.”

“Wonderful. Maybe your mother killed my mother.”

I closed my mouth. What answer could you possibly give to that?

Andrada picked up the blade and pointed it at me. I stopped breathing.

“You love your mother?” Andrada asked.

“Yeah,” I managed.

“You have sisters?”

“Three.”

“Every woman in this division is my sister. You treat them like you treat your mother or your sisters. I’m going to tell you one time: If you lay a finger on another corpswoman, if you so much as eye her up, I will cut out your heart and dump your body over the German lines. No one will ever find it.”

I believed every word.

“Okay,” I said.

“Good. We’re on duty in an hour. Go get ready. And behave. Because I’ll be watching.”
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In the full dark of the night watch, when the chilly wisps settle snug against the earth and the clouds brick off the moonlight, as the distant explosions flicker aurora-like, one cannot feel lonelier nor more exposed. Yet one senses the massive presence of the long guns, the thousand tons of steel at one’s back, and feels invulnerable too.

Brian F. Mayweather, The Last Barrage, 1927

I WENT TO MY TENT and sewed the single brown bar of rank onto the collar of my skysuit, trying to keep my hands from trembling.

Andrada had rattled me. As a Sig-2, she would lead our flight group of four hoverers—her, me, Punnett, and Kiyo—in the field during larger evacuations. We would help one another load casualties, navigate, launch, and land. But how was I supposed to do all that while worrying she might knife me in the back? Of course, complaining about her would mean going to Sig-1 Millen, who seemed three seconds away from going completely barking mad.

I oiled the leather on my harness and buffed it. It still had some of the shine on the buckles and straps, even after six weeks of training. It marked me out as wetter behind the ears than a duckling in a thunderstorm. Several of the girls back at Fort McConnell had used emery boards to scuff their shoulder pads or had applied rubbing alcohol to their chest protectors to make them look more worn. I hadn’t been able to conscience doing that to new equipment.

I could feel tightness creeping into my cheeks and forehead, the unsteadiness in my hands, the heat in my calves as they threatened to go weak. All the familiar physical signs of terror.

First-day jitters. And the overnight watch, no less. Like all fliers, I was afraid of the dark. On a moonless night, you couldn’t judge distances. You couldn’t see the ground. Were you at ten feet of altitude or ten thousand? Unless someone had been kind enough to light your landing field for you, you didn’t know. The dark could kill you.

Jesus Christ or the laws of probability, Millen had said.

OEBPS/images/9781476778204.jpg
Tom MILLER

“Miller’s writing is intoxicating.” e ‘ A NOYEL

———






OEBPS/images/map01.jpg
I ,
b o Newolle

/\) »,\L Awiens 'I
€ -
fo0 |

L
\
~

Relz
\«)es’mr 48 fron“'
oy 1A% Fravee
o o 40

)

Fose  Mox Qang)&

12-poender = & iavkes  ovtbood (26,6 i)
20-poonder - M minckes  eotbord  (d6Lon)
4o~ poonder - 29 minvkes  oothood (46 m)

—>
To Bertin
2785 mi

GERMaNY

Standecd CL&H’ sPeeJ 3:33) m}'z&,nh\ (Zoo mPh\

ﬁarvs@ s (T)ow&r Loo\A

Weight €00 Ibs
Hospital
NN,
Reborn Evac
260\bs d
oz |min
uebw 200|bs
\ 0 Pl 4 ozfpin
\ Camp

M{ Uen's R\J les
\ © tfs neer where they say ik s,

Poink - bo - ?o;r} ﬁ,iH—
(W no reserve and
“5&\5""‘"3 per foc couvrse 7

0 .B
A

i2-pounder

IZ) ZOm? (4 ?wnl!f do peo nder

266mi 533m

@ Yeou'll ﬂw 5& Jost

@ Oor  scale was last &\lil;fukc[ in
A4S se Ged help woo il 400 e

D—a\els gu\e_s
®A'wa35 assome. 2 cosualbies
@ Bssome. ‘Hwy're 2001k eacln ;
@ Hold  25% powder in reserve for  emegncies





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
PHILOSOPHER’S

WAR

A NOVEL

TOM MILLER

SIMON & SCHUSTER







