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Freeze, freeze, thou bitter sky

That dost not bite so nigh

As benefits forgot;

Though thou the waters warp,

Thy sting is not so sharp

As friend rememb’red not.

—As You Like It
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Jaszvar

Capital of the Beruzil Empire

––––––––
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Gerlach had never imagined that the duties of under-valet to His Imperial Majesty would include assistance in summoning demons. He had expected that, as a junior member of the Imperial staff, tasks such as night-soil disposal and applying salves to the royal fistula would naturally fall to him, and he was prepared for this indignity in the cause of future advancement. Tonight, however, he found himself in a grim dark vault under Jaszvar Castle alongside the valets Kamaaluddin and Alois Goldschmitt, while the white-robed emperor stirred the contents of a foaming beaker as he muttered in an arcane tongue.

This was Gerlach’s first visit to the vault. It could be that this was simply a game with smoke and chanting, an Imperial foible which the servants must necessarily indulge. But the avid look in Alois’ eye, and Kamaaluddin’s manifest unease, suggested that the evening’s plans went well beyond indulgence of a foolish monarch’s eccentricities.

Gerlach surreptitiously glanced around the room. The details were difficult to make out, the only illumination coming from the phosphorescent contents of the retort. On the wall, however, were mounted a series of minuscule heads. They did not appear to be human, but Gerlach was not sure whether it would be worse if they were, for what would the emperor be doing with children’s heads on his wall? The peering eyes of these homunculi appeared not to have been stilled by death, and Gerlach looked away with a shudder.

“A remarkable place, is it not?” said Alois to Gerlach with a dark smile. “But a little unsettling.”

Alois did not seem to Gerlach to be in the least unsettled; indeed, he appeared to relish the dank and heavy air, the acrid stench and—most of all—Gerlach’s evident discomfort.

Gerlach did not reply. He had long ago determined that he would do whatever was necessary to satisfy his ambitions. One day soon, he would be a valet himself, and beyond that? A man of purpose and few scruples could advance far at the Imperial court.

“You will have an important part in this evening’s rite,” continued Alois. “You can be satisfied you are contributing to His Majesty’s valuable work.”

“That is enough, Alois!” said the emperor through narrowed lips. “You can see the lad is terrified. Leave him be.”

Alois bowed fractionally in the gloom. “As you say, Majesty.”

Kamaaluddin unlatched a gate in the corner and led a sheep across the room. It looked around with an unconcern Gerlach did not share and could only view as misconceived. “Take this,” said Kamaaluddin, handing over the leash. “You will need it later.”

Alois leaned across with a dagger whose blade caught the dull blue gleam from the retort. “You will also need this, unless you prefer to sacrifice the sheep with your bare hands.”

Gerlach tried to swallow but his mouth was dry. “Sacrifice?”

Alois laughed. “It is only a sheep. Wait until we arrive at the more advanced arcana!”

“Alois!” said the emperor. “I have checked you once.”

The liquid in the retort appeared to have reached the optimum temperature. The emperor stood back with every appearance of satisfaction. “Do you have the folio, Kamaaluddin?”

Kamaaluddin murmured a response and reached into his doublet. He handed the emperor a small leather-bound volume that even at a distance of several feet seemed to Gerlach to give off a palpable and unwholesome energy.

“Excellent!” said the emperor. “Gerlach, tonight we will be summoning a small being from another dimension. I am expecting a creature placid and tractable, which I will bind with a series of simple commands. My grandfather achieved a similar level of mastery and while in due course I aspire to further progress, tonight I will be content to replicate his experiment. Regrettably, life must be exchanged for life, hence the unfortunate sheep. Your task is simple but important: you must cut the sheep’s throat on my command.”

Gerlach felt a degree of sympathy for the heedless animal, but if it was a choice between the sheep’s throat and his own, it was hard to see this as the worse outcome. He would take care to absent himself for later experiments, which he sensed might require sacrifices more potent than small livestock.

With a series of deft gestures the emperor arranged Alois, Kamaaluddin and Gerlach at points on a neatly drawn pentagram; Gerlach retained the sheep and the dagger. There appeared at least to be some order to proceedings—and how much damage could a ‘placid and tractable’ summoning cause?—but Gerlach could feel the sweat pooling in his armpits, and it was not just from the stuffiness of the atmosphere. He would not have described himself as a pious man, but such meddling with the otherworldly was wrong, even—perhaps especially—if it was carried out by the emperor himself.

The emperor opened the volume and peered at the text. This presented some difficulties in the dimness, and he rummaged around in his capacious robes until he found a pince-nez, which he perched on the end of his nose. This appeared to offer little relief.

“A candle, Majesty?” said Kamaaluddin.

The emperor gave a tetchy sniff. “The elixir will have boiled dry by the time you find one. This is most inconvenient!”

“Perhaps I might read the text aloud, Majesty,” said Alois. “My eyes are not as fatigued by the labours of office as yours, sir.”

The emperor made a clucking sound. “Very well. It is not ideal, but we must test our techniques tonight if we are to make progress towards mastering the unseen realms!”

He handed the volume to Alois, who accepted it with a bow.

Gerlach, whose life Alois had made a misery for several months, felt that the valet was the last person to whom he would have entrusted the means of summoning a demon, but no doubt the emperor knew his own servants best.

Alois reached into the foaming retort with a small ladle and cast some drops of the boiling liquid into the air. “Gerlach, kindly kill the sheep if you will,” he said. He flipped through some pages in the volume and began chanting.

Gerlach grasped the knife tighter in his sweating palm and drew it across the sheep’s throat. The sheep uttered a gurgling bleat and died with a reproachful glare.

Alois’ voice rose to a shriek. The unknown language seared into Gerlach’s brain, sent a chill down his spine and into his bowels.

For a second there was a flash of light so bright it took Gerlach’s vision away. By the time his sight cleared, darkness had fallen again. There was another presence in the room, a smell of musty corruption. If this was the placid and tractable being, Gerlach did not want to see any subsequent evolutions.

A low, thrumming voice filled the room. “Who summons me?”

Alois stepped forward. Even in the gloom, Gerlach could see that his hands were shaking. Gerlach, fighting to control his bowels, found it hard to blame him.

“I, Alois Goldschmitt, have spoken the Word. I summon thee, and bind thee to do my bidding!”

“Alois—” came a plaintive voice, which seemed to emanate from the emperor hiding under a bench.

“Name thyself, and be my servant!” cried Alois.

“I do the bidding of no man in this realm.”

Gerlach sensed the creature padding around the pentagram, a heavy tail thrashing on the floor.

Alois took a step back. “I have summoned thee with blood, and thou shalt do my work!”

“The demon Aranoth cannot be bound with the blood of a sheep,” it hissed. “My rest is disturbed, and I shall slay thee all. I am not bound!”

Gerlach dashed for the thick oak door which would release him from this nightmare. He tripped on something—Aranoth’s tail?—and crashed to the ground. A scaly leg stepped over him; he heard a great cry, abruptly halted, from Kamaaluddin. Gerlach felt hot liquid splatter his face and retched. Aranoth now blocked the path to the door.

Alois scrambled towards the workbench and knocked the steaming retort, the contents spewing across the room. He grabbed Gerlach around the neck and drew a dagger from his belt.

“I sacrifice Gerlach Emmerich!” he cried. “With this human blood, thou shalt be in my bond!”

Gerlach twisted in Alois’ grip. “Hold still!” hissed Alois. “It is your time to die.”

Gerlach let himself go slack. Alois relaxed his grip a fraction to position the knife better. Gerlach kicked backwards into him, and the knife flew from Alois’ hand to skitter across the floor. Before he could think, Gerlach scrambled across the pentagram, picked the blade up and plunged it into Alois’ chest. He uttered the cry he had heard Alois make only a moment earlier.

Scrabbling on the damp stone floor, he rose to his feet. “Aranoth! I have sacrificed Alois Goldschmitt, and spoken the Word! Thy servitude is mine!”

Gerlach sensed rather than saw a red and gold eye in the dark. Aranoth moved towards him. Gerlach tried to keep his own eyes open but it was impossible. He closed his lids and waited for death.

“I am at thy command,” said Aranoth in a sibilant voice. “Speak thy wishes.”

Gerlach opened his eyes. Before him opened worlds of possibility. “Slay the emperor,” he said. “We have much work to do.”
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Two hundred and fifty-two years later
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Zwingenstein

Republic of Lauchenland
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The highlight of young Heino Voss’ year was the annual Midwinter Fair at Zwingenstein. The fair embodied everything designed to capture his approval: cinnamon apples, exotic stalls with intricate wooden games and puzzles, acrobats and jugglers, a shooting alley and—this above all else—the airship which hung above the scene, tethered to the docking tower used just this once each year.

Attendance at the fair was a family ritual. On the Saturday, the governess Annemarie would take the three children—Felix, the eldest at eleven, nine-year-old Heino, and eight-year-old Liesl—and they would spend the day touring the various attractions. Each child would surreptitiously inform Annemarie of any items they might hope shortly to see in their Midwinter hamper and, as if by miracle, on occasion these hopes were gratified.

It was rare for Felix and Liesl to agree on anything, but both preferred the Saturday under Annemarie’s nominal supervision to the visit the next day, when the Voss and Grünlich dry goods shop (“Excellence and Satisfaction Guaranteed”) was closed; on Sunday Meinherr and Meinfrau Voss led the party, and Annemarie was excused. The presence of their parents added a constraint to the children’s behaviour, and on those occasions when it did not, ensured that a stern discipline would be enforced.

For Heino, however, the Sunday of the Midwinter Fair was the most eagerly anticipated day of the year, ahead even of Midwinter Day itself, for even in his childish optimism, he knew that the Winter Saint would not be bringing an airship. By contrast, the Sunday of the fair always contained a scarcely imaginable visit aboard the vast flying machine. Annemarie was not allowed to take the children aboard: this privilege Meinherr Voss reserved for himself.

Heino could barely sleep on the Saturday night, and kept Felix awake with his chatter into the small hours in the room they shared at the top of the old half-timbered house in Zwingenstein. Liesl, who in any event was less concerned with airships, slept undisturbed in her own room, the door ajar in case Annemarie had to soothe her after another nightmare.

On the Sunday morning Heino was awake before dawn, and softly padded downstairs to the bathroom where he quickly washed his face in the ewer of cold water. This was the only day of the year he would voluntarily submit to the indignity of water, but today he could not countenance delay. The fair opened at nine o’clock sharp, and as a special concession, Meinherr Voss allowed them to go to church in the evening rather than the morning service.

Heino pulled a comb through his dusty-blond hair, checking in the looking-glass as he did so that he had not left some tell-tale smudge of dirt on his face. All that showed in the glass was his familiar appearance: smoky-grey eyes, a foxy chin appropriate to his name and, when he smiled, two missing front teeth. He quickly closed his lips to hide the evidence of his junior status to Felix, who now had a mouth full of neat white teeth. Peering again into the mirror, he noticed some soap adhering to his earlobe and rubbed it away with a furious motion.

He padded back out of the bathroom. The housemaid, Tilde, was up already, setting the fires. “Why, master Heinrich, whatever are you doing up so early?”

“I’m getting ready for the fair, Tilde,” whispered Heino. “I don’t want to be late!”

Tilde, a skinny peasant girl whose life was frequently made a misery by the housekeeper Meinfrau Hingst, permitted herself a rare smile. “It doesn’t open for another three hours, master—and you won’t hurry Meinfrau Voss, however hard you try.”

Her eyes flickered as if worried that she had said too much, but Heino was too excited to notice, and would in any event have agreed with the maid’s assessment. 

“Are you going to the fair?” asked Heino. “Don’t you have Sunday afternoon off?”

“I am allowed to go after luncheon,” she said, “so I will go with my sister. She’s a maid at the Maltzahn’s.”

But Heino’s attention was already elsewhere. He darted back up the stairs and through the open door into the room where Liesl was sleeping. He gently shook her by the shoulder. “Liesl, Liesl—wake up! We need to get ready for the fair.”

Liesl stirred and made a soft noise in her sleep. Heino noted with disapproval how tangled her hair, the same colour as his own, had become. It would take hours to comb that out! It was imperative that Liesl rose immediately to begin her preparations, and indeed that Annemarie was roused to help her.

“Liesl, it’s nearly time for the fair. Come on!”

Liesl rolled over and snapped awake. Her startling blue eyes were counterpointed by black circles underneath.

“What time is it?” she asked drowsily.

Heino glanced guiltily at the wooden clock in the corner of the room which showed about five to six. “Half-past seven,” he said.

Liesl threw her blanket aside. “Where is Annemarie?”

Heino looked down at the carpet. “She must have overslept.”

Liesl’s clear eyes clouded with scepticism. “I don’t believe you, Heinrich Voss!” she announced, although as yet she had not considered using the obvious verification of the clock. Heino reflected, that at seven years old she could not always divine the time accurately in any case.

Heino turned at a sound behind them: Felix had sneaked in on almost noiseless feet.

“What are you doing, Heino?” he whispered fiercely.

“I’m waking Liesl for the fair.”

“Well, you’ve already woken me with your clattering and battering.”

“Heino says it’s half-past seven,” said Liesl with a doubtful expression.

Felix gave a scornful bark of laughter which sounded exactly like Papa when Mama had something particularly foolish.

“Sshh!” said Heino. “You’ll wake Annemarie!”

Felix made a droll face. “And if it’s half-past seven, shouldn’t she be awake anyway?”

“Heino said she has overslept,” said Liesl.

Heino shot her a stern glance. There was an unspoken pact that Heino and Liesl would not tell tales on each other, especially not to Felix who was uncannily adept at turning them to his own advantage.

Felix, who had started to grow tall over the past year, drew himself up. “Heino has been telling you lies, Liesl. It’s only six o’clock. Mama will hear of this, and when she does, Heino, you will not be going to the fair.”

“Felix, no!” gasped Heino, but Felix was now revelling in his triumph.

“You know the punishment for lies, Heino. You won’t be going to the fair, and you won’t be going on the airship.”

Heino sat back on Liesl’s bed and could not stop the tears sprouting from his eyes.

“It’s for your own good,” said Felix. “A liar is a sinner before God, and you will go to Hell.”

This seemed a less immediate and indeed less harsh punishment than missing the airship to Heino, but his nose was now running. He rubbed at it vigorously with the sleeve of his nightshirt.

Felix had adopted an expression of unconquerable virtue. “You will have to stay at home with Meinfrau Hingst,” he said. “Everyone else will be at the fair. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mama makes you bring her the coal from the cellar.”

Heino shuddered. He had an aversion to the dark cobwebbed space, with spiders and from time to time the skreeking of rats.

“Just you and Meinfrau Hingst, Heino. Perhaps that will teach you not to lie.”

Liesl crawled to the end of the bed and put her arms around Heino.

“Not just Heino and Meinfrau Hingst,” she hissed. “If Heino isn’t going, neither am I!”

Felix did not care whether Liesl came to the Fair or not. But her stubborn and self-sacrificing defence of Heino had punctured his triumph. He kicked angrily at the wool rug from the Green Isles at the foot of the bed.

“You’re such a booby, Liesl. He lied to you and now you’re defending him!”

Liesl stood up on the bed to tower over Felix. “Only because you’re being a pig to him, Felix! We can all go to the Fair, and no-one will know.”

Felix kicked at the rug again. “You’re still going to Hell, Heino,” he muttered.

“Children!” came a clear high voice from behind them. “What is going on here? You will wake the whole house!”

It was Annemarie, still in her nightgown. 

“Sorry, Jungfrau,” chorused the children.

“Felix, you are the oldest. What is all this about?”

Felix flushed. “It was nothing.”

“You are a young man. You should know better than to be cruel to your little brother and sister!”

“I didn’t...” Felix tailed off miserably.

“Perhaps you won’t be allowed to go to the fair, Felix,” said Heino. Felix gave him a leaden glare.

“Enough, all of you,” said Annemarie briskly. “Since we are all awake, it’s time to get ready. All of you, downstairs and wash your faces.”

“I’ve already washed mine!” cried Heino.

“Well, you can wash it again.”

And so Heino trooped back to the bathroom he had so recently quit, for the indignity of a second ablution in thirty minutes.

––––––––
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Meinherr and Meinfrau Voss, although needing only one set of ablutions, were nonetheless not as inclined as their children to rush, and the clocks were striking a quarter past nine before the party issued out onto the snowy street for the short walk to the fair. Heino ran out onto the pavement, shouting in his excitement: “Look, Papa, the airship!”

The silvery-grey ship hung over the town, its outline crisp against the sharp blue winter sky. Meinherr Voss, stout and respectable in his Sunday-best broadcloth, merely smiled and raised a hand.

“Heinrich!” called Meinfrau Voss. “Do not run on the ice. You will slip and break your leg!”

“Heino—wait there, hold my hand!” cried Annemarie.

“Little baby,” sneered Felix, who had still not got over his earlier ill-humour.

Heino slowed down and let Annemarie catch him up, although he drew the line at having his hand held. Liesl could hold her hand if she liked.

It was in such a rabble that they made their way to the fair, Annemarie on her day off still looking after Heino and Liesl at the head of the party, Meinherr Voss striding along in fine contentment, and Meinfrau Voss bringing up the rear with Felix.

So early in the morning there was only a short queue, and the gateman lifted his hat to Meinherr Voss as he handed over the coins for their tickets. Heino jumped up and down on the spot in his impatience to board the airship.

Liesl amused herself by blowing out clouds of condensation in the chill midwinter air.

“Elisabeth!” called Meinfrau Voss. She was the only person to call her by her full name. “You are looking cold. Shall we go and have some cocoa?”

“I am quite warm enough, Mama.”

“Well, then,” said Meinherr Voss, rubbing his hands. “Where first?”

“The AIRSHIP!” bellowed Heino.

“No, the shooting gallery,” demanded Felix.

“Perhaps I am old enough for the airship this year,” said Liesl softly.

“Elisabeth Voss, a young lady has no place touring an airship. Come with me and look at the Midwinter wreaths,” said Meinfrau Voss.

“Come, Ermentrude,” said Meinherr Voss. “She hears Heino talking about the ship all the time. She only wants to know what all the fuss is about.”

“She hears Felix speaking of the shooting range—what will you say when she wants to be firing a rifle?”

“I will come and look at the wreaths with you, Meinfrau Voss,” said Annemarie with her dimpled smile. “Meinherr Voss can take the boys on the airship.”

“Oh, very well,” sighed Meinfrau Voss. The question of Liesl’s activity had not been explicitly addressed, but she could not be left behind when Meinfrau Voss and Annemarie bore off towards the floral decorations, so by default she became a member of the airship party. Felix had abandoned his opposition, since the airship was of considerable interest to him too, and there was plenty of time for the shooting range.

The four of them climbed into a single brass-plated compartment of the steam elevator which carried them aloft to the airship. Liesl, who had never been in the elevator before, shrunk against Heino for comfort.

Within a minute they were at the embarkation platform and made their way on to the airship. Above the entrance to the gondola was the legend:

––––––––
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EXCELSIOR AEROLINES

Airship Veritas

––––––––
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A uniformed attendant in a tall hat waited to welcome them aboard.

“Good morning, and welcome to the Veritas. And good morning to you, young sir,” he said to Heino. “Didn’t you come aboard last year?”

Heino, now at the source of his anticipation, was struck dumb with awe and simply nodded.

“You remember the lad?” asked Meinherr Voss affably, pressing a coin into his hand.

“How could he forget?” muttered Felix, “the racket he made last year running up and down.”

“Of course,” said the attendant. He addressed Heino. “You were the young man who was going to fly the ship one day, were you not?”

“Yes, sir,” said Heino with a bashful smile.

He looked out through the gondola window. Below him, the fair spread out across the field. In one direction was the expanse of Zwingenstein, and he pointed out their house to Liesl. Away in the other direction stood the tall mountains, capped with snow at this time of year. He could imagine himself at the airship’s wheel, bending the ship to his will as he took it hither and thither, all over Lauchenland, over the sea to the Green Isles or maybe even Ibalin or Sardayaan.

They walked around the gondola before climbing up the ladder to the passenger compartments inside the envelope of the airship. Here they sat and took tea and cakes in the dining salon.

“Papa, could we go on an airship one day?” asked Liesl.

“We are on an airship now, sweetheart.”

“No, I mean real journey!”

“Such things are very expensive,” said Meinherr Voss. “Only the rich people could afford to ride on the Veritas.”

“But you own a shop, Papa. Are we not rich?”

Meinherr Voss gave a good-natured laugh and ruffled his daughter’s hair. “We keep the wolf from the door, and one day when you marry a nice young man, there will be money for your wedding and your trousseau.”

Liesl made a face and set her cup down. “I am not eager to marry, Papa, and in fact I would rather go on an airship ride and take Heino too.”

Meinherr Voss patted her hand. “And Felix?”

Liesl screwed up her face. “If he promised to be good and not tease Heino and me.”

Felix raised a sardonic eyebrow.

“I’m afraid your marriage will come first, little one. But not yet,” said Meinherr Voss.

––––––––
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The time on the airship, as every year, went all too quickly, and soon they had seen everything there was to see. Heino pleaded to tour the gondola again—this being of greater interest than the passenger compartments—but Meinherr Voss was adamant.

“Your mother will wonder what has happened to us, and you would not want her to be out of humour, would you?”

Heino sighed, recognising the wisdom of this argument.

“Good bye, young sir,” beamed the attendant as they went out to await the elevator. “See you next year!”

––––––––
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But Heino was not to return next year. There would be no Zwingenstein fair at all, not next year nor the two years after. For by next year, Lauchenland would be at war, and it would be another twelve years before Heino returned to the fair, by which time the Veritas would be no more than ashes in a field outside Ettermunde, and Meinherr Voss eleven years in his grave.
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It is perhaps for the best that we are unaware of what Fate plans for us. Back on the ground, Meinherr Voss went to the refreshments tent to collect his wife and the family, reunited, posed for a silvertype likeness—the last that they would ever enjoy.
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Erdorf

Near Zwingenstein

––––––––
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In years to come, Heino would look at the silvertype, now mounted on the centre of the mantelpiece, and wonder what had happened to the world he once knew. Meinherr Voss stood proud and straight, his chest puffed out towards the lens; Meinfrau Voss held his arm, her other hand resting on Felix’s head. Next to Felix stood Heino, grinning with all his might, and Liesl, looking off to the side with what seemed like wistful longing, but in fact was simply distraction by a wren alighting on the silvertype apparatus.

Within six months, two events of momentous significance had changed Heino’s life forever. The first was a tragedy, if not unique to his family, then most certainly practical in its application. Typhus came to Zwingenstein, as it did to every town from time to time. Meinherr Voss returned from the shop one spring evening complaining of fever and listlessness. Two days later he was dead. The Voss household was not the only one thus stricken, but the pestilence passed as quickly as it had arrived. Twenty-six people had contracted the strain, of whom twenty died.

No sooner had Meinfrau Voss begun to come to terms with her loss than Lauchenland was at war. In the summer the Emperor Manfred launched a great assault which threw Lauchenland into a frenzy. Unprepared for war, with vigour and courage—and skilful diplomacy—the people of Lauchenland defended themselves. If Heino had admired the Aerostatic Corps before, now he was joined by the whole population, as night after night Lauchenland’s airships went aloft to repel the Empire’s best. The Veritas, commandeered by the Corps, was part of that valiant story until her destruction with all hands a year later.

The war in the end concluded, largely to Lauchenland’s advantage, her independence preserved and even strengthened by the support of the Empire’s great rivals, the Avignese. But for the Voss household, now without a father, it was too late. Much of the value of the business had leached away during the war, and with no income, Meinfrau Voss was forced to accept an offer from her late husband’s partner, Meinherr Grünlich. The offer was not generous, for by now Voss and Grünlich was an ailing concern; the fine house in Zwingenstein was sold and replaced with a more modest property in nearby Erdorf. Meinfrau Voss was able to extract but two concessions: first, that the business should remain ‘Voss and Grünlich’, and second, that when Felix came of age he should be made a manager in the firm, with the option to become a partner in due course. For Liesl, it seemed, there would be no dowry, and for Heino, the way ahead was that of the second son since time immemorial. He would be left to make his own way in the world.

––––––––
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Heino grew into an angular and self-reliant youth. Meinfrau Voss’ tendency to self-dramatisation only worsened in her new circumstances, and this was a pet Heino did not care to feed. Felix came to absorb the bulk of his mother’s attention, with Heino largely left to his own devices. Liesl could only be viewed as an embarrassment to the family, her marriage prospects much reduced, and her options likely to be eternal spinsterhood or the life of a governess. As she grew older her coltish arms and legs smoothed into a gentle beauty, and it soon became clear that this was her only fortune.

Heino and Liesl, close in age and affection, grew closer over the years. Their shared misfortune, and their mother’s indifference, threw them greatly upon each other’s resources. Neither of them had made friends readily in the new town of Erdorf, where a family did not fully belong until the third generation. When not at school, they would often walk up into the mountains, where Heino, who had memorised the airship timetables, would often catch sight of a liner moving overhead with stately grace.

Meinherr Voss had intended that his two sons would go to university at Braussedorf or Weinbach. His death ended those plans; when Felix was fifteen he left the Lyceum at Erdorf to work at Voss and Grünlich, under Meinherr Grünlich’s personal supervision. Here he made steady if unspectacular progress, with a portion of his wages retained by Meinherr Grünlich against the day he would purchase his partnership. This option was not available to Heino, whose future remained a concern to his mother.

For Heino the situation appeared much clearer. When he was twenty-one, he intended to enrol in the Aerostatic Corps as an officer cadet. Meinfrau Voss objected to the approach on several grounds, while Felix’s concerns were primarily financial. Since Liesl was already being kept at home, it was too much to expect his salary to cover Heino’s expenses as well.

For a brief period after he left the Lyceum, Heino consented to begin an apprenticeship with Meinherr Boll, the town’s undertaker. This arose less from any interest in evisceration—which after a brief period of disgust he soon mastered—but from an attraction to Meinherr Boll’s vivacious daughter, Charlotte. He soon found that, while his new employment afforded greater opportunities to enjoy her presence, the reek of formaldehyde which clung to him like a leech aroused her distaste. In vain he protested that the smell did not affect her attitude to her father, but Charlotte’s aversion was fixed. Soon Heino had left the apprenticeship and Charlotte had become betrothed to Meinherr Löper, Erdorf’s forty-year old monumental mason, with whom she would eventually produce eight children.

Instead Heino spent the next few years labouring on the town’s farms in the summer and in the railway steam-works in the winter. Both were hard manual jobs and his gaunt frame soon filled out to a wiry strength.

In the autumn of the year Heino turned twenty, he was at last allowed to apply to join the Aerostatic Corps. Felix opposed the idea—who would look after their mother while he was away in Zwingenstein during the week?—and Meinfrau Voss found the notion of shiftless Heinrich as an officer both improbable and alarming. Liesl was perhaps the only person who would truly miss him, but she was also the only one to offer encouragement.

At around this time, Felix began to bring Meinherr Grünlich’s son, Bendix, home with him at the weekend. Heino had long disliked and distrusted the obsequious young man, and he seemed an unlikely boon companion for Felix. It soon became apparent that Bendix came not to enjoy Felix’s company, but Liesl’s. Liesl bore his attentions with an equanimity falling well short of enthusiasm. Bendix dressed well, deployed polished manners learned at an expensive college outside Eisenstadt, but Heino remembered the cruel boy whose favourite pastime had been stoning stray cats.

One weekend, Bendix arrived in Erdorf alongside Felix, but in a markedly different attire. Normally he favoured fabrics of rich greens and blues, but today he was dressed all in black, apart from his crisp white shirt. To his lapel was affixed a metal badge of three interlinked cogwheels—the emblem of the Volksbund. His dark clothing gave his pale complexion a sallow tint which Heino found unflattering—although perhaps, he thought with a brief glimmer of pleasure, it betokened a serious illness.

“Aren’t you the smart young man, Meinherr Bendix!” cried Meinfrau Voss as he seated himself at the dining table.

Bendix sketched a brief bow. “It is time to put away childish things, Meinfrau Voss. I confess I have been too frivolous in the past, but that will all change now.”

“I did not know you had contracted an interest in politics, Bendix,” said Heino, who sat casually in an armchair, jacketless, with the sleeves of his grubby white shirt rolled up to the elbows.

Bendix flashed a glassy smile. “I will soon have many responsibilities,” he said. “My father will eventually retire from Voss and Grünlich, and I hope in due course...” His smile now became a complacent beam. “I hope in due course to be married with a new generation of Grünlichs to raise.”

Heino’s eyes darted to Liesl, who did not meet his gaze.

“Bendix thinks that membership of the Volksbund will advance his prospects,” said Felix. “The mayor of Zwingenstein has said it is quite essential to further his career.”

Bendix nodded earnestly. “And I hope, dear Felix, that you will take the same step soon.” He glanced at Heino with distaste. “Clearly one needs a profession in the first place, so there is not an immediate hurry for Heinrich to become a member.”

“Heino has applied to join the Aerostatic Corps,” said Liesl. “That is surely a profession.”

Bendix frowned at Heino. “Is this true?”

Heino nodded. “Why should it not be? The Corps is open to everyone.”

Bendix touched his cogwheel badge. “The Aerostats do not have a high standing with the Volksbund,” he said. “Their officers are not known for loyalty to the Bund.”

“Neither should they be,” snapped Heino. “The Corps is loyal to Lauchenland, not a political party.”

Bendix shook his head in wonderment. “But Heinrich, the Volksbund is Lauchenland. Who was its first president? Paul Sparrau. Has Lauchenland ever had a president who was not a member of the Bund?”

Heino could not rebut this, since it was true, but he sensed in a way he could not fully articulate that it contained a fallacy.

“The Volksbund was happy to rely on the Aerostats in the war,” he said. “Without them we would have been overrun by the Empire.”

“And they have grown fat and complacent on their success,” he said. “They take women, Altenkirchen, all kinds of riff-raff. You would be well advised to steer clear of them. I would not advise a military career at all—the army and the navy are little better. Unless you wished to join the Commissariat?”

“I have always intended to be an aeronaut,” said Heino. “I will not be diverting my plans now.”

“This is most vexing,” said Bendix. “Do you care nothing for your brother’s career? Perhaps you should join the Bund after all, then it will matter less if you are an aeronaut.”

Heino stood up. “I have no intention of joining any political party—the subject is infinitely boring. And I can’t see what concern it is of yours anyway.”

“Heinrich!” Meinfrau Voss’ face flushed red. “Meinherr Bendix is our guest, and perhaps, who knows, one day an even closer connection.”

Heino cast an ashen glance at Liesl, who was affecting not to hear the increasingly loud conversation.

“Heinrich! Come back this minute!”

But Meinfrau Voss was already talking to his back.

––––––––
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Heino slipped on his jacket and overcoat and walked out into the street, where it was now beginning to snow. Was he the only one who could see Bendix Grünlich for what he was? Grünlich and his father were underpaying Felix on the promise of admitting him to a partnership, although that was mentioned increasingly infrequently these days. His mother fawned over him as if this might induce Meinherr Grünlich to favour Felix. And worst of all, Bendix had set his cap at Liesl. Heino had hoped that, in the absence of a dowry, Bendix might look elsewhere; but if he did marry her, he would have ever greater influence over the family and, more importantly in his own eyes, the firm of Voss and Grünlich.

All this was intolerable enough, but now he wanted to block Heino’s plans as well. His mother and Felix already did not want him to join the Aerostatic Corps when he could work for the family firm. Only Liesl understood the nature of his ambitions.

He walked around the town, at once furiously and aimlessly, until the town clock tolled eight. He returned home to find the evening post had brought him a letter.
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Zwingenstein
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The rail journey from Zwingenstein to Porrenkirch allowed Heino some space to clear his thoughts. The parting from his mother had been predictably overwrought; her dire predictions of the invariable fiery deaths of aeronauts had not been designed to send him away with an easy heart. He had known that would be the case, and had in large part been able to discount it.

He had felt rather worse about leaving Liesl to deal with the aftermath. Life at home with their mother could only make her more inclined to accept Meinherr Grünlich’s offer of marriage; an escape which could well have something of the frying pan and the fire.

“You must go, Heino,” she’d said as they'd walked in the Bundpark after he had received the letter from the Aerostatic Corps. “Even Mama must realise the airships are all you've ever wanted to do.”

As if to underline the point, above them the drone of an airship’s engines caught Heino’s attention. “Grinzwald—Eisenstadt,” he said. “437 kilometres, five hours and seventeen minutes.”

Liesl shook her head with a smile. She was used to losing her brother to the call of the air.

“Sorry,” said Heino. “I’ll have plenty of time to look at airships at Rauenschau. I must go.”

“Of course,” said Liesl, touching his arm.

“But tell Grünlich if he makes you unhappy I’ll come back and he will learn the meaning of unhappiness himself.”

“I haven't decided to accept him yet.”

Heino said nothing. If Liesl wanted to preserve the illusion of choice, he wasn't going to take it from her.

“He's not a bad man, Heino. Our father ran a shop too.”

“Our father encouraged you in whatever you wanted to do. Grünlich wants to know everywhere you've been every day.”

Spots of colour came to Liesl’s cheeks. “Bendix is not so bad, particularly if you consider the alternative. Anyway, we both know you are going to Rauenschau, so let’s accept it. I may be able to come and visit you.”

Heino smiled. “We will make sure of it.”

––––––––
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Heino had never travelled as far as Porrenkirch, so he watched with interest as the steam train snorted and snuffled its way into the station just outside the Old Town. The famous Owls’ Tower stood just over the bridge, familiar from a hundred books about the revolution. He was not here for sightseeing, however, and he disembarked with his case and changed platforms for the short ride to Rauenschau on the coast. A number of other young men stood alone with their luggage. Heino was prepared to wait until they reached their destination to make their acquaintance.

As the train approached Rauenschau, Heino could see the airbase on top of the cliffs to the north of the town. Even as he watched, a giant airship, cast into shadow by the setting sun, made fast to a control gantry on the clifftop.

“Doesn’t it stir the heart?” said a man of about Heino’s own age who had come to stand beside him. “I take it you’re for the Academy?”

Heino nodded. The young man, with a crop of red hair, had the appearance of an amiable cockerel.

“Kurt Einsiedel, at your service,” he said, shaking hands with Heino.

“I’m Heinrich Voss. My friends call me Heino.”

Einsiedel laughed. “My friends call me Kurt. We aren’t very imaginative in Mödbach.”

“I’m from Erdorf—just outside Zwingenstein.”

“We must stick together,” said Einsiedel. “They say the other cadets are either Bund men or from the Altenkirch.”

The sun was almost over the horizon by the time the train pulled into Rauenschau. Heino and Einsiedel had not seen any other prospective air cadets, but when they alighted from the train it was apparent that this was because they had travelled second-class. From the first-class compartments appeared a number of young men and three women.

The gas lamps on the platform hissed and sputtered their way to life, and attention was drawn to a tall lean figure in a navy jacket, white trousers and highly polished black knee boots—the day-to-day uniform of the Aerostatic Corps.

“Those of you for Rauenschau Academy, this way!” he called. “I am Captain Lossow, the head of the first year at the Academy. For better or for worse, we will be getting to know each other well. For now, follow me!”

The group fell into a loose line and strolled out of the station to the taxi rank, where several coaches and a steam bus awaited.
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Rauenschau Aerostatic Academy

Lauchenland
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Rauenschau Academy prided itself on producing aeronauts of peerless quality. The students rose at 0600 to run three miles—unless they had earned a demerit the previous day, in which case the distance was five miles—before a cold shower and breakfast at 0700. The food was plentiful but dull, and by 0745 lessons for the day had begun.

These ranged from Political Theory, by some distance the least popular subject; Navigation; Theory of Aeronautics; and Outdoor Activities. Heino found the trigonometry which underpinned Navigation arduous.

“Rauenschau is eight kilometres north-east of Kirchweg. Frauenstatten is four kilometres from Rauenschau on a bearing of 150 degrees from Rauenschau. What is the bearing and distance from Frauenstatten to Kirchweg?”

The students seated in rows of five looked around glumly as Professor Hertzberg announced the first problem of the morning. Heino frowned at his paper and slide-rule, sketched a rapid diagram and realised that his inspiration was exhausted at that point. He sneaked a glance at Einsiedel’s paper to his left, to see a caricature of the rangy, lank professor as a spring hare, complete with long sprouting ears; amusing, but of little practical relevance.

He turned his gaze to the left, where the aloof von Eck shielded her paper in the crook of her arm. He did not know von Eck well—like all of the Altenkirch, she kept to herself—but her aptitude for trigonometry was little short of miraculous.

“Meinherr Voss,” said Professor Hertzberg in a drawl, “it is unlikely you will have Jungfrau von Eck’s calculations to copy when you are in the cockpit of an airship. In precisely three minutes I shall be asking you to take the class through the answer.”

“Yes, Meinherr Professor!”

Heino turned his attention to the paper, and with a combination of random divination and the occasional rank guess, ended up with solutions to both parts of the problem.

Professor Hertzberg extended his cane theatrically to the chronometer set high on the wall. “Meinherr Voss! Would you care to enlighten us? Do you need me to repeat the question?”

“This should be good,” whispered Gröben, a pustulous youth from Eisenstadt, from the row behind.

“No, Meinherr Professor. Frauenstatten to Kirchweg.”

“Very good. You remember the question, at least. Which trigonometric function do you use to solve the problem?”

“Er—sine, Meinherr Professor.”

“I see.” This accompanied by a wolfish smile. “And at what answers do you arrive?”

“Hmm... bearing 276 degrees, distance 478 kilometres, no, that can’t be right...”

“478 kilometres, Meinherr Voss? I am accustomed to stroll from Frauenstatten to Kirchweg on a Sunday. I must walk rather fast, Meinherr Voss, must I not?”

“Ah, the—er—decimal point... perhaps tangent rather than sine...”

“Jungfrau von Eck,” said the Professor, indicating her with his cane. “Put Meinherr Voss out of his misery, if you please.”

“Yes, Meinherr Professor. Using the cosine function, Kirchweg is 7.96 kilometres from Frauenstatten on a bearing of 254 degrees.”

“Excellent, Jungfrau! Meinherr Voss—” Professor Hertzberg walked to his ledger, slipped on his pince-nez and made a mark against Heino’s name. “Accept a demerit, and tomorrow, bring me the correct workings for the problem.”

“Yes, Meinherr Professor.”

“Class, you are dismissed.”

Gröben smacked Heino across the back of the head as he scuttled from the room. “Buffoon.” Heino doubted whether Gröben had been appreciably closer to the solution, but he had not attracted the Professor’s disfavour.

He turned to von Eck, whom he had previously said nothing beyond “Good morning.”

“How do you do that?” he asked.

Von Eck pushed a blonde hair from her eyes. “Trigonometry, you mean? It’s really quite simple.”

Heino frowned. “I do not find it so.”

Von Eck sighed. “Evidently not. The underlying principles are not complex, and then it is simply a matter of applying them.”

“I do not find Professor Hertzberg the most enlightening of teachers.”

“You will need to learn the subject or the Professor will not pass you.”

“I know.” Heino looked down at the graffiti carved into the desk. Von Eck had touched on one of his great fears: if he could not master trigonometry, he would never become an aeronaut.

After a pause, von Eck said: “If you come to the common—”

The classroom door crashed open. “Saskia! There you are!”

The interloper was Harald von Fähnrich, tall, blond, assured, intelligent and athletic: Heino had hated him on sight. Nothing he had learned subsequently had changed his mind.

“What are you doing talking to Voss?” he demanded. “I was going to tell you about the ball my father is hosting in Altenkirchen at Midwinter—you are invited.”

“Harald, I was merely talking to Voss about his failings in trigonometry.”

“Pfah! Hertzberg was right. You won’t be there on the airship when he can’t tell the difference between sine and cosine. Come on, we have twenty minutes before Political Theory.”

Von Eck flashed Voss an apologetic smile before picking up her books and following von Fähnrich. Voss watched them go. Had von Eck been going to offer to help him? She had never shown the remotest friendliness before, so it was hard to imagine her motivated by anything other than pity. That he could do without. He would just have to master trigonometry on his own.

Theory of Aeronautics was taught by a cantankerous Green Islander named Chisholm, now retired after a long career in the Avignese Corps Dirigibile. When the Avignese had supported Lauchenland in the First Air War, he had taken a commission in the Aerostatic Corps and served with distinction. What he lacked in charm—which was considerable—he offset with decades of practical knowledge.

His predecessor, Professor Bohl, had departed early in the term with gout, unlamented by his students, particularly the three female ones whom Bohl had offered ‘special’ evening tuition.

Chisholm, by contrast, strode to the front of the classroom, long white hair tied in a queue, and moustaches of nearly equal length.

“They tell me,” said Chisholm in a deep clear voice, “that you are the cream of Lauchenland’s youth. I can only hope that is so. Those of you who have careers in the Corps will see war. That I can guarantee you. I’m going to teach you about airships. An airship is one of the simplest craft imaginable.”

He pointed to von Fähnrich, sitting erect in the front row. “How does an airship fly?”

“It is filled with hydrogen, which is lighter than air.”

Chisholm nodded. “Correct. Fill it with enough hydrogen, and it will be light enough to lift the wooden frame and the gondola.”

He pointed to Heino. “How, then, does the craft return to earth?”

“The pilot releases hydrogen until the ship begins to sink, Meinherr Professor.”

“I’m no professor, lad, and neither would I want to be. You can address me as ‘Captain’. But you’re right. Vent hydrogen, and the ship loses altitude. You, lassie.” He indicated von Eck “How then would I make the ship rise again, once I had released hydrogen?”

Von Eck flushed at being referred to as ‘lassie’. “You release water from the tanks which are being used to power the steam propellers.”

Chisholm nodded. “And that’s all there is to flying an airship,” he said. “To go up, release water; to go down, release hydrogen. The rest is fol-de-rol.”

A hand went up from the back of the glass: Gröben. “What about navigation and trigonometry, Captain?” He leered at Heino.

“Pish and wind, laddie. Pish and wind. That old fool Hertzberg will have you working out how far away the moon is with his sums. Until an airship can fly to the moon, what do I care?”

Von Eck raised her hand. “But without it, how do you know where you’re going?”

Chisholm swatted the question away. “In the First Air War I took an airship from Isenheim to Vergoubaix, in a blizzard, with my navigator dead. Up until we were over the mountains, down once we were past them. Point the nose and away you go.”

Von Eck did not appear convinced by this argument. But with that she had to be content.
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The Rauenschau Academy occupied the entirety of the cliffs overlooking the town, and the cadets rarely had occasion to leave its precincts, except for their early morning run down the cliff path and along the beach. This activity, often conducted against the bitter winds snapping in from the north, was vastly unpopular and could not be regarded as an excursion. Even Heino, who excelled at running, preferred to avoid it where possible. After several weeks it became apparent that the most talented runners were Heino, a slender dark youth named Kreuzneuve, and Harald von Fähnrich. Von Fähnrich was gifted, seemingly without effort, at whatever tasks he chose to undertake.

Initially Heino was content to jog around with the pack, conserving energy and chatting with Einsiedel, who approached the task with equal apathy. He would only bound off for the final climb back up the cliff, to coast in behind von Fähnrich and Kreuzneuve, usually in that order.

After several weeks of this pattern, Heino conceived an ambition to beat von Fähnrich, dating perhaps from the moment the Altenkirch had interrupted his conversation with von Eck about trigonometry. He soon found that he had paid the price for failing to take the earlier runs seriously; both Kreuzneuve and von Fähnrich had greater stamina.

The final run of the term was formally assessed for graduation purposes. Runners needed only to finish within a certain time to pass, but the fact that positions would count towards their final grade added a tension to the 0600 start. It was a cool and murky dawn as they warmed up in the courtyard that formed the start of the race, their white shirts and shorts bleached for the occasion. Captain Lossow was there for the start of the race, illustrating its importance in the Academy’s eyes.

Von Fähnrich was jogging around the courtyard, laughing at some remark he had made to von Eck, who found running uncongenial and did not enjoy the early morning starts.

“I am going to beat that goose if it kills me,” Heino hissed to Einsiedel.

“Why worry? He will be top of the class regardless.”

This was clearly true. He was second only to von Eck in Navigation, well placed in Theory of Aeronautics, and fortunately Political Theory was not graded. Heino, whose struggles with trigonometry kept him towards the bottom of the class in Navigation, had no hopes of taking top billing.

As Heino leaned against the wall stretching his hamstrings, Kreuzneuve slipped in beside him. “Neither of us can beat von Fähnrich,” he said in a soft voice. They had rarely spoken previously: Kreuzneuve carried himself with a reserve bordering on superciliousness, which he occasionally undercut with a cynical humour.

“You’re beaten before you start if you think that,” said Heino. “You’ve got the best chance of anyone.”

Kreuzneuve rubbed at his nose. “Or you.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” said Heino, turning away to stretch his other leg.

“Unless—”

Heino turned back. “Yes?”

“Unless we work together. Take it in turns to hammer out a fast pace at the front—we can wear him down.”

“And at the end?”

“We co-operate until the final two hundred yards, and then fight it out. What do you say?”

Heino thought for a moment and then nodded. “Why not? And I’ve another idea.”

He beckoned Einsiedel. “Kurt, how would you like to see von Fähnrich beaten?”

Einsiedel laughed. “Not as much as you, perhaps, but against the Altenkirch we should stick together.”

“Excellent! I have a plan.”

––––––––
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The cadets lined up at the courtyard gate. The low winter sun was beginning to burn off the mist and cast a slight gleam on the pistol Captain Lossow held up ready for the start. He cleared his throat:

“Gentlemen!” The three female cadets were seemingly ignored. “Good luck, and on my mark.”

The pistol cracked and they were off. The cliff path was narrow and snaking; a good early position was essential. It was Einsiedel, normally the most lackadaisical of athletes, who dashed off ahead, hurtling over the loose rock of the path. Von Fähnrich, perhaps surprised at this feint, tucked in behind. Heino and Kreuzneuve, side by side, picked their way more cautiously. The ideal outcome was for von Fähnrich to turn an ankle as he kept pace with Einsiedel, but his elegant and economical stride ate up the ground with flawless grace.

Einsiedel looked back over his shoulder. By common consent, nobody normally attacked on the downhill—the terrain was too treacherous. Von Fähnrich’s best option, Heino reflected, would have been to let Einsiedel dash off alone; he could not possibly maintain this pace and would come back to the field of his own accord. The plan, then, had worked so far, for von Fähnrich had been lured into a tactical error.

Soon the runners were at the bottom of the cliff path. The terrain switched to soft and yielding sand, always an awkward moment for the runners. Einsiedel and von Fähnrich had a lead of some twenty yards, with Kreuzneuve and Heino heading the rest of the field. Einsiedel’s running style was not impressive; his head lolled from side to side and his arms flapped ineffectually at his side. Von Fähnrich, by contrast, was a model of cool elegance. He barely seemed to be sweating.

Soon Heino felt his legs growing heavy in the sand—the most unforgiving of running terrain. Was it a mistake to let von Fähnrich get so far ahead? One-two-three-four. One-two-three-four. He concentrated only on counting his strides. He was so immersed in counting that the end of the beach—the halfway point at which the runners turned for home—came as a surprise.

Einsiedel reached the turn first, von Fähnrich on his shoulder. For a few seconds they were facing the rest of the field as they splashed through the surf. Einsiedel’s face was red, his carroty hair plastered to his scalp. Von Fähnrich, not as obviously distressed, nonetheless looked to be feeling the pace. Heino nodded at Einsiedel as they passed. A few seconds later he reached the turning point, and once again all he could see was the leaders’ backs.

Halfway down the beach, Einsiedel staggered and pressed a hand to his side. He lurched sideways into the surf lapping up the beach before righting himself and unsteadily tottering back onto the sand. Von Fähnrich began to stretch away. This was where the plan would stand or fall.

Kreuzneuve, a head shorter than Heino and moving easily, nodded and said: “Come on. It’s now.” Heino dug in, increased his pace. There were only three others in the group with them: Schultz, Hagen and Wangenheim. As they increased the pace, only Hagen stayed with them.

Soon they had caught Einsiedel, who looked almost to be running backwards. Heino clapped him on the shoulder as the chasing group went past: “Well done, Kurt!” Einsiedel stared back with glassy expressionless eyes.

Von Fähnrich remained ten or so yards ahead, but he now had the disadvantage of following Einsiedel’s reckless pace. Heino, Kreuzneuve and Hagen had adopted a more conservative approach, and had been able to share the pace-making duties. Had Einsiedel drawn enough energy from von Fähnrich to render him vulnerable?

At the bottom of the cliff the gap had narrowed to five yards. Von Fähnrich risked a look over his shoulder, his face now bright red and his cotton shirt soaked in sweat, despite the early morning chill.

We have you. Oh, we have you!

Heino looked back over his shoulder to make sure that no one was going to surprise them, but the four leaders were fifty yards clear. As he turned back to the race, he caught a glimpse of Einsiedel on his knees, vomiting into the surf at the back of the field.

Von Fähnrich ducked his head and put in one final effort to stay ahead. Kreuzneuve, the smallest and lightest of the runners, skipped ahead and Heino had to grit his teeth to stay with him. The acceleration was too much for Hagen; Heino sensed him slipping back.

Kreuzneuve flicked his elbow at Heino: Your turn. Labouring, Heino went past him and focused on von Fähnrich’s back. The gap was four yards, three yards, two yards... level. He looked across into von Fähnrich’s flushed face: there was no expression, no reaction. Von Fähnrich was spent.

Kreuzneuve clapped Heino on the shoulder and pulled level with a brisk nod. Von Fähnrich was beaten; the pact was over. 

The final hundred yards of the race were steeper than the rest of the climb. Heino ignored tactics, dipped his head, and sprinted as hard as he could. To his surprise, Kreuzneuve seemed unable to match the pace. Committed to the sprint, Heino had an instant of clarity. He could see the whole race in his mind as one simultaneous instant—saw himself grinding Einsiedel into the ground, sacrificing him in his mania to beat von Fähnrich. A surge of guilt shot through him. It had been Kreuzneuve’s idea to work together. Almost before he realised what he was doing, he slowed down and allowed Kreuzneuve to pass. He didn’t care about winning the race—it was enough that von Fähnrich should fail.

In the last twenty yards, Kreuzneuve glided past and crossed the line to the sound of Captain Lossow’s pistol. Heino cruised home in second place, and had time to see von Fähnrich toiling up the hill, only just keeping Hagen at bay. Von Fähnrich flopped over the line as Heino shook hands with Kreuzneuve.

“You let me win. Why did you let me win?” said Kreuzneuve, shaking his head as drops of sweat flew from his nose.

“You’re mistaken,” said Heino. “I sprinted too soon.”

He walked over to von Fähnrich, who was leaning forward with his hands on his knees. “Bad luck, old man,” he said with as neutral an expression as he could muster, slapping von Fähnrich on the back.

Von Fähnrich stood up with an effort, his manners contending surely with an impulse to smack Heino on the nose. Deportment won.

“Well run, Voss,” he said, before turning and stalking away.

Heino could barely contain his glee. He grinned and winked at Kreuzneuve, walked over to the tea urn where a corporal was waiting with hot drinks. He sipped in satisfaction: he had seen von Fähnrich humbled, done the decent thing and let Kreuzneuve win. He would enjoy his cold shower this morning.

Captain Lossow fired his pistol again. “Two minutes to elimination!” he called. Anyone who had not finished by that point would be deemed to have failed Outdoor Pursuits, and sent down from the Academy.

Heino looked around him in alarm. Einsiedel! Heino had last seen him in distress at the back of the field and there was no sign of him in the courtyard. He must be still out on the course.

Heino dashed back to the finishing line. If Einsiedel was eliminated it was all Heino’s fault, for running at his own pace, Einsiedel would easily have made the elimination time. He pushed back through the runners crossing the line to get a view back down the path.

Two figures were labouring up the hill, barely moving, it seemed. Einsiedel was lurching from side to side; the other, smaller, figure darted around him, seeming to encourage him. It was von Eck.

As they got closer he could hear her. “Come on! Only another hundred yards! You can do it.”

Heino convulsively turned back to the clock. Thirty seconds. Twenty. Fifteen. At this rate, von Eck was going to be eliminated herself.

“Einsiedel! Kurt! Ten more steps. Just ten more steps!” von Eck cried.

Ten seconds. Five. Three.

Einsiedel fell over the finish line, flopped over on his back like a beached fish. Von Eck darted over the line alongside him. They had beaten the time limit by two seconds.

Von Eck had never shown the slightest interest in anyone outside the Altenkirchen group before. Yet she’d risked her own career to help Einsiedel, who was nothing to her.

“Thank you,” he said, pushing over towards her. “Thank you. Why did you help him?”

She turned to face him. “This is all down to you, Voss,” she hissed. “If that’s how you treat your friends, I surely wouldn’t like to be your enemy.”

“I—”

Whatever else Heino had been going to say was driven from his mind by the resounding slap she administered to his cheek.

“I hope you’re happy now, Voss,” she said. “I truly hope you are.”

She turned her back and walked to over to where von Fähnrich was lying on the grass.
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When Heino returned to the Academy after Midwinter, the class placings for the first term had been posted. Heino was eleventh of twenty-three. His modest performance in Navigation had offset his second place in Outdoor Pursuits, while his marks in Theory of Aeronautics had been moderate. Von Fähnrich sat at the top of the class ahead of Kreuzneuve despite the result of the running race.

He winced when he saw von Eck in seventh—a position which would have been considerably higher had she not come in second to last assisting Einsiedel in the race.

The second term was to see changes: for the first time Practical Aeronautics was on the curriculum. The cadets were at last to be allowed to fly the airships. If this was a welcome development, the arrival of a new tutor for Political Theory certainly was not.

The classroom for Political Theory was perhaps the least prepossessing on the base. The one window afforded no view of the airships tethered to the gantries; instead it looked out grudgingly onto the wall of the boiler plant, the noise of which made it impractical to open the window. Consequently the room was stuffy and soporific at the best of times. A good match for the subject, Heino thought.

At mid-morning on the morning of the first day of term the students filed in, seating themselves according to whichever alliances motivated them at the time. Heino sat next to Kreuzneuve and Einsiedel, who seemed to bear no malice for his ordeal in the foot race. The Altenkirch, as ever, sat together.

The tutor rose from the desk he had been sitting in front of the class. He was short and squat, his garments unremittingly black, reminding Heino of a hellfire preacher.

“Good morning, class. I am Meinherr Fischer, and I will henceforth be educating you in the political theories underlying Lauchenland. Regrettably, I find your instruction has been woefully deficient thus far. Meinherr Gossler has been replaced, and I have come from Eisenstadt to ensure that our Aerostatic Corps officers of the future have a correct understanding of the noble principles of Lauchenland.”

Heino began to doodle with his pencil. This did not sound encouraging.

“First, I see gaggles and cliques sprawled across the room. Henceforth you will be seated alphabetically by surname. Your only clique is Lauchenland.”

The cadets looked around the class to determine who would be sitting with whom.

“Before we move, however,” continued Fischer, who it seemed did not require any pause for breath, “I will address a more serious and related matter.”

His voice had become louder and a fleck of spittle flew from his mouth.

“These students will stand immediately: Jungfrau von Eck, Meinherr von Fähnrich, Meinherr von Zwehl.”

Von Fähnrich rose first, followed uncertainly by von Eck and von Zwehl, all three having been seated together. 

“Do you know why I have selected you?” asked Fischer with a curled lip.

“To commend our noble lineage?” replied von Fähnrich with a grin.

Fischer moved briskly to stand in front of von Fähnrich. “Insolence of any sort—any sort at all—will not be tolerated.” He turned to the rest of the class.

“The ‘noble lineage’ referred to is that of the Altenkirch landowner—a class which has been associated for half a thousand years with the Beruzil Empire. It was from the emperor they took their titles, and to him their ancient loyalties lie.”

“One moment—!” cried von Zwehl.

“These cadets, rather than seeking to atone for their past, or even to hide it, rather flaunt and glory in it.”

“And why should I not have pride in my name?” snapped von Fähnrich. “My loyalty to Lauchenland is impeccable, but I will not deny my forefathers.”

Fischer turned and stepped to the front of the class. “There you see the defiance of those who call themselves the ‘Altenkirch’. A state within a state. In this class, no-one is to use the ‘von’ prefix. This is contrary to the spirit of Lauchenland and the Volksbund. We are all equal now.”

“This is absurd!” said von Eck. “Changing our names does not change who we are.”

“You, Jungfrau Eck, would do well to show moderation. Can you deny that your brother holds a commission in the Empire, under the Archduke of Flachland himself?”

Von Eck shrugged. “That is his choice, not mine. I am here, so I am seeking a commission in the Aerostatic Corps.”

Fischer pursed his lips. “In this class, as I say, there are no ‘vons’. I would advise, if you wish your careers to prosper, to change your names legally. You may be seated.”

Having made his point, Fischer moved on to the lesson itself, which covered a predictable gamut: the waning powers of the Emmerich demonology, the revolution, the deposition of the tyrant Duke Joachim, the Dark Angel of Stramfeld, secession from the Empire and the formation of the Volksbund. Heino barely listened and he doubted anyone else did either.

That evening, the six Altenkirch students were absent from the common room. Heino, Kreuzneuve and Einsiedel sat in the prime corner normally occupied by the absentees.

“Fischer has a point,” said Kreuzneuve, lighting a cheroot. “Lauchenland is no place for titles.”

“God knows, I’ve no partiality for any of them,” said Heino, “but it seemed unnecessarily confrontational.”

“The Volksbund will not survive if it doesn’t break the power of the Altenkirch,” said Einsiedel. “They have too much influence. The Bund is unassailable in the cities, but up north on the coast—Altenkirchen or Ludingerode—they might as well not exist.”

“What they’re worried about,” said Kreuzneuve, “is if there’s another war.”

“When,” said Einsiedel.

“That all the landed Altenkirch will side with the Empire and we’ll have civil war too.”

“They were loyal in the First Air War,” said Heino.

“Then they might have thought the Bund would wither of its own accord. Does anyone believe that now? The Bund is here to stay,” said Einsiedel. He looked around quickly in case anyone was listening, before adding, “which is a good thing, of course.”
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The next Political Theory class was to be seated along alphabetical lines. Von Zwehl sat at the back of the class, befitting a man whose name now began with ‘Z’. Von Fähnrich was absent altogether, ‘indisposed’, and von Eck, who had not spoken to Heino since the end of the last term, defiantly sat next to him.

Heino tilted his head to one side.

“Von Eck, Voss,” she said. “Our names both begin with ‘V’.”

“As you wish,” said Heino. 

Fischer was preoccupied and appeared not to notice as he went through a tedious exposition of Paul Sparrau’s election as President of Lauchenland.

The lesson was interrupted as Captain Lossow entered the room accompanied, more significantly, by von Fähnrich, showing no sign of any indisposition, and the Commandant of the Academy, Colonel von Gemmingham-Guttenberg.

Fischer sagged as they entered.

Von Gemmingham-Guttenberg, her white hair pinned up severely and her pince-nez twitching, said: “Meinherr Fischer, perhaps you would spare me a moment. There is something I wish to discuss with you.”

“Speak, Meinfrau Commandant.”

Von Gemmingham-Guttenberg’s mouth curled into a smile. “In private, if you please.”

Fischer could see what was coming, and chose a martyr’s death.

“You may outline your points here, madam, unless they are so shameful you do not wish your students to hear them.”

Von Eck, sitting next to Heino, gave him a half-smile.

“Very well, Meinherr Fischer. Cadet von Fähnrich—who you may be aware is the nephew of my husband’s cousin—outlined the conduct of your last lesson, in particular your observations on the Altenkirch nobility.”

“I do not blush for it, madam.”

“If, as you seem to believe, the Altenkirch aristocracy is treasonously ensnared with the Empire, I am interested to hear your views on my own service with the Aerostatic Corps since its inception.”

“I believe your original commission was with the Empire’s Air Division IV.”

“Which predates the existence of Lauchenland. I have served the Republic faithfully since the revolution.”

“Let me be frank, Meinfrau Commandant. The view from Eisenstadt is that the Aerostatic Corps is a hotbed of sedition and opposition to the democratic principles of Lauchenland. I regret to find that these suspicions are entirely justified.”

Von Gemmingham-Guttenberg clicked her heels and bowed fractionally to Fischer. “No doubt you will wish to deliver your findings to Eisenstadt in person. I therefore relieve you of your duties here, Meinherr Fischer.”

“You may think we cannot touch you, Meinfrau Commandant. You may soon find yourself mistaken.”

“I fancy your masters in Eisenstadt, Meinherr Fischer, will take a broader view. Since they are so set on another war with the Empire, I imagine they will want nothing more from Rauenschau than a torrent of reliable aeronauts. And I do not think you will find anyone in Eisenstadt who can deliver that. Good morning to you, sir. Your wages will be sent on to Eisenstadt.”

Von Gemmingham-Guttenberg clicked her heels once again.

“You have not heard the last of this,” said Fischer, as he spun on his heel and left the room.

Von Gemmingham-Guttenberg turned to face the students.

“Cadets,” she said. “Meinherr Fischer came from Eisenstadt to teach you about political theory. Today you will have learned much on the subject, albeit not the lesson he wished to teach you. Our prime loyalty is and always will be to the Aerostatic Corps. We are part of Lauchenland, and Lauchenland is part of us. But always remember that the Volksbund in Eisenstadt does not trust us, and never will. We serve the state, not the Bund.”

She turned to leave. “And von Fähnrich?”

“Yes, Meinfrau Commandant?”

“Regardless of the circumstances, bringing a problem straight to me, rather to Captain Lossow, is not how I wish cadets to behave. You will accept a demerit.”

Von Fähnrich’s face flushed. “Yes, Meinfrau Commandant.”
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The cadets rarely had occasion or opportunity to leave the Academy, but on Wednesday afternoons and Sundays they were free from lessons and could use their time as they wished. Heino often walked down into Rauenschau, which boasted one pleasant café and a beer hall. Sometimes he and Einsiedel would catch the train for the twenty-minute ride into Porrenkirch.

It was customary on Sunday mornings to go to the church of St. Lorenz in Rauenschau, wearing their smart cadet uniforms, identical to the Corps officers’ except grey instead of blue. The three female cadets, von Eck, Elisabeth Stempel and Helga Rennekampf, were permitted to wear civilian dress but both von Eck and Stempel preferred their uniforms.

One morning with spring approaching Heino decided that he could do without the pastor’s blessing and took himself to the Memling-Haus coffee shop instead. He was, once again, finding trigonometry irksome and, while divine intervention would be welcome, he recognised that mastery of the course materials was a surer route to success.

He ordered a steaming cup of cocoa and a slice of apple torte, and opened his books. The cosine function (cos) is the ratio of the adjacent leg to the hypotenuse. Why did you need to know all this to fly an airship?

“May I join you?”

He looked up to see von Eck standing at his table, her cadet uniform impeccably tailored. Concealing his surprise, he motioned her to sit down.

“Shouldn’t you be at church?” he said.

“The same goes for you.”

Heino flipped his book shut to show the cover. “I thought God would forgive me. I am hardly using the holy day for frivolous purposes.”

“Trigonometry is older than the church. Did you know that?”

Heino sipped his cocoa. “In truth I’d never considered the matter.”

“The method was codified in Calabadag a hundred years before the Martyrdom of the Saints. There’s something beautiful in its simplicity.”

Heino laughed and beckoned the waiter over to take von Eck’s order. “‘Simple’ is the last word I’d use. At the bottom of our garden in Erdorf there’s a tangled patch of brambles none of us dares cut back. That’s trigonometry.”

“I’ll have a cocoa as well,” she said to the waiter. “Once you understand the underlying rules, it really is elegant.”

“I’m with Captain Chisholm. I can’t see it being much use for a pilot.”

Von Eck smiled. “But I’m going to be a navigator.”

Heino inspected her face for humorous intent. “You don’t want to fly the airships?”

“When I’m at home at Eulenschloss, I don’t drive the carriage myself,” she said. “Forgive me, Voss, but steering the conveyance—be it carriage or airship—is the servant’s job.”

Heino uttered a caw of laughter. “Well, I shall never master trigonometry enough to be a navigator, so perhaps we are both satisfied.”

Von Eck smiled—an expression Heino realised he’d never seen on her face before, and one which markedly improved it. “Perhaps we are,” he said.

Her cocoa arrived, and Voss offered to cut her off a slice of his torte. 

“No thank you,” she said. “I don’t have quite your facility for running up hills.”

Heino grimaced. He had wondered when she would raise that topic.

“About that...”

She raised a hand. “It doesn’t matter. If Einsiedel doesn’t hold a grudge, there’s no reason I should.”

“It was childish of me,” he said. “I just wanted to... I don’t know...”

“Knock Harald’s halo a little?”

Heino gave a rueful smile and stirred the dregs of his cocoa. “Perhaps. Pointless—I doubt he even knows I exist.”

Von Eck sipped her drink. “He does now, I can assure you. And he is not best pleased.”

“Maybe I didn’t strive in vain.”

“He primarily blames Kreuzneuve. He doesn’t like the city boys at the best of times. And then Kreuzneuve is his main rival for top of the class as well.”

“For someone who’s friends with him, you are not very complimentary.”

“Don’t mistake me, Voss. He is intelligent, gifted, generous—but he cannot acknowledge an equal.”

“He was quick enough to squeal to the Old Lady.”

“The Bund may run Lauchenland,” she said, “but they will never understand the Corps. We’ll never see Fischer again, and Eisenstadt will think twice before they impose another tutor on us.”

“Maybe von Fähnrich isn’t so bad after all.”

Von Eck smiled again. It was an expression he would like to see more of.

“You’ve been too polite to ask about my brother having a commission in Flachland. I saw everyone look round when Fischer said it.”

Heino set his mug down carefully. “Is it true?”

“Yes it is.” 

Heino rubbed his chin. “I imagine there’s no more to be said on the subject.”

“The von Ecks were ennobled eight hundred years ago,” she said. “We’ve held our lands ever since, even expanded them from time to time.”

Heino could not think of an appropriate response.

“We are always on the winning side,” she said. “And there have been a lot of sides to choose over the past five hundred years. Do you know how we always pick the winning side?”

“I dare not guess. The Emmerichs did it through demonology.”

“Until the Defiance of Stramfeld, at least. The von Ecks have a much simpler approach. One way or another, we back both sides. In my generation, that means Erich fights for the emperor, and I fight for Lauchenland. I happen to think I got the better of the bargain, but it could as easily be the other way round.”

“That’s a cold-blooded approach.”

“Did you always want to fly an airship?”

“Yes—for as long as I can remember.”

“Well, so did I. We flew from Ludingerode to Eisenstadt and on to Chorgues when I was four, and I never wanted to come back to earth. I certainly didn’t want to marry an inbred dandy—all I wanted was to be an aeronaut. That meant I got Lauchenland, because the Empire doesn’t use women on the airships. So Erich had no choice. He was packed off to cousins in Ustirecky and took a commission from Archduke Leopold.”

“So he gets to be a traitor because you wanted to fly an airship?”

This time von Eck’s smile was wintry. “He’s only a traitor if we win. If we lose, I’m the traitor. Sometimes it is much easier not to have a choice.”

Heino said nothing. 

“What I’ve said isn’t a matter for casual gossip,” she said. “I’m not altogether sure why I told you.”

“I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You didn’t pry. Maybe that’s why. And Voss?”

“Yes?”

“If you’re in the library on Wednesday afternoon I’ll induct you into the austere majesty of trigonometry.”

She drained her mug of cocoa, set a coin down on the table and went back out onto the street, leaving Heino staring at her back in perplexity.
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Most of the cadets felt that trigonometry, early morning runs and political theories—now taught in perfunctory fashion by Captain Lossow—were all very well, but the reason they were at Rauenschau was to fly airships. The arrival of spring saw these hopes fulfilled.

It was a cool morning and the cadets stood wrapped in their greatcoats at the foot of the gantry. A hundred feet above them, the airship Spring Queen was tethered.

Captain Chisholm clapped his hands to attract the attention of those cadets craning their necks upwards in awe of the vast ship.

“To refresh your memories, a war airship is crewed thus: three humans—the pilot, the navigator, and the engineer. The engineer controls the actions of the automata, of which there are four: one for the rudder, one for the elevator and two for general duties inside the gas envelope. For flights of longer than six hours, the human crew is doubled, and for longer than twelve, tripled. Forget the thirty man crews you may have seen on passenger airships. A war craft is three of you and three million cubic feet of highly flammable hydrogen against the elements.”

Chisholm paused to let the words sink in.

“And there is only one way on to the ship,” he said, sweeping his arm to encompass the ladder. Set against the huge envelope of the airship it looked almost impossibly flimsy. Heino swallowed; it had never struck him before that he would need to climb up to the ship. Ludicrous to be afraid of heights when he was planning to fly at several thousand feet! But looking around he saw a sea of uneasy expressions.

Chisholm allowed himself a wry chuckle. “Once you’re up the first time, you’ll realise it’s easy. There is not room for all of you in the gondola. Only six of you will be going aloft today. The rest of you will study technical specifications.”

He pointed to the six people on the left of the group, a selection which encompassed Heino, Einsiedel, Kreuzneuve, von Eck, von Fähnrich and one of the other female cadets, Rennekampf.

“Right! Who’s first up the ladder?” said Chisholm.

Heino licked his lips and scanned the group. Von Fähnrich and Kreuzneuve were eying each other, playing out their rivalry in the smallest things. Von Eck seemed wryly amused.

“I’ll do it.” Heino was surprised to realise that he had just volunteered. Von Fähnrich scowled. It seemed he had earmarked the privilege for himself. Heino thought to catch von Eck suppressing a smile.

“Good lad!” said Chisholm. “Look up at the airship all the time, don’t look down, and move quickly without thinking.”

Heino nodded. “What are you waiting for?” growled Chisholm. 

With a brief nod, Heino stepped on to the ladder, which was wider than it looked, if no sturdier. One-two-three-four. One-two-three-four. It was just like the part of a foot race where you needed to block everything out and just let your limbs do their job.

“Next!” called Chisholm.

Heino felt someone else come on to the ladder behind him, and made to look down. A sudden moment of vertigo stopped him. He paused and clutched the ladder, whose rungs now seemed slippery against his gloved hands.

“Hurry up!” came from below him—a female voice which sounded like von Eck, but in the wind it could as easily be Rennekampf. He took a deep breath and continued onwards. At intervals he could hear the other cadets being called to the ladder.

At last he was at the top. He could feel his hands sweating inside his gloves, despite the chill. The ladder gave out onto a railed platform and he gasped with relief. The view was spectacular, the town of Rauenschau laid out below him, with Porrenkirch visible beyond. At home in Erdorf he had often climbed up into the mountains, but that gradual ascent gave no sense of being divorced from the ground in the way that this platform did.

“It’s quite a sight, isn’t it, sir?”

He turned to see one of the ground crew on the platform, the man responsible for tying and untying the ship from the gantry. “You’ll never forget your first time aloft.”

Von Eck surged through the hatch onto the platform, seemingly blithe and unconcerned. The crewman saluted her.

“Well, Voss,” she said. “This is certainly something.”

At irregular intervals the other cadets arrived. The gap between von Fähnrich and Einsiedel seemed rather longer than the others, and Einsiedel was flushed and sweating as he came onto the platform. Heino gave an encouraging nod.

Finally Chisholm appeared and led them into the Spring Queen’s gondola. “Good,” he said. “You’ve all passed the first test.” His eye lingered on Einsiedel for a second. “There are some who never make it up the ladder at all.”

He indicated the main features of the gondola. “At the front you see the pilot’s post. The controls next to him override the rudder and the elevator which are normally controlled by the automata.”

He pointed to the two metal figures midway down the cabin. They had been fitted out with officers’ uniforms which somehow made them seem less rather than more human. Their smooth grey metal faces reminded him incongruously of the shop dummies he had once seen in Goldmann’s of Zwingenstein.

“I myself will be taking on the pilot’s duties today. There you see the navigator’s table. We shall dispense with that position today given the duration of our flight. If I can’t find my way to Wolfsee and back without some ninny whispering in my ear, I deserve to be pensioned off.”

Heino allowed himself a side-glance at von Eck, who was making no effort to disguise her scowl.

“Finally,” Chisholm pointed to the rear of the gondola, where a figure was seated at a modest table, “we have the engineer, Sergeant Hessen, who will control the automata, repair any mechanical failing and operate the telegraph. The engineer is by far the most useful man on the ship, so of course the Aerostatic Corps in its wisdom designates him as the only man in the crew who is not a commissioned officer.”

Hessen, his grizzled hair cropped close against his scalp, gave a wry smile.

“Now,” said Chisholm, “let us be underway.” He pulled a brass lever and four steam-propeller engines started up. On the platform, the crewman unhitched the hawser holding the Spring Queen to the tower, and gently the ship began to move away, as well as drifting upwards.

“Von Eck, no doubt with your penchant for all things navigational you will be able to tell us the bearing for Wolfsee.”

Von Eck brightened. “Of course, it’s—”

“You don’t have to tell us all. If we get lost, you can be assured you are the first person I will turn to, eh, Hessen?”

Hessen laughed. 

Von Eck flushed in irritation. Von Fähnrich at her side put a soothing hand on her forearm.

Heino had little attention to spare for von Eck’s humiliation. He was too enraptured by the scene below. The Spring Queen had risen to about six hundred feet and Rauenschau was laid out below them. He had waited all his life for the chance to ride an airship, and it had been worth it.

“We can fly much higher than this,” said Chisholm. “However, at higher altitudes, the air pressure is lower and thus the hydrogen in the envelope is more likely to leak into the atmosphere. Why do we wish to avoid that, Rennekampf?”

“We would lose altitude, Captain.”

“So much is obvious, Rennekampf. At three thousand feet, with plenty of ballast left, why would that worry me? Who has a better answer?”

Rennekampf flushed. Chisholm had managed to put both female cadets in their place within the first minutes of the flight. Heino remembered that the Avignese Corps Dirigibile, where Chisholm had spent most of his career, did not allow women to serve on their airships.

“Von Fähnrich, can you enlighten us?”

“Because of the risk of explosion, Captain. Hydrogen and oxygen would mix and a spark could then ignite.”

“Correct. Venting hydrogen into the air always carries a risk, which is minimised by flying at a moderate altitude. Where we can we fly below the cloud, because a lightning storm can easily ignite escaped hydrogen.”

“Am I right, sir,” asked Kreuzneuve, “that in the First Air War more airships were lost to storms than enemy action?”

A grim expression crossed Chisholm’s face. “It is indeed, laddie. Two ships of my squadron were lost over Tremnike. During the war we sometimes flew above the clouds for cover—but exposed ourselves to storms instead.”

Einsiedel looked out from the gondola. “The weather is bright and cloudless today.”

“You will learn never to rely on it.”

Chisholm stopped his commentary for a while to allow the cadets to watch the Spring Queen in motion. Sergeant Hessen occasionally transmitted instructions to the automata via a control panel, as minor heading and altitude corrections were required. At one point he vented a quantity of water, which slipped from the ship like a blanket falling through the sky. The Spring Queen climbed rapidly. Later Hessen vented hydrogen and the Spring Queen slowly settled.

It was only some forty minutes later that a city on the banks of a lake hove into view ahead: Wolfsee.

“Von Eck!” barked Chisholm. “You will see we have safely located Wolfsee.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Let us imagine for a moment that we had been unsure of our position and bearing. How might we establish our position and required course?”

“One could use dead reckoning, sir, although the method is imprecise, or if weather conditions permit, use instruments to take a sighting for celestial navigation.”

“Conceivably, if we wished to be bothered with pfiff-pfaff. There is a rather easier method.”

“Sir?”

“Pilots know it as the landmarks school of navigation. Look below you. Kreuzneuve, what do you see?”

Kreuzneuve used one hand to shade his eyes from the sun. “Fields, woods, a steam train.”

“A steam train! In fact, the Porrenkirch-Wolfsee Express. And there you have your answer. If you are flying from one town to another, much the best way is to follow the railway. There are few sizeable towns in Lauchenland—or the Empire for that matter—which are not connected by rail.”

Von Eck stepped closer to Chisholm.

“I understand, Captain Chisholm, that for some reason you find the position of navigator redundant or even irksome. Nonetheless, the Aerostatic Corps finds it necessary to train and even deploy them on their airships. I will continue to master the subject and in due course accept a commission from the president; unless Commandant von Gemmingham-Guttenberg considers me unfit to hold one.”

Her mouth was set in a harsh line, her fists clenched.

Chisholm laughed. “It is many years since I left the Green Isles,” he said. “I was born in a place called Greyfall. The women there are the fiercest battlecats you’d ever hope to see. You, lassie, remind me of home.”

“I have no interest in your backward homeland, sir.”

Von Fähnrich smoothly stepped between them. “Leave it, Saskia. Captain Chisholm is merely tweaking your tail.”

Chisholm held up his hands although he was still laughing. “I admire a lassie with spirit,” he said. “In the unlikely event that I undertake a flight requiring a navigator, I will ask for you to be assigned to me.”

Von Eck’s reply was inaudible, but Chisholm appeared to take it for gracious assent, and moved on to explain the landing procedures at Wolfsee.
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Late that afternoon Chisholm brought the ship back into Rauenschau and the cadets, both exhausted and thrilled, did not have the energy to worry about the pitfalls of making their way back down the ladder. They gathered at the bottom, waiting for some final observations from Chisholm, but he dismissed them with a brusque farewell and made his way off to the officers’ mess, not even pausing until he was out of sight before pulling a bottle of spirits from his pocket.

Einsiedel was immediately sick in a bush. “Sorry,” he said, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief. “I did not feel uncomfortable up in the air, but now we are on level ground...”

Kreuzneuve laughed. “They say it happens to many cadets on their first time aloft.”

“For those of weak constitutions, perhaps,” said von Fähnrich with a dismissive scowl. “I imagine the true aeronaut has a greater affinity with life aloft.”

“Really, Harald,” said von Eck. “I confess to feeling a little queasy myself. Does that make me unfitted for my chosen career?”

“Must you always be perverse, Saskia?”

“I merely made an observation—to which I might add that you look a little pale yourself.”

“Pah! You are insufferable.” Von Fähnrich threw up his arms and stalked back to the cadets’ quarters.

Von Eck shrugged. “I apologise for Meinherr von Fähnrich. He cannot bear to display any weakness.”

“Before his inferiors, as I’m sure you meant to conclude,” said Heino.

Von Eck raised an eyebrow. “You should not be so sensitive. I meant no such thing. Although since Harald acknowledges no equals, I suppose we all count as his inferiors.”

“Except you,” said Heino tartly.

“Our families are long acquainted. Now, if you will excuse me, I intend to bag the hot tub before Rennekampf.”

“Excuse me!” cried Rennekampf, who had been sitting quietly with her back to the foot of the ladder.

“Once you are preening there is no removing you from the bathroom.”

“Girls, girls!” said Kreuzneuve, unsuccessfully suppressing a smirk. “There is a hot tub in our wing, if you both require a soak. No doubt Einsiedel would be happy to apply the sponge if necessary.”

“You are an impudent rascal,” said von Eck.

Kreuzneuve bowed. “I can but try, my lady.”

Rennekampf said: “You may have first use of the tub, von Eck. I would like some fresh air.” She cast a sly glance at Heino.

Einsiedel clapped Kreuzneuve on the back. “I demand crumpets ahead of hot water or fresh air. Are you coming to the refectory?”

“That’s the most sense I’ve heard today, Captain Chisholm not excepted. Lead on!”

They walked off, von Eck hurrying behind them in case Rennekampf changed her mind about the hot tub.

“Did Chisholm upset you?” Heino asked Rennekampf. “His manner is not calculated to please.”

“He was as bad to von Eck. He thinks women have no place in the gondola,” she said. “I will just have to prove him wrong.”

They walked down the cliff path to the beach, where the tide was out and the pale winter sun just beginning to dip below the horizon. Rennekampf shivered.

“Have my coat,” said Heino. “I do not feel the cold.”

Rennekampf gave a high laugh. “I could not fit your coat on over my own.”

“Perhaps not, although you must credit my good intentions.”

“Although I could accommodate your scarf if you do not mind.”

Heino smiled and removed the cream wool scarf Liesl had knitted him. They strolled in companionable silence along the beach, stepping over the driftwood cast ashore in a recent storm. He realised that he found Rennekampf’s company soothing; the underlying jockeying and rivalry which existed between most of the cadets was absent.

“Why did you join the Corps, Rennekampf?” asked Heino after a while. “I am curious.”

“Will you call me Helga?” she said. “When we are... outside of class, at least? If you want to know about me, that must mean we are friends.”

Heino slowed his place and glanced across at her face. Her dark eyes seemed huge in the gathering twilight.

“If you will call me Heino,” he said. “You are not like von Eck or Stempel.”

Her mouth twitched. “You mean I am feebly girlish.”

“Rather that they are tomboys. I would not say that for you.”

“I see no point in denying that I am a woman. Von Eck and Stempel want to prove that they are as good as men by acting like them; I prove it by being me.”

She shivered again and Heino made to take off his coat once more. Helga giggled. “I am always happy to accept your gallantry, but your coat will fit me no better now than before.”

Heino stopped and looked up as one of the airships cast away from the tower and flew over them, its belly looming impossibly huge at such low altitude. 

“I made the most pragmatic choice imaginable,” said Helga. “My parents are dead, I have no marriage portion. There are few respectable choices for a woman in my position.”

“If you can manage trigonometry, I’m sure you could have made a governess.”

“Spending the whole day with children held little appeal. If they were brats, my life would be intolerable, and if they were angels it would break my heart to part with them. There are few choices for a poor, educated woman—but more in Lauchenland than elsewhere. I count my blessings.”

“So you chose to fly airships because it was better than being a governess?”

“A friend of my father’s offered to install me as his mistress, with my own apartment and household. If I were truly pragmatic and cared nothing for my reputation, perhaps I should have done so, but I could not have respected myself.”

The wind wrapped her dark hair around her face. With the setting sun at her back, she was undeniably appealing. He fought back the temptation to do something rash. ‘Particular friendships’ were taboo in the Corps. Cadets thus indulging were always rusticated, and even among commissioned officers the culprits were often cashiered.

He could see the same thoughts running across Helga’s face. She might, perhaps, have been prepared to risk the consequences, but Heino, with the grand majesty of the airship hanging above them, was not. If he wanted female affections, there were young ladies in Porrenkirch who could indulge him with far fewer complications.

“We should be getting back,” he said. “You are shivering.”

“Von Eck will still be in the bath,” she said, “but you are right. It has been a long day.”

They turned and walked back up the cliff path. He much enjoyed her company, and why should he not enjoy it again in future? It made a pleasant change from von Eck, either effortlessly condescending in teaching him trigonometry, or cantankerous when her status was undermined.

As they reached the top of the cliffs he bowed and clicked his heels. “Good night, Helga.”

“Good night, Heino. I will see you tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER IX
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The next few months proved to Heino that he had made the right choice in joining the Aerostatic Corps. Von Eck’s assistance had helped him master trigonometry to a basic standard, and once in the air he found the business of flying an airship if not easy, then certainly a rewarding challenge. He would never forget his first flight at the wheel, ranging north-east along the coast towards Hallemarkt. Von Eck was navigating as the miles unfurled beneath them, and their instructor, Captain Lossow, let them fly as the mood took them.

The culture at the Rauenschau Academy encouraged an esprit de corps among the cadets, for in the future they would all rely on the others for their lives; but it also fostered an intense rivalry, particularly among the most able. Von Fähnrich won respect for his seemingly effortless skill, but little popularity with his arrogant demeanour. He appeared to harbour a special dislike for Heino’s coterie: Kreuzneuve, almost equally gifted; Einsiedel, with his homely rural accent; and Heino himself. Indeed, Heino was perhaps the cadet for whom he nurtured the greatest animosity. He would not quickly forget the foot race, and neither could he forgive Heino for being the only cadet outside of the ‘Altenkirch Set’ with whom von Eck appeared to be friends.

The only other cloud on Heino’s horizon was Helga Rennekampf. Of the three female candidates, she was the one who most aroused forbidden musings. Von Eck, with her careless superiority and occasional flashes of passion, was at once too aloof and too unpredictable to excite his fancy, while Stempel was guarded and reserved. Rennekampf—Helga—was the only one of the three to wear a dress off the base, which accentuated her figure to the best advantage.

Their relationship had ripened into true friendship over the spring. He looked forward to the days on which they would be paired in exercises, and during their time off on Wednesday afternoons and Sundays they would often walk down into Rauenschau, or on occasion take the train to Porrenkirch.
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Saints’ Day fell in the early spring. The Academy was not scrupulous about enforcing religious observance on the cadets, who were left to make their own arrangements. Heino sat on the grass idly flipping a throwing knife into a tree trunk some twenty yards away. Einsiedel was attempting the same skill with considerably less success.

“How do you do that?” said Kreuzneuve, coming across the lawns to speak to them.

Heino shrugged. “A misspent youth, I suspect. On a good day I could take a rabbit at forty paces. I had a lot of practice. It seems you don’t lose the knack. You never know, it might come in useful one day.”

Einsiedel laughed. “On a good day I could hit a pig’s arse from a yard.”

“I don’t wish to hear about your rural entertainments, Kurt,” said Kreuzneuve. “There are women here; you don’t need to woo the livestock.”

Heino sniggered.

“Are you walking down to town?” Kreuzneuve asked.

“What, you are planning to go to church?” replied Einsiedel.

“Saints’ Day is nothing to me,” grinned Kreuzneuve. “I am an atheist and a free thinker. I thought crumpets and cocoa instead.”

“That has to be better than church,” said Einsiedel. “Voss, surely you agree?”

“I was planning to catch the train to Porrenkirch with Rennekampf,” said Heino.

Kreuzneuve cleared his throat and grinned.

“You should be careful there,” said Einsiedel. “That girl is husband-hunting.”

“Nonsense, Kurt! We are friends, no more.”

Kreuzneuve grimaced. “That is not the rumour.”

“And do ‘free thinkers’ listen to rumours?”

“That isn’t the point. You can guarantee that if I’ve heard it, so has everyone else.”

Heino threw up his hands. “It is completely innocent, and she is certainly not looking for a husband at Rauenschau.”

“No?” said Einsiedel. “No family, no prospects. Why else is she here? I am sure the life of an officer’s wife would suit her very well.”

Heino was beginning to find the conversation irritating. “She is every bit as accomplished a pilot as you. And why from all the cadets on the campus would she pick me?”

Kreuzneuve laughed. “Well, she’s hardly going to marry a self-proclaimed ‘atheist and free thinker’, is she? Or a carrot-top like Einsiedel. The ginger strain runs true to the fifth generation.”

Heino scowled. “There are twenty other cadets in our class.”

“Von Fähnrich and the Altenkirch will not even notice she exists, and she can’t marry von Eck or Stempel. The list of eligible bachelors is short, and you perhaps drool the most obviously.”

“I tell you what,” said Einsiedel. “We will all go down into Porrenkirch on Wednesday and visit Clemensstrasse, and occupy ourselves with some of Bertha’s ladies. Gröben tells me she offers a discount to the Aerostatic Corps.”

“You can go if you want,” said Heino. “I am sure I can find a better way of amusing myself.”

“With the lovely Helga, no doubt,” smirked Kreuzneuve.

“If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen,” replied Heino, turning to greet Rennekampf who had appeared outside her dormitory.

Kreuzneuve and Einsiedel touched their caps to her and went about their business.

Helga was undeniably living up to her star billing today, in a dress of navy blue and white, with a small blue hat making only the most cursory attempt at confining her dark curls. Her cheeks glowed with the fresh spring morning or, the more cynical might conclude, the rouge pot.

“What were they talking about?” Helga asked.

“Nothing of any consequence,” said Heino. “Their conversation rarely bears repeating to a lady.”

“Well, I am not that,” she said.

“Nonetheless, I will not inflict their foolishness upon you.”

“If you must be mysterious...”
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Kreuzneuve and Einsiedel had worried Heino more than perhaps they realised. Was Helga truly at Rauenschau simply to secure a husband? She would not need to concern herself with a career in the Corps if she married instead—and if she picked the right man, she might in due course find herself a colonel’s wife. Even a humble airship captain could live well enough to support a family and an establishment of a couple of servants.

That said, she had shown real aptitude as a pilot, and a lively intelligence that would surely chafe with nothing more than the week’s menu and the latest novels to stimulate it. Kreuzneuve and Einsiedel were jealous, it was as simple as that. They had to make their way to Clemensstrasse for female company, while he was able to enjoy the society of an intelligent and attractive woman without needing to pay for it.
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The railway station at Porrenkirch was outside the city, looking across the river to the Owls’ Tower and the Old Town. It was an undeniably beautiful and impressive sight, and one which Heino had not fully appreciated on his first visit to the city. Then, travelling north from Zwingenstein, he had been more concerned by what awaited him at Rauenschau. Now, familiar with the area and with a beautiful woman on his arm, he was able to do the sight more justice.

He skipped down the step to the platform and reached up an arm to help Helga down. He was in his dark blue dress uniform and the porters on the platform saluted him. He responded with a crisp nod. Helga, taking advantage of her dispensation to wear civilian clothes, attracted less attention.

Outside the station stood a queue for the steam tram, while on the other side of the concourse stood the horse and carriages favoured by the more conservative burghers.

Heino disliked the steam trams, with their cramped interiors. They were the cheapest conveyance into the city—other than two legs—but Heino had always preferred the carriage.

“Shall we, Jungfrau?” he smiled.

“If you insist, Meinherr,” said Helga with a dimple.

The open-topped carriage made its sedate way across the Puppen bridge and through the Owls’ Gate.

“It’s hard to imagine this is where the revolution started,” said Heino, as they passed between the twin towers.

“On the contrary,” said Helga. “It’s impossible to forget.”

She pointed to a large brass plaque on the gate wall.
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OWLS’ GATE

PORRENKIRCH

SITE OF THE DEFIANCE OF PORRENKIRCH
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“Why do you think the train stops outside the city? It would have been every bit as easy to run the line into the Old Town,” said Helga.

“The line has to stop somewhere,” he said.

Helga shook her head. “No, no! This way, everyone who visits Porrenkirch has to come through the Gate and see the plaque. The Volksbund doesn’t want anyone to forget the revolution. What better way than for everyone to come through the gates?”

This notion seemed somehow cynical to Heino.

“Can you not imagine Crown Prince Manfred and his sons riding across this very bridge to demand the surrender of Porrenkirch?” he said. “I always used to love the story as a boy.”

“Ilse Ledermann came to our school once,” said Helga. “Now that was exciting!”

“You met the Dark Angel?” asked Heino in hushed terms as the carriage rattled along the bridge.

“Well, she spoke to our school assembly, and told us how Prince Waldemar had fondled her backside. I would not have done so, and no mistake, for she was something of a battleaxe.”

“No doubt she was rather less intimidating at the time.”

“Certainly slimmer, if the picture books are to be believed.”

Heino said: “I remember in History we had to act out Bonhorst’s Defiance in the Dawn. I wanted to play Waldemar but I had to play craven Mayor Buxtehude instead.”

Helga tinkled a pretty laugh. “Why did you want to play Waldemar? He is hardly the hero of the play.”

Heino grinned. “Because I was fourteen and Helene Goltz was playing the Dark Angel, and I wanted to grope her buttocks. Instead the rascally Vogel Filschner got to be Waldemar, and did not carry out the groping with the vigour the role demanded. Although he certainly made a good job of the prince’s feebleness in attempting to summon the demon.”

“So you never got to fondle Helene Goltz?”

“Alas, no. But she made a splendid job of her great line.”

“‘I do not give a whore’s fart for the House of Emmerich or the emperor; and neither do the people of Porrenkirch.’”

“She delivered it with the relish it deserved,” said Heino. “Do you think she really said it?”

“When she came to the school, someone asked her exactly that,” said Helga. “Ilse Ledermann drew herself up and roared out: ‘What else should I have said?’”

“They say she still lives in Porrenkirch,” said Heino. “I am surprised she has not been invited to address us at the Academy.”

“I think her appeal today is primarily to impressionable youngsters.”

“Like we were.”

“Just like we were.”

The carriage had reached its destination and set them down in the square before the Rathaus. Heino reached into his pocket and handed over two lauchenmark coins, indicating with a brisk nod that this sum included any gratuity payable.

Heino took Helga’s arm and they headed down Hardenburgstrasse towards the canal, always a pleasant direction for a stroll. Although the city had once been the hub of revolution, these days it gave off a sleepy contentment. For true revolutionary fervour, you now had to go to Eisenstadt or Braussedorf.

“It’s starting to rain,” said Helga as they walked along the canal, “and I do not have an umbrella.”

Heino offered her his uniform cap.

“I think we would both be in trouble for defaming the Corps uniform if we were caught,” said Helga. “We may have to get wet. My hat is not large enough to be practical.”

Heino steered her under an archway at the entrance to the narrow Pfefferstrasse. It was too small to afford any real protection from the elements, and Helga pressed against him to avoid the rain soaking her best dress. Heino felt the warmth of her body as she looked up into his face, raindrops running down one side of it. On a sudden impulse he pulled her closer and kissed her.

Helga resisted briefly, then returned the kiss with enthusiasm. Breathless, she pulled away.

“Well, that was unexpected!” she said.

“Yes,” said Heino. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what possessed me.”

“I think that’s obvious,” said Helga with a smirk. Her dark eyes were twinkling. “And you need not apologise.”

Einsiedel’s words flashed into his mind. Husband-hunting. He still didn’t believe it.

“Aren’t you going to kiss me again? We may as well be hanged for the sheep as the lamb.”

“I don’t intend to be hanged at—”

Helga prevented him from finishing the sentence.

The rain soon stopped, but neither Heino nor Helga felt any immediate need to move on. Eventually Helga said: “I’m starving! You can buy me crumpets.” She took Heino’s hand and they ran back out onto the street.
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CHAPTER X
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The next morning Heino had difficulty keeping his mind on his studies. Advanced Navigation—with the acerbic Professor Hertzberg—was a challenge at the best of times and he was grateful that, one row from the back of the classroom, he escaped notice for the duration of the lesson. Von Eck reeled off the answers to the more difficult problems so rapidly that the less able students could sit back in safety.

In the afternoon the cadets worked in pairs on Interrogation Techniques, intended to be helpful if they were ever to fall into the Empire’s hands. This was one of Heino’s favourite subjects. Cadets worked in pairs, the ‘prisoner’ having been briefed on a scenario and then questioned by the ‘interrogator’, who was briefed on the same material but with one key fact missing. The prisoner would be unaware of the extent of the interrogator’s information. The aim of the exercise was for the interrogator to tease that fact out of the prisoner.

By a mixture of bluff and shrewd guesswork, Heino was unusually good at extracting the information, and also adept at concealing it. He held the record for the fastest success: one question. Von Fähnrich was the prisoner, and had been extensively briefed on his role as an underground resistance leader. Heino had all the information except von Fähnrich’s assumed name. 

He walked into the booth where von Fähnrich sat at a table. Heino calmly sat opposite him. He made a show of reading over his papers.

“So,” he said. “You and your men have made life difficult for us. I will not be leaving until I have all the information about your clandestine activities. Before we start the interrogation, a few formalities: first, can you confirm your name?”

Von Fähnrich sat back and folded his arms. “Alfons Durer.”

The observers outside the room immediately rang the great brass bell. Heino laughed delightedly.

“You swine, Voss!” roared von Fähnrich. “You tricked me, you dog!”

“That is the point of the exercise, von Fähnrich.”

The exchange rapidly gained currency among the cadets. Those who did not enjoy von Fähnrich’s effortless superiority and straight-backed arrogance often whispered ‘Alfons Durer’ just within his hearing.

“That was an unwise thing to do,” said von Eck during the class debrief.

“How would you have done it?”

“The situation would have been different. For a start, I wouldn’t have thought of asking him straight out, but if I had, it wouldn’t have been a grocer’s son outwitting him.”

“Then that was a lesson he perhaps needed to learn.”
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In the next Interrogation Techniques class, von Fähnrich was the interrogator, this time with Einsiedel as the prisoner. After his early attempts to wheedle the answer out of his prey, von Fähnrich bellowed in frustration and set about beating the information out of him. This was strictly forbidden, but the instructors did not intervene. Fifteen minutes later, Einsiedel was unconscious and von Fähnrich still had not broken him.

“Why did you not stop it?” Rennekampf had asked Sergeant Wasserman, who had supervised the session.

“Why do you think?” Wasserman asked the class.

Heino, who had been horrified at his friend’s injuries, suddenly understood.

“You’ve showed that it didn’t work. Von Fähnrich lost his composure and stopped thinking. Beating alone won’t extract information.”

Wasserman nodded. “Very good. And I’ve also shown Einsiedel that he can endure a beating. If he falls into the wrong hands, that too may be a lesson he’s glad he learned.”
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Today, Heino could not concentrate on Interrogation Techniques. He was paired with von Eck, who generally was too direct in her questioning to elicit information, and too easy to needle into indiscretion to conceal it. This afternoon, though, von Eck easily repulsed Heino’s sallies.

They were given a break between sessions, and sat drinking tea in the refectory.

“There is something wrong,” said von Eck. “You are not yourself today.”

Heino shrugged. “I’m just tired.”

Von Eck sipped at her tea. “Or preoccupied, perhaps?”

“With what?”

She set her cup down on its saucer. “I heard a strange and worrying rumour last night.”

Heino raised an eyebrow—a gambit he had found useful in Interrogation Techniques when he had nothing to say and wanted to find out how much information his questioner had.

“You were in Porrenkirch with Rennekampf yesterday.”

“That’s fact, not rumour. There’s no reason to conceal it.”

“In Pfefferstrasse.”

Heino spread his hands. “That’s in Porrenkirch. Still no secret.”

“Voss, this isn’t Interrogation Techniques,” she snapped. “It’s not a game. You were seen kissing her, more than once.”

“By whom?”

“Does it matter? You don’t deny it’s true.”

“I didn’t confirm it.”

“Von Zwehl saw you.”

“It’s just plain ‘Zwehl’ now. He dropped the ‘von’, if you recall.”

Von Eck pushed her tea aside with a jolt, slopping the liquid into the saucer.

“This is not the time to be a barrack-room lawyer. Zwehl dislikes Harald, but if he were to mention it, you could be in trouble. Lossow and the Old Lady will send you both down, and you know it.”

“Nothing happened. It was just a kiss.”

“Kisses plural.” She sighed. “I share a dormitory with her. I’m not sure she saw it as ‘nothing’.”

“I didn’t realise she was your confidante.”

“She isn’t. I don’t particularly like her, but she could have been a schoolgirl in the dorm yesterday. I don’t care whether you break her heart or not—but is she worth throwing your career away for?”

Heino stood up. “What’s that to you, von Eck?”

“Did I teach you trigonometry so you could waste it all over some damp-knickered trollop?”

“I don’t think we have anything more to say on the subject,” said Heino. “You have said more than enough today.”
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The cadets found themselves spending an increasing amount of time aloft, working in small groups with a variety of instructors. Heino knew he would never forget his first flight as pilot, Einsiedel as his navigator, from Rauenschau to the ruins which had once been the populous city of Herthal prior to its destruction by Duke Joachim of Marchfelden some forty years earlier. Even trigonometry, with occasional help from von Eck, was beginning to fall into place.

The arrival of summer saw the final practical tests. These were simple in scope. Working in pairs, the candidates were given three locations: one cadet acted as pilot for the first two, the other as navigator; they then switched roles before the original navigator took over as pilot for the remainder of the journey.

Pairings were nominally random, but the instructors sometimes indulged themselves in spiteful—or occasionally benevolent—engineering of the outcomes.

There was widespread muttering when von Fähnrich and von Eck were paired. By general acclaim they were the two strongest students, neither of whom would thereby be available to nurse the weaker cadets through the test.

Einsiedel found himself paired with Kreuzneuve, which pleased both. Einsiedel had blossomed once he had started to go aloft, with an instinctive feel for the trim and behaviour of an airship. Kreuzneuve remained coolly competent, and still avid to topple von Fähnrich from his position at the top of the class.

Heino’s name did not come out of the hat until nearly the end. Zwehl—formerly von Zwehl until he had felt it prudent to shorten his name—and Gröben were still available as partners, and Heino disliked them both. Zwehl was a slippery opportunist who lost no chance to make his colleagues appear incompetent thus to bolster his own position, while Gröben’s father was a senior Volksbund official in Braussedorf, a fact Gröben trumpeted at every opportunity. Heino suspected he reported back on the political opinions of his classmates with a view to stunting their careers.

Whether by design or simple good fortune, Heino was not drawn with either of these, but with the final name left in the upturned aviator’s cap Captain Lossow had been using to make the draw.

“And finally,” he said, “our last pairing is Voss and...” He reached into the hat for the last name. “Stempel.”

Heino caught Stempel’s eye and smiled. Some of the less flexible candidates preferred not to work with women (these often to be found in the Rauenschau beer hall with Captain Chisholm) but Heino was more relaxed. Without von Eck he might well never have passed trigonometry.

Stempel was a tall dentist’s daughter from Diemersfeld, with neat brown hair and what Chisholm had described as ‘good childbearing hips’. She was not an outstanding student but she was capable enough to manage the test.

Captain Lossow handed them the time-honoured brown envelope which contained the route for the test flight. Heino handed it to Stempel to open.

“Rauenschau—Kronmolsen—Neukloster Island—Lenzsau—Rauenschau,” she said with a wince.

“Hmmm.”

There were worse routes, but the Kronmolsen to Neukloster Island leg was almost entirely over the sea. There would be no railway lines to follow here, and if the weather was bad, very little visibility either.

Stempel smiled to reveal even white teeth. “So, do you want to pilot or navigate first?”
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There were not enough airships for all the cadets to fly at once. Heino therefore had two days to study the course he would fly. The first leg from Rauenschau to Kronmolsen was straightforward: on land, with a series of towns—and a railway line—on the route.

On the first day, von Fähnrich and von Eck, who had been assigned the same route, completed a flawless sortie, arriving back in the early evening. The weather had been perfect but, Heino noted with alarm, was forecast to deteriorate.

Heino and Stempel were scheduled to fly on the third and final day of testing. The second day, which saw Einsiedel and Kreuzneuve fly, was cold, windy and damp, with mist and low cloud in the early morning. It might be summer, but the Bay of Porrenkirch always sold its favours dear. Nonetheless, all the crews returned safely. So far the entire class had passed the test.

Dawn on the third day was around 0530, but Heino was awake in his spartan bunk an hour beforehand. He knew there would be no prospect of further sleep, so he slipped on his overcoat and boots before going outside. As he opened the door onto the courtyard a swirl of rain lashed into his face. He cursed and went back inside to perform a rapid set of ablutions before walking across to the canteen.

By now dawn was beginning to break. He looked across the ocean to see a heavy layer of mist, and the cloud cover looked low as well. It was just about the worst weather for flying an airship.

He was not the first in the canteen; Stempel was already seated, nursing a cup of black coffee and crumbling some dark bread between her fingers. She gave a wan smile as he sat down beside her.

“You couldn’t sleep either?” he said.

“The wind kept me awake,” she replied. “The thought that we’d be up in it...”

An orderly brought Heino some coffee, to which he added a dash of cream. He could not face food. Looking around, he saw that the day’s other cadets were also scattered across the expanse of the canteen. By unspoken agreement they were alone in their flying pairs: Rennekampf and Winterfeld; Blittersdorff and Le Tanneux. Heino gave them a perfunctory wave.

At 0645 the examining officers came to collect them. Heino and Stempel had been assigned to Lieutenant Dietze, a tall, balding officer in his forties. Their engineer, who was not under examination, was the experienced Sergeant Paczensky. Heino and Stempel stood up to salute.

“At ease, cadets,” said Dietze. “Are you ready?”

“The conditions are not promising today, sir,” said Heino. Dietze gave a bleak smile.

“War has no respect for the elements,” he said. “The Aerostatic Corps flies come rain or shine.”

“You have considered a postponement?” asked Stempel.

Dietze nudged Sergeant Paczensky. “A postponement, eh?”

“And our lives are in their hands, sir,” said the sergeant, with a shake of the head.

“Let’s get it over with, then,” said Heino. “The sooner we’re out, the sooner we’re back.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Dietze.

The four of them scrambled up the wet and slippery ladder without a second thought. The ascent which had once seemed so daunting did not now even merit attention. Inside the gondola, they shook off their wet oilskins and took up their positions of the training ship LS-132.

“Ignore me,” said Lieutenant Dietze. “Sergeant Paczensky is available as your engineer; the rest is down to you.”

Stempel cleared her throat. “Do you have the course for Kronmolsen, Meinherr Voss?”

Heino handed over the paper on which he had written the co-ordinates. 

Stempel signalled Paczensky to engage the automata. The thrumming of the steam engines was audible above the wind, and the LS-132 swung her nose to the north-west.

Stempel had chosen to fly at only a hundred and fifty feet to remain below the clouds and afford Heino the best view of any landmarks. The winds were buffeting down from the north-east, pushing the LS-132 further inshore. Heino sweated even in the cool of the cabin as he tried to establish their position by dead reckoning.

“Where are we, Meinherr Voss?” asked Stempel in a level voice.

“That’s Neustadt below us, Jungfrau Stempel.”

Stempel nodded. “Beschendorf next, then.”

“Unless we follow the coast,” said Heino. “Once we’re inland we could be anywhere.”

“I’m relying on you to tell me where we are,” said Stempel in a sharp tone.

“The further we get from the sea, the less certain I can be.”

He unrolled a map on the table. “There are few towns of any size, and one wood looks much like another.”

“That’s not what I want to hear from my navigator, Voss.”

From the corner of his eye Heino could see Paczensky grinning at Dietze. Moments like this were what the test was all about.

Heino swallowed the retort that she would have been navigating at this point if he had not volunteered.

“I am saying as your navigator that over this terrain, with this visibility, I cannot guarantee your position. If you want to plough on regardless, that’s your choice as pilot.”

Stempel drew in a deep breath. Heino could see she was controlling the impulse to upbraid him further. He wondered also if there were tears close to the surface. The further the wind pushed them inland, the more they would have to turn into the wind to find Kronmolsen—if they got there at all. The nearest town inland was Lutjenburg, but they could be out over the Bay of Porrenkirch before then, with no better way of establishing their position. Stempel was aware she would be marked down—possibly even failed—if she asked for assistance.

“Permission to suggest an alternative, Jungfrau?” he said.

Stempel gave a brisk nod.

“Course 045 degrees—head for the coast. It’s straight out of the Chisholm school of navigation—as long as the coast is on our left, we won’t be lost. Follow the coast as far as Grossenbrode, then set 300 degrees for Kronmolsen.”

He pointed out his suggestion on the map table.

“It’s not the most direct route,” said Stempel.

“It’s more direct than being lost over the bay.” 

Stempel considered for a moment. “Very well. Sergeant Paczensky—course 045 degrees.”

“We should be over Gromitz in ten minutes—I can recalibrate our position then,” said Heino.

Stempel put a hand on his shoulder. “Well done, Meinherr Voss.”

Paczensky’s automata brought the ship around into the wind on the new heading. Heino could feel the ship resisting, but it was not long before both the sea and the town of Gromitz were visible. He shared a quick grin with Stempel. One way or another, they had got away with it—for now.

Stempel kept the LS-132 as close to the ground as she dared as they inched their way up the coast.  The rain was lashing against the gondola’s front glass, and to the right the sea foamed and roared against the shore.

It felt like hours, although in practice probably no more than one, before the streaming orange banner of the Kronmolsen air dock was in view. Stempel shook Heino’s hand.

Lieutenant Dietze, who had kept quietly in the background, stepped forward. “Well done. We have reached Kronmolsen. Please proceed to the next phase of the test.”

Sergeant Paczensky drew off some boiling water from the steam pipes and brought the cadets black coffee. Stempel turned to Heino.

“Course for Neukloster Island, please, Meinherr Voss.”

“I suggest that we retrace our course back down the coast, at least as far as Dahme. That gives us twenty miles out over the bay.”

This time there was no debate. Stempel instructed Paczensky in the course, and with the wind behind them, the LS-132 made good time. Thirty minutes later they were at the headland near Dahme. 

Heino looked across at the sea with trepidation. The mists had long been blown away, but the cloud was low, the rain lashing down, and Stempel was forced to keep the ship closer to the white-tipped waves than she would have preferred. Heino wondered whether the assessors ever stepped in if the cadets were endangering the ship. He probably wouldn’t find out until it was too late.

“Sergeant Paczensky, the wind speed and direction please?” said Heino.

“Sixty to sixty-five miles per hour, five degrees of north-east.”

Heino calculated on the map the rate at which the wind was pushing them south and west, the opposite of the direction in which they were flying. The wind, in fact, was pushing them back towards Rauenschau. Heino winced to think of the embarrassment of arriving back at base with only one of the destinations chalked off!

The gloomy lantern light in the gondola was illuminated by a sudden flash, then, a few seconds later, a low rumbling roar.

“Thunder!” cried Stempel. “We’re going into a thunderstorm.”

The natural response would have been to release hydrogen to fly below the storm but they dared not in case the lightning ignited it. They were not that far above the waves as it was.  Heino’s palms were clammy.  Chisholm’s war stories of airships lost in storms now leapt into his mind with horrid vitality.

Both Dietze and Paczensky were impassive. If they were afraid, they didn’t show it. Stempel, on the other hand, was as white as the freshly-painted barracks. Heino doubted that he looked any better.

Stempel set her jaw. “Meinherr Voss, where are we?”

Heino knew—and knew also that Stempel knew—that he had no way of fixing their location. There was no sun to allow a fix by instruments, and the erratic gusting wind made dead reckoning even less precise than usual. He pointed to the chart on the table. 

“Here,” he said, indicating a spot about a third of the way across the open sea. His eyes briefly met Stempel’s. Whatever assurance she had needed from her navigator, she had obtained.

“Sergeant Paczensky, increase the throttle. I want every last knot.”

“Yes, Jungfrau.”

“I am going to outrun this storm,” she said. “If there are any dissenting views, now is the time to voice them.”

Paczensky shook his head. Heino thought she had adroitly solicited Dietze’s opinion without actually asking for it; if the lieutenant had heard, he remained impassive.

“We may want to go aloft a little further,” said Heino, looking down at the wave tops.

“Sergeant, what’s our altitude?” snapped Stempel.

“Seventy feet.”

“Release some coal.  We’ll go to one hundred feet.”

Paczensky pulled levers on the control panel; one of the automata moved and Heino could instantly feel the ship lightening. She began to drift upwards.

Stempel raised her hand. “That’s enough.”

Another flash of lightning, followed almost instantly by a clap of thunder. The LS-132 lurched alarmingly sideways and downwards.

“Elevators up!” said Stempel.

“Elevators are not responding, Jungfrau,” said Paczensky calmly.

Stempel nodded. “Status report on the controls,” she said.

Paczensky experimentally flipped the switches. “All the elevators are inoperative. The rudder is still working.”

Another crash, and the LS-132 listed again. Heino looked out of the window. Through the squall the waves looked closer than ever.

“We’re going down!” he cried.

Stempel gripped her control board. “Altitude.”

“Forty-five feet, Jungfrau. “

“Why are we dropping?” There was an edge of panic just below Stempel’s voice.

Paczensky’s hands flew over his control panel, testing a gamut of functions. “Both elevator fins are jammed,” he said. “Number Two is jammed downwards.”

Stempel’s eyes widened. “Vent more water. We need to be lighter.”

Paczensky paused. Heino said: “We’ll make the ship too light—she’ll be buffeted by the wind even more. Can the automata fix it?” asked Heino with a flash of inspiration.

“No,” said Paczensky. “They are not programmed for that. A person might be able to—go inside the envelope, along the companionway to the back and free the mechanism.”

Go on then, thought Heino. Don’t just stand there talking about it.

Stempel nodded. “Voss, you go. I need Paczensky in the gondola.”

Heino swallowed, but he could see the logic. If they suffered any more damage, Paczensky would be best placed to understand it. As navigator, largely lost over open sea, Heino was expendable.

Without looking back—he didn’t want the others to see the fear on his face—Heino dashed up the brass ladder in the centre of the gondola and pulled down the hatch. Levering himself up through the hole, he popped inside the gas envelope of the LS-132.

The outer envelope contained sixteen individually sealed smaller envelopes of hydrogen, kept in place by the wooden skeleton of the ship. Through the middle ran a narrow railed gangway which gave access to the gas bags, the four steam engines, two elevator flaps and the rudder.

Once again the ship lurched, the inside strangely illuminated by the accompanying lightning flash. If there was spark now, the whole envelope would explode with Heino inside it. He staggered against the wooden rail, narrowly avoiding being pitched off the gangway, in which case he would be helpless between gas bags. The ship then lurched in the opposite direction and Heino had once again to grip for his life. He scrambled along the gangway—never before had he realised how long the airship was—before he found himself at a fork: ‘Engine No.4’. He was nearly at the back of the ship.

Twenty more strides and he found himself at the opening marked ‘Elevator No.2’. He skipped along the walkway to the manual elevator control. He strained to turn the wheel, first one way, then the other, but his hands could not get a firm enough grip. He reached into his leather flying jacket to pull out his gloves. They gave him a better hold, but still he could not shift the jammed mechanism. This was ludicrous. At least Paczensky would have known what to do. But Stempel had chosen to keep Paczensky with her in the gondola. He thought about going back to get help, but he doubted there was time.

Once again a jolt threw him sideways, but it was from the bottom of the airship—she must be so low she was touching the wave tops. He heard a rumbling below. Stempel must have vented more coal to buy time. But Heino could be there all day and still not free the jammed elevator. In frustration he kicked at the guard rail on the walkway and felt a satisfying splintering. Splintering! He kicked out again, more carefully this time, and broke the rail completely. Then he kicked out further along the rail, which gave under his boot. He reached forward and snapped the piece of railing—about four feet long—until it was loose in his hand.

Nearly dropping the wood in his desperation, he put it between the spokes of the control wheel, thus creating a lever. With manic strength he pulled and twisted, twisted and pulled, and to his amazement the wheel, with a metallic groan, spun free from whatever had been jamming it. His spun it this way and that: it moved with complete freedom. Heino gave a gasp of relief. As he stood back, he saw the wheel move as if of its own volition. Control from the gondola had been restored.

He picked his way past the gap in the railing—now was not the time to fall through it—and back along the walkway. The hatch was still open and he climbed back down into the gondola.

“Is it working?” he asked.

“Yes—well done, sir,” said Paczensky with a nod.

“Good work,” said Stempel. “Sergeant, get us back up to a hundred feet as soon as possible. Voss, can you fix our position?”

Heino set his jaw to save it dropping. How could he have been reckoning how the LS-132 had been moving when he was stuck inside the envelope? He pulled off his gloves and walked back to the chart table. In his mind there was a circle of sizeable diameter in which the ship might be sitting.

“As far as I can tell...” In other words, infinitesimally better than a wild guess. “We are here. Neukloster Island should be visible soon.” I know we’re north of Beruzil, because we haven’t crossed any mountains. Beyond that, your guess is as good as mine.

Heino was beginning to have more sympathy for Chisholm’s seat-of-the-pants navigational philosophy, to which he now added a new precept: if you don’t know where you are, for God’s sake don’t admit it.

“Land ahead!” cried Stempel, excitement overcoming her stern command demeanour.

Heino peered out of the gondola’s front window. With the rain still lashing down, he could not make out the detail well enough to know whether he was looking at Neukloster Island or Wieschendorf Point to the northeast. “Neukloster Island,” he announced.

Stempel gave him a sharp look. “Take us up to three hundred feet.”

The gaps between the lightning and thunder were now growing. The rain was torrential, but they seemed to be leaving the storm behind over the bay. Heino noted their nominal position in the log; on another page he jotted the coordinates for where they might actually be.

“Can you take us lower?” asked Heino. Stempel nodded, barked out an order to Paczensky. There was no sign of any flag or tower. This was not Neukloster Island. There was no way out of this other than honesty.

“Position correction,” he said. “That’s the Furstenhof. We’re over Wieschendorf Point.”

Stempel brought the rudder round. Heino shamelessly gave coordinates which took them south-east—a straight line which, if the storm continued to abate, should lead them directly to their destination.

It was nonetheless still a surprise when, thirty minutes later, the LS-132 perched above the spire of the church on Neukloster Island with a flapping orange banner. The weather was much better here. Stempel walked over to the chart table and shook his hand. “You have command, Meinherr Voss.”

“Noted, Jungfrau Stempel. Kindly lay out a course for Lenzsau.”
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Heino was able to enjoy the last part of the flight. Stempel was a competent navigator, and while it was still raining, visibility was much better and the winds had largely abated. Lenzsau was easily located, and from there it was a simple swing north-west until Porrenkirch hove into view. Paczensky’s automata made short work of the cumbersome docking procedure.

As they made to leave the gondola, Lieutenant Dietze rose from his seat. “Congratulations, Meinherr Voss, Jungfrau Stempel—or, as I should now say, Lieutenant Voss and Lieutenant Stempel. Commandant von Gemmingham-Guttenberg will confirm formally, but you are both now officers of the Aerostatic Corps.”

“But I got us lost!” blurted Heino.

“And you found your way back again, without panicking. Stempel, you too showed exemplary composure. Such conditions tax even the most experienced officers.”

The cadets both shook hands with Dietze and Paczensky, and they stepped out onto the platform. One of the other airships was already back, but the third gantry remained empty—the cadets still out on their test. At the bottom of the ladder waited the rest of the class to congratulate them.

Heino followed Stempel down the ladder. At the bottom they briefly embraced before going over to their classmates. Heino grinned at Einsiedel, who had passed alongside Kreuzneuve the previous day. Einsiedel did not respond in kind, instead gesturing back over his shoulder with his chin. The red and white Lauchenland flag flew at half-mast on the main building.

“What’s happened?” asked Heino.

“We’ve just heard over the telegraph—LS-134 was caught in a storm over Helsingen. The ship exploded in flight,” said Einsiedel.

“Rennekampf and Winterfeld?” Heino clutched the ladder.

Einsiedel shook his head. “Ship destroyed with all on board. Lieutenant Lehendorff and Sergeant Arnim too.”

Beside him, a sob from Stempel. Heino could not take the news in. He had seen them only this morning at breakfast; last week he had walked along the beach with Rennekampf while she outlined her hopes for the future. It had to be a mistake.  Surely LS-134 was still out there, beating her way back against the storms.  He turned back towards the sea.  If he strained his eyes hard enough, wouldn’t he see the airship?  But the horizon was bare.

Looking around the group, he saw von Eck, pale and red-eyed, leaning against a grim-faced von Fähnrich. Kreuzneuve stood by himself, kicking absently against a tree root.

Captain Lossow came over, touched him on the shoulder. “There’s a memorial service in the assembly hall at 1930,” he said. “Go and get cleaned up.”

Stempel walked alongside him. “That could have been us,” she said.

“I know. But I don’t know if it makes it better or worse. Why them and not us?”

Stempel shook her head. “We can’t think that way. We’re alive for now, and that’s all anyone can say.”
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Heino stumbled back towards his quarters. Behind him, he heard running footsteps, a call: “Voss! Voss!”

He turned to see von Eck. “I am so sorry,” she said. “I cannot imagine what you are feeling.”

He turned away and continued walking. “We have all lost comrades.”

She put a hand on his arm. “Heino. You don’t have to pretend with me. I know how you felt about her—and I certainly know how she felt about you.”

“Von Eck, I appreciate your sentiments, but—”

“I will not say more. We will all grieve in our ways in the time to come. But I will not forget your loss.”

“Thank you.” There was much more he could have said, but he did not know where to begin.
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CHAPTER XII
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The assembly hall was built to accommodate the entire personnel of Rauenschau Academy, and tonight it was packed to capacity. Everyone, staff and students alike, had come to pay their respects to the two dead cadets and their examiners. Navy-blue dress uniforms had been pulled from closets. The thunderstorms over Lauchenland which had cost the cadets their lives had cleared the muggy air, and the hall had a freshness at odds with the occasion.

From the back of the hall, Commandant von Gemmingham-Guttenberg entered, flanked by her officers, and marched to the lectern at the front, her bearing immaculate, her boots polished to a mirror sheen, and even her silver hair gleaming with pomade. The room was silent as it waited for her to speak.

“Cadets and officers! We are here this evening to mark the most grievous of events, the loss of life of those flying our airships. The sorrow that we all feel is only exaggerated by the youth of the two cadets, Helga Rennekampf and Georg Winterfeld. Both were young people of immense promise, who could have looked forward to long and honourable careers in the Aerostatic Corps. My condolences—and I am sure those of everyone here—go out to the friends and families of the deceased. Pastor Gaudecker will tell us that life is a vale of tears, and that these fine cadets are now in the bosom of our Lord. Let us take what comfort we can from that.

“I want to speak now directly to the classmates of Jungfrau Rennekampf and Meinherr Winterfeld. You will have known these cadets best, and you will feel their loss most keenly. You must not think I am harsh and unfeeling when I say that this is something to which you must become accustomed. When you accept your commissions from the Aerostatic Corps, you become officers of a military service. You might—surely you shall—be asked to fight and if necessary to die, as so many of us were in the First Air War.

“It does not take a diplomat to realise that tensions between Lauchenland and the Empire are high. Our old allies, the Avignese, are preparing for war. Lauchenland is a new republic: the revolution was not so long ago, and many in the Empire remember a time when our cities still bowed the knee to Emperor Sigismund. There will be war in our times, aeronauts. There will be war.

“We have seen today that flying an airship carries great risk in itself. Our machines may be the best in the world, but we are no match for a bitter sky. How much more dangerous are events when we are at war; our ships over enemy cities, defending their lives and properties with desperation.

“When we are at war, you will lose more comrades. You may even lose your own lives. I know that you will all be equal to this task, but if you cannot face more heartache, more fear, now is the time, before you accept your commissions, to leave Rauenschau with honour. That is all I have to say, cadets. God bless Lauchenland, and God bless the Aerostatic Corps!”
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The atmosphere in the cadets’ common room was bleak that evening. They should have been celebrating, for they had all passed the test, and the next day would be invested as officers. But the places habitually occupied by Rennekampf and Winterfeld sat empty. Stempel and von Eck were unashamedly crying in the corner; the men were addressing a bottle of schnapps which had been abstracted from the officers’ mess.

“It could have happened to any of us,” said Einsiedel. “That’s what makes it worse—there’s nothing any of could have done.”

Kreuzneuve stroked the small chin-beard he was cultivating. “There’s always something.”

“All I can think of is refusing to go up in the first place,” said Einsiedel. “If you’re caught in a storm, it’s plain luck from that point.”

“I don’t know,” said Heino. “You never want to blame the dead, but from what I heard the ship was trying to lose altitude. She’d come in high over Helsingen to get the best visibility, and when the storm hit she was in the middle of it.”

Kreuzneuve nodded. “So she was venting hydrogen into the storm—almost inviting a lightning strike. Kaboom!”

Einsiedel shook his head in disgust. “You don’t know that.”

“We know she was in a storm, we know she was dropping altitude. That’s a pretty strong case to me,” said Kreuzneuve.

“You were in a storm,” said Einsiedel to Heino. “It could as easily have been you.”

“We were below the storm,” said Heino. “Stempel had made us crawl along the wavetops. We could have ended up in the sea, so maybe we had that luck, but she was right to keep us below the storm.”

Einsiedel emptied his glass in a gulp. “Rennekampf was your friend, Voss. Can’t you let her in peace for a day before you start picking over how she caused her own death?”

“The only way she can help us now,” said Kreuzneuve, “is by what we learn from her death. It’s a tragedy, and whatever the commandant says, I hope it’s something we never get used to. But it’s happened, and we have to live through it.”
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The next day, Commandant von Gemmingham-Guttenberg pinned the epaulettes on their shoulders, and the cadets were commissioned lieutenants in the Aerostatic Corps. This was always a serious occasion, but for this class there was a sadness and solemnity sitting alongside the pride they felt. The hall where less than two days previously they had said their farewells to Rennekampf and Winterfeld was not a place they would long to linger.

Outside in the courtyard it was summer weather once again—a day too late, as all the cadets thought. Each had been given an envelope on the way out: their orders and posting. To the sadness of their bereavement would be added the melancholy of parting.
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Erdorf
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Heino had a brief period of leave before his first posting as an officer, which was to the large Aerostatic Station at Grinzwald near the Imperial border. He could not view a visit home with any enthusiasm, but his original plan of remaining at Rauenschau seemed, with Helga’s death, to be unendurable. Nonetheless he was soon regretting his return to Erdorf as well. 

His mother enfolded him in a soggy perfumed embrace. 

“Heinrich!” she cried, “I thought never to see you again! The news-sheets have nothing but the airship crash. You must never, never return!”

Heino disengaged himself and sat in the winged armchair normally reserved for Felix, who tonight was staying at the shop in Zwingenstein. A newspaper lay on an occasional table. Picking it up, he saw it was not random chance.
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Diemersfeld Times

TRAGEDY IN THE AIR!

Crew Killed As Airship Explodes Over Helsingen




Our Aerostatic Corps is in mourning tonight following the tragic explosion of airship LS-134 near Helsingen in a thunderstorm. It is understood that the airship was undertaking an examination flight in highly dangerous weather, and it is believed hydrogen was ignited by a lightning flash. The LS-134 was destroyed in seconds, resulting in the death of Lieutenant Udo Lehendorff, Sergeant Paul Arnim and Cadets Helga Rennekampf and Wilhelm Winterfeld.



This tragedy emphasises the dangers faced by our aeronauts every day in maintaining the peace of Lauchenland against the aggression of the Empire.



Our thoughts are with the families of these heroic aviators.



Liesl came in from the kitchen where she had been supervising the cook.

“Mama, couldn’t you have put that away? I am sure Heino doesn’t wish to be reminded of the incident at every turn.”

“The facts are the facts,” said Meinfrau Voss in a shrill tone. “I am sure I am not protecting Heinrich by shielding him from the news.”

“I need no reminder,” said Heino. “It is hard enough to forget the loss of my comrades.”

“Come, Heino,” said Liesl. “It is still an hour to dinner—possibly more with the speed that Marika moves at. Let us get some fresh air.”

Heino readily assented. It was only a matter of time before his mother launched into a combination of emotional blackmail and unfavourable contrast with Felix, neither of which he felt ready to face.

Liesl picked up her parasol and took Heino’s arm as they stepped out into the street. Without any conscious design they soon found themselves at St. Karahalios’ Church before the Exalted Sepulchre. They sat on a pew, the only occupants of the southern aisle.

“I often come here,” said Liesl. “There is a peace here I do not find elsewhere.”

Heino looked at her in surprise. She had never during their childhood shown any such devotional inclination.

“You are surprised,” she smiled.

“I seem to remember we went to almost any length to avoid church on a Sunday,” he said. “I am sure I am not mistaken in recalling you eating coal dust to convince Mama you were gravely ill.”

“Shhh! You should not say so here!”

Heino smiled. “I imagine Our Lord was aware of the matter before I mentioned it. I doubt He would view your childish transgression too seriously.”

“Your levity is not wholly appropriate.”

Heino put a hand up. “I meant no offence. I would not wish to deny you the solace you find here.”

She put a hand on Heino’s uniform sleeve. “I thought you too might find some comfort here. It must have been hard to lose your comrades.”

Heino gave her a bleak smile. “Yes, it was,” he murmured. “I did not know the instructors well, but Winterfeld and Helga—Jungfrau Rennekampf—I saw every day. I had flown with both of them.”

“You mentioned Jungfrau Rennekampf when you were here at Midwinter. I am sorry if she—meant something to you.”

Heino shook his head. “I liked her; I liked her a great deal. But in the Corps nothing goes beyond that. It cannot, for discipline to be maintained. You may pity me the loss of a friend—but no more than that, I implore you.”

“I understand,” she said. “There is something else I must say to you.” She looked at the carving of Bertha the Martyr on the Exalted Sepulchre, avoiding Heino’s eye.

He frowned. “This is not—” He paused, unwilling to continue.

Liesl quickly raised her eyes to Heino’s face. “Bendix has asked me to marry him,” she said.

“You are twenty, Liesl. You do not need to hurry, and particularly not for a man like that.”

Liesl flushed. “A man like what?”

“You know what I mean. Do not pretend otherwise.”

“Bendix has excellent prospects. He will bring honour to the family, and I shall have my own establishment.”

“Do you love him?”

“Oh, Heino! Do not be so silly. I thought girls were the ones with romantic delusions. Bendix is an excellent match. He is kind and generous, and will treat me with the respect I deserve.”

Heino stood abruptly. “You make yourself sound like a housekeeper.”

Liesl gave a wry smile. “One way or another, I shall be a housekeeper—if not for Bendix, then for our mother. I know which I prefer.”

Heino stayed standing. “Have you accepted him yet?”

“It would be improper to accept immediately,” she said, “and it would smack of desperation. He had asked permission of Felix.”

“No doubt both haggling over your dowry like traders in a Qatibar market.”

Liesl flushed again. “Can you not be happy for me, Heino?”

“If I thought you likely to be happy yourself, then you would have my congratulations, and Meinherr Grünlich my good opinion.”

Liesl dabbed a handkerchief to her nose. “Sometimes you are so cruel, Heino.”

She stood and walked back up the aisle. Heino stayed for some time longer, looking on the Exalted Sepulchre for guidance which was not forthcoming.
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Grinzwald Aerostatic Station

Lauchenland

––––––––
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The summer was not one that would be remembered for its weather, dry and sunny though it was. The clouds that blotted out the sun were invisible: they were clouds of war.

Heino, in common with the rest of the officers’ mess at Grinzwald Aerostation, was impatient for war to begin. Not, like the martial Zimmerman and Troschke, because he was eager to fight, but from the knowledge that war must inevitably come. Waiting was surely worse than fighting. Throughout the summer, the papers were full of the speeches of the Emperor Albrecht, denouncing Lauchenland and its turbulent doctrines. His chancellor, the wily Archduke Leopold, was reported to be massing troops on the Mitte border.

This, at least, Heino knew to be false, for his airship Dark Angel regularly carried out sorties over the border to report on troop dispositions, and none had been found. Von Eck, assigned as his navigator, noted with scorn that if Leopold truly were deploying his troops in this way, he was unlikely to advertise the fact to journalists in Eisenstadt. It seemed more probable that they were being kept further east at Obernstadt, from where they could bypass Grinzwald before striking north for the capital. 

The Eisenstadt press, meanwhile, continually denounced the warmongers of the Empire, stressing Lauchenland’s only wish was for peaceful co-existence. Since the Empire had only grudgingly recognised Lauchenland’s sovereignty after its defeat in the First Air War, this would have suggested shocking naivety on the part of Lauchenland—had anyone believed it for a second. The more the Volksbund emphasised its desire for peace, the more everyone knew that war was coming. 

Much was made in the press of the strong amity between Lauchenland and Avigny. A state visit by the Crown Prince Henri-Louis to Eisenstadt suggested that this, at least, was more than mere propaganda. The Empire, meanwhile, trumpeted its alliances with the Green Isles and Ibalin, neither of whom had shown any previous inclination to back up their protestations of friendship with troops.

Von Eck’s opinions were given undue weight in the mess since her brother had accepted a commission with the Archduke Leopold. His letters to his sister were subject to the most searching of scrutiny. The weather continues to be most splendid, he wrote in late summer, and for all von Eck’s protestations that the words meant no more than their literal meaning, sage heads in the mess were certain that he meant to convey that troop deployments were imminent.

––––––––
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After the return of the crown prince to Chorgues at the beginning of the autumn, tensions appeared to ebb somewhat. Had the Empire been cowed by the Avignese show of support for their ally? At Grinzwald, the frequency of patrols over the Mitte lessened; it seemed the Bund did not wish to antagonise a neighbour who was now tending his own garden instead of casting envious glances over the fence.

“They are cowards, nothing more,” growled Zimmerman, sitting in the corner of the Mess one evening. “They spend all summer preparing for war, and as soon as King Louis shouts ‘Boo!’ they run shrieking back to their holes.”

“It’s not that simple,” said Kreuzneuve, stroking at his beard. “The Empire cannot suffer Lauchenland to endure, but now they must find a way of ensuring Avigny stays at home. They will still attack, mark my words.”

Troschke, short, dark and sturdy, peered through the smoke of his cigar to find von Eck.

“Have you had a letter from your brother this week?”

Von Eck sighed and broke off from her hand of whist, where as usual she had Heino at grave peril. “I have, as it happens.” 

She reached into her tunic and abstracted an envelope. “I cannot say where we are billeted, but the food is excellent and the young ladies even better. I wish I could say as much for the opera, but we learn to make the most of what we have,” she read.

Troschke leaned forward. “Opera, eh? Then he’s in Beruz, or Jaszvar.”

“Nonsense,” said Heino, putting his cards face down. “He would not be complaining about the opera there, would he? It’s more likely some wretched provincial watering hole, Mezistek or even Ostrokhona.”

The excitable Stosch chipped in: “You are both far too literal! ‘Opera’ clearly refers to nothing of the sort. He is referring to the senior command. The passage means that morale among the troops is high but the officers are poor quality.”

“I’m not sure—” began von Eck.

“What more is there? I am sure he has also encoded his location if we but knew it.”

Von Eck sighed. “He goes on to say, ‘The nights are now becoming cool and I am glad on occasion if I can persuade a maiden of the town to keep my bed warm.’ I don’t know why I’m reading you all this.”

Stosch shook his head vehemently. “He is not admitting to improper dalliances with ladies of dubious virtue. It is obvious that he is telling us that he is in the north—that’s what he means by cool nights. He must be on their northern frontier. Tremnike! They mean to overrun Isenheim!”

Von Eck rose from her seat, went to the drinks cabinet and poured some schnapps. “You don’t know my brother, Stosch. He has neither the imagination nor the desire to encode messages in his letters. He really is just writing about the weather and the opera.”

Stosch shook his head and smiled. “Oh, no. I rather think not.”

“I cannot reason with you, since you are impervious to it.”

“More to the point,” said Heino, “he’d be hanged as a traitor for what you suggest he’s doing.”

“The man is a patriot for Lauchenland! Such a person would take any risk.”

Von Eck put her schnapps down untouched. “You will excuse me, gentlemen. The air in here grows oppressive.”

She turned and left the room, her winning whist hand neglected.

Kreuzneuve, eager to smooth over the moment, said: “Yes, it can be humid in here. Thunderstorms are not far away.”

“Well, Stosch,” said Heino, “is Kreuzneuve not encoding valuable information in his platitudes? His insights would be invaluable to an Imperial spy.”

“Platitudes?” frowned Kreuzneuve, “I merely—”

“You may mock me, Voss,” said Stosch with an expansive wave of the arm, “but you will see I’m right. Erich von Eck’s letters will be seen to have given invaluable information on the emperor’s troop dispositions.”

Heino stood up and went to von Eck’s glass of schnapps. “Really, Stosch, you hardly merit the compliment of rational argument. Even if he were providing the information you suggest, it would be of no use to Lauchenland. Von Eck keeps the letters in her quarters. The information goes nowhere.”

Stosch smilingly shook his head. “I fancy you are mistaken, Voss. I think you will find that she has the letters copied and shared with Major Jobst. She no doubt will have the salient information telegraphed to Eisenstadt.”

Heino felt himself overwhelmed with irritation at Stosch’s smug buffoonery. “You may want to keep your opinions to yourself. Von Eck will hardly welcome your speculation that he risks a traitor’s death.”

“I believe it was you who mentioned that prospect first.”

“Only to discountenance it!”

Zimmerman stroked his moustache. “Enough, gentlemen! We will know where the emperor’s troops are soon enough, when we are fighting them. Who cares where they are now?”

Kreuzneuve said: “Conventional wisdom is that they will not attack so late in the year in any event. They will not want to drag their artillery over frozen ground, or feed their troops on winter forage. Neither will they want to try and land troops on the north coast in a storm. There is at most a month of good weather, and they cannot hurt us in that. They will not attack now until the spring.”

“Unless they fight by air,” said Zimmerman with a gleam in his eye.

“They fear our airships too much for that. Their factories at Kesznor and Stavany cannot match what we produce at Braussedorf, for quantity or quality,” said Kreuzneuve. “They will fight when they can make their manpower advantage count.”

“So we must moulder through the winter here?” said Troschke in dismay.

“Kreuzneuve displays the free thinker’s characteristic of being too clever for his own good,” announced Zimmerman. “Albrecht cannot keep his troops on a war footing in camp over the winter. He will come, winter or no winter.”

Heino felt that he had heard enough of the discussion. “I am going to check that von Eck is all right.”
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Early one morning shortly after this conversation, the commandant of the Grinzwald Aerostation, Colonel Billerbeck, assembled all the air crew in the gymnasium, the only room large enough to hold all of the military personnel. Billerbeck, a veteran of the First Air War, was immaculate in his brown and beige uniform, his boots polished to a reflective sheen.

He stood on the stage at the front of the gymnasium, his adjutant Major Nordenflycht seated beside him next to a map of Lauchenland and the Empire. His three flight commanders, Majors Jobst, Stralenheim and Wittich, sat in the main room with their aeronauts. There was a sense of expectancy in the room.

Heino sat at the back of the room, with a pale von Eck on one side and Stosch on the other. “They have declared war!” whispered Stosch. “There can be no other reason for this ceremony.”

Billerbeck clapped his hands once for silence. “Aeronauts, I have brought you all here at once to explain a change in our dispositions. We have, as you know, been flying sorties into the Mitte for the past three months, attempting to learn the emperor’s troop deployments. We now have as much information as we require on that count.”

Stosch looked around Heino to von Eck with a smirk. Von Eck merely shook her head in disgust.

“We have concluded,” continued Billerbeck, “that there is no major troop deployment in this area, although we suspect there may be greater concentrations on the ground further north, threatening a potential assault on Isenheim.”

By now Stosch could barely control his self-satisfaction. Had he not said exactly this?

“I have received orders from Eisenstadt this morning.” Billerbeck indicated a figure in the spare black garments of the Volksbund Diplomatic Service. “These orders are simple. At 1400 hours, all ships will go aloft. Major Jobst, your flight will assault Jaszvar; Stralenheim, Gelnovak; Wittich, Varvaros. You will at that point, from low altitude, discharge your incendiaries over the centre of these cities, whereupon you will return to base. Major Nordenflycht will run through the detail of these missions in more detail. Simultaneously, General Stegmann will lead his land divisions from the northern border into the Mitte for a major offensive. Questions?”

Major Stralenheim raised a hand. “When did the Empire declare war, sir?”

Billerbeck looked towards the Volksbund officer, who rose from his seat. “I am Captain Schumacher,” he said. “I have been briefed by the president’s office. As of this moment, we are not at war with the Empire.”

A rustle of disquiet went around the gymnasium.

“Albrecht has not declared war on us?” asked Stralenheim in confusion.

“No.”

“So we attack without a declaration of war?”

Schumacher shook his head. “Our ambassador in Jaszvar will deliver our declaration of war to Jaszvar Castle at 1350 hours this afternoon. At precisely 1400, your aerial mission will commence, along with those from other border stations. We will strike a devastating blow against the Empire while she sleeps.”

There were a few seconds of silence, then hubbub.

“—surely dishonourable—”

“—tweaking the tale of the tiger—”

“—hit them while they’re down—”

Billerbeck held up a hand and waited for the noise to abate. “You have heard your orders. They are not a matter for debate. The President of Lauchenland does not solicit, desire or require your approval. Captain Schumacher, will you be remaining with us?”

Schumacher nodded crisply. “For the now, at least. Colonel Billerbeck is correct in saying that Lauchenland counts on your unhesitating obedience to your oath. However, the president does not expect men to fight and die for a reason they do not understand. I will outline in brief the Bund’s war aims and reasoning.”

Von Eck looked coolly at Heino. “They do not lack for courage.”

“With our lives.”

Captain Schumacher was still speaking.

“You will have heard over the summer how the Empire has been rattling its sabre. Her malign intent has been plain for all to see. Lauchenland does not have the manpower to stand toe to toe with such a foe. We have instead resolved to strike first, to strike hard, and to strike well. We will knock her from her feet, and not let her rise.

“General Stegmann will move his troops rapidly south to Jaszvar, which will already have been softened by our aerial campaign. Once the capital falls, surrender cannot be far behind.”

Major Jobst raised a hand. “We are undertaking a ground campaign in winter? The winters in the Mitte are harsh.”

“This will be a lightning war. Our troops will carry their own supplies as far as practical, and we will re-supply them from the air. We will take the intermediate cities by the end of the autumn, be at Jaszvar a month later; the war will be over by Midwinter.”

“Do we anticipate no opposition from the Imperial armies?”

Schumacher smiled. “The armies of the Mitte are in winter quarters. Only a few troops remain in battle order. Our spies—”

Here Stosch nudged Heino and indicated von Eck.

“—have consistently reported Imperial troops returning to their bases since the crown prince’s visit to Eisenstadt.”

“So we need not have fought at all?” came a voice from the middle of the hall.

“On the contrary,” said Schumacher. “Albrecht plans to use the winter to strengthen his army, with a view to a devastating spring offensive. We are ready to fight now, and we shall fight now. By the spring, Albrecht will have abdicated, or have been killed.”

––––––––
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Heino walked over to the hangar where the Dark Angel was kept, von Eck and their engineer Massenbach at his side. His emotions were a jumble; excitement and anticipation at finally getting underway; shock and astonishment that Lauchenland should strike first at such a mighty foe; and something in the pit of his stomach that might have been fear. The three of them had flown any number of sorties over the Mitte in the past months, but never with incendiaries aboard and destruction in mind.

It was hard to argue with Schumacher’s logic. An attack by the Empire was inevitable, and while she stood back in alarm at the strength of Lauchenland’s Avignese allies, this was the time to seize the initiative. He would not have wanted to campaign on the ground in hostile territory during the bleak Mitte winter; but he was not required to. The Dark Angel would be above the fray, dealing deadly blows of justice to whatever sat below them.

The ground crews were already hard at work, pulling the airships from their hangars out on to the open field with steel cables. Heino had never seen all three flights out of hangar at once. Now he understood why the base had its own steam railway, for the airships were scattered across an area nearly a mile wide. Surely no force could stand against them?
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To comprehend the greatness of the House of Emmerich, the dynasty which presently sits in Jaszvar, it is necessary to understand its predecessor, the Offtringen. My own military career, serving for over forty years and two civil wars under both the Emmerich Emperor Albrecht and the Offtringen Archduke Leopold, has provided what I humbly present as a unique insight into these remarkable families and their histories. This wisdom, distilled over many years, I now share with the indulgent reader.

The Offtringen dynasty provided the Beruzil Empire with its rulers for over eight hundred years, since Sigismund I crowned himself at Grandsteig following the Battle of Winterhofen. The wise rule of the Offtringen saw the Empire’s territory expanded as far west as Laufenburg and as far north as Drachenschloss Point. Despite many centuries of conflict with the kalif and the Lands of the Faith, it is the proud boast of the House of Offtringen that no inch of territory was ever permanently yielded to another. This vaunt held true until the Lauchenland Revolution, over two hundred years after the last Offtringen emperor.

God decrees that each thing has its season, and in due course the time of the Offtringen as the Empire’s rulers passed. The instrument of that passing was, as every reader will know, Gerlach Emmerich, the first of the present dynasty. I will write at length of this remarkable man elsewhere in these volumes. The time of the Offtringen as emperors was over, but this extraordinary family has continued to influence the Imperial lands ever since. The dynasty concentrated on the prudent management of the archduchy lands around the ancient capital city, Beruz—the area now known as Flachland. In the intervening centuries, many archdukes gave service as the emperor’s intimate advisors and chancellors. This includes the previous archduke, Leopold IV, under whom I was fortunate enough to serve. I naturally retain a high hope that his successor, Archduke Maximilian V, will in due course develop wisdom and discrimination sufficient to earn a similar place at the emperor’s right hand.

—A History of the House of Emmerich by Egidius Kurzbach, Volume I
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Gelnovak

Beruzil Empire

––––––––
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Erich von Eck, heir to the barony of Ludingerode, was bored. Gelnovak was not a stimulating town. His friend Senden had denounced it as a ‘cultural arsehole’ and, having spent three months there, it was hard to disagree. His regiment’s colonel, Count Maximilian of Morievuc, desired no pursuits more elevated than pursuing game or women—sometimes simultaneously—and rather than chafing at his environment, seemed positively to relish it. At the same time he imposed a dreary moralism on his officers wholly at variance with his own conduct.

Since Maximilian was the only living son of Archduke Leopold, and the regiment’s commanding officer, his preferences carried greater than normal weight. General Kurzbach, nominally his superior officer, chose not to cross the man who would soon be his commander-in-chief, and so the weeks passed in a round of tedium.

Maximilian’s view was that an army which looked the part, fought the part. On that basis, far more time was spent polishing buckles and cleaning kit than learning the arts of warfare. If the coming conflict were the preserve of the troops who looked best on the parade ground, then Maximilian would go down as one of history’s great leaders. His pronounced jaw and drooping underlip—ineffectually concealed by a neatly trimmed beard—as he sat aside his purebred mare did not convey the most martial impression. The sublime elegance of the horse only served to further detract from Maximilian’s lustre.

Not for the first time, Erich cursed the fates which had put his sister aboard a Lauchenland airship while he trooped around at the back end of a toy soldier’s horse. Eventually, perhaps, the war would begin. He felt no qualms at going into battle against his nominal countrymen. Undoubtedly he had more affinity with his fellows of the officer class—Flachlanders as they might be—than with the underbred shopkeepers and bankers who made up Lauchenland’s rulers today. To think that his father had once met—and been forced to bow to—Paul Sparrau. President of Lauchenland Sparrau might have been, but he had started out in a Braussedorf foundry. In the Empire, at least, they had some respect for birth; even for a clown like Maximilian. Saskia, no doubt, was taking her orders from a draper or some such. Perhaps he did not have the worst of the bargain after all.

––––––––
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In common with most of the officers in the Archduke’s Own Fusilier Regiment, Erich looked forward to Sundays. Maximilian was a pious man, notwithstanding his mistresses, and took morning service, along with his officers, in St. Guldobrand’s Cathedral on Sunday morning. For this one day of the week, the count abated his mania for spit and polish; parade-ground drills were allowed a day of rest, alongside the Almighty, on the Sabbath.

If this was not enough, as an Altenkirchen, Erich was exempt from the requirement to worship in the Imperial Cathedral. Count Maximilian had no interest in ensuring Erich followed Altenkirchen devotional practices; since his family had long forsworn the Beruzil rite, his damnation was assured whether he attended his heretic services or not. To the extent that Maximilian considered the grace or otherwise of his heretic officers, he considered that eventually—perhaps on their deathbed—God would send a sign, and the reprobate would, after all, die in the bosom of the Lord. There was a further reason why Maximilian could not compel the Altenkirchen to worship on a Sunday: there was not a single Altenkirchen church in the whole of the Mitte.

On this particular Sunday morning, Erich had even less interest than usual in devotional matters. He had secured an invitation to lunch with one of the senators of the town, Doctor Jozef Glasenapp. Glasenapp was the town’s leading gynaecologist and a crashing bore to boot. His eldest daughter, Marieta, was rather more appealing; nineteen years old, slender, merry and unbetrothed. Like most of the young ladies of Gelnovak—and many of the older ones—the presence of the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers in the city was a source of endless fascination, and the company of the officers in their scarlet tunics was much sought.

Doctor Glasenapp had a fine house of three storeys in the best quarter of the city. His practice thrived, for there was no-one better than the doctor for sympathising with nervous complaints and prescribing the most fashionable remedies. Few of his patients died, and if this was because most of them had no ailment outside of their imagination to begin with, this did not affect the tenor of his reputation within the town.

“Of course,” said the doctor over a glass of Green Isles tea in his drawing room, “the emperor’s sister Princess Viktoria was kind enough to commend the quality of my digestive pastilles when she visited Gelnovak just prior to the last war. She sat in the very seat you now occupy, Captain von Eck!”

He beamed at his guest, and Erich nodded with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. He had been regaled with the anecdote on every visit to the Glasenapp residence, and what lustre it had once possessed had long since worn away.

“Do you know,” continued the doctor, “that the princess ordered a gross of the pastilles to take back to Jaszvar, that she might share them among her friends!”

“Is that so?” said Erich.

“Papa,” cried Marieta, “of course Captain von Eck knows. You have told him several times already.”

“I am sure he will forgive me,” said the doctor complacently. “Such a connection with the Imperial family is cause enough for pride. A man who has come all the way from the Altenkirch to serve the emperor will surely appreciate my satisfaction!”

Erich looked at the doctor closely to see if he realised he had called his guest a traitor to his face, but his smug self-absorption seemed to leave no room for any subtlety of perception or awareness of others’ emotions. Erich could see from the colour in Marieta’s cheeks that she understood what her father had said, but she appeared to be the only one. Meinfrau Doctor Glasenapp regarded every word from her husband’s lips as divine utterance, and Marieta’s two sisters were, at seventeen and thirteen, too young to apply critical intelligence to anything while there was an officer in the room.

The doctor sat back in his armchair and stroked his white mutton-chop whiskers, which afforded him nearly as much pride as his encounter with the late princess. Marieta had told Erich that on the princess’ death from a ruptured appendix some years later, her father had even visited Jaszvar for her funeral, as if he had some actual connection to the Imperial family. In the end, he had been forced to stand in the square with the rest of the population, and the chill which he had caught from standing in the rain for several hours had nearly ended his life. This was an anecdote he was less prone to pronounce.

“Will you take more tea, Captain? This is from the Green Isles, and I fancy there is none better in the whole of the Mitte.”

“I thank you, sir, but you will see I have only just embarked upon my present cup.”

“You must speak up when you want more. I am sure Marieta would be all too pleased to fetch you more.”

“Jozef!” his wife said in gentle admonition. “I am sure Sigrid or Elfriede would be equally happy.”

Doctor Glasenapp cast a sly glance around the faces of his children, all three of whom had now been comprehensively embarrassed by their parents. Meinfrau Doctor Glasenapp seemed to divine something of this, for she changed the subject.

“Captain, I believe Marieta said that you too had a sister.”

This was another conversational topic that Erich would have preferred to avoid, and Marieta looked down into her lap.

“Yes, I have a sister, Saskia. She is two years younger than me.”

“Does she remain in the Altenkirch—betrothed or even married, perhaps?”

“No... neither of those things.”

Marieta shot her mother a venomous glance, but it had no effect.

“Then she is—?” Meinfrau Doctor Glasenapp’s imagination faltered. She could conceive of no other situation for a well-born young woman.

“Mama, if you must know,” said Marieta, “she is a navigator in the Lauchenland Aerostatic Corps.”

“Oh!” A hand went to a powdered cheek. “I had always thought such reports exaggerated. Can a woman truly be expected to fly an airship?”

Erich was at a loss for a response. Marieta felt no such constraint. “Must you be so foolish and tactless, Mama! The captain will hardly view this as a topic for casual conversation, and neither will he be reassured to think of you gossiping on the subject at Meinfrau Leibowitz’s salon.”

Doctor Glasenapp rumbled in irritation. “Marieta, do not speak to your mother so. And Irmegarde, your remarks are impolite to our guest. I am glad you did not gush so incontinently to Princess Viktoria when she honoured us with her visit.”

Matters had returned to their normal course; the Doctor, by wrenching the discourse once more to his favoured topic, had averted further affront.

“Papa, with your permission, I should like to take a walk with Captain von Eck. He has not yet seen the new ballrooms at Sigmundstrasse.”

“If you can persuade the captain that such an errand is worth his while, I shall not detain you,” said the Doctor with a smirk. “But Captain, I would beg a favour of you, if I may.”

“I should be honoured, sir,” said Erich, since no other response was possible.

“Might you convey my warmest regards to your commanding officer, the count, and even extend an invitation to dine with us? Such an invitation would of course comprehend yourself.”

“I will be glad to do so, sir.” When Hell freezes over. The last thing I want is that booby across the table, puffing up your self-importance even more.

Marieta slipped an arm through Erich’s and they stepped out into the pleasant midday air. Erich had made her a gift of a new parasol the previous week, and although the mild autumn sun did not mandate its use, Marieta was determined that it should be unfurled. They walked along towards the main square on their way to a café on Sigmundstrasse which Marieta insisted they must try.

The morning service at the cathedral had just finished, and officers of the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers were making their way out. Erich nodded nonchalantly at his acquaintance; with such a pretty girl on his arm they could not be anything but envious. He saluted his immediate superior, Major Innhausen, and Count Maximilian.

“That was the archduke’s son?” asked Marieta.

Erich nodded.

“You did not invite him to my father’s house?”

Erich grimaced. “There will be plenty of opportunities.”

She nudged him in the ribs. “You have no intention of asking him, you wretched hound!”

“You would not thank me if I did,” laughed Erich. “Would you want your father telling stories about him for the next thirty years?”

“It would make a change from Princess Viktoria,” she said, looking up him with sparkling eyes.

Erich contented himself with a grin. Marieta might take such liberties with her father’s pretensions, but he could not.

“Look, here we are—the Stavany Café. You will never have tasted crumpets like these in your damp northern estates.”

Erich laughed. Only Marieta could refer to the ‘Altenkirchen Question’ without incurring his anger. “Let us see,” he said. “We had a Green Isles governess who excelled at such treats.”

“And no doubt brought some d—d Green Isles tea over with her!”

“I have never heard a lady use such language. I should report you to your father.”

“If you want me to be shut up in my room for the next three months, you must do so, of course. It may be that you prefer Elfriede’s company to mine in any event.”

“I should always give a lady a second chance,” he said. “And besides, I have heard far worse from Saskia. I should be a hypocrite to denounce you.”

“That’s settled, then. I shall say d— and b— as much as I choose, and you must never check me.”

“Oh, but I shall,” he said, bending to kiss her pert lips. “I will stop up your mouth if I must.”

She skipped back out of his reach with a light laugh. “You are very forward, Captain! I can see that I shall have to mind my manners where you are concerned.”

Erich held open the door of the café and bowed. “Come, Jungfrau. Let us see if these crumpets live up to their reputation.”  
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The crumpets, as it transpired, were little better than adequate, and the tea inferior to Doctor Glasenapp’s Green Isles blend. The charm of Marieta’s company, fortunately, more than offset any deficiencies of the establishment. Arm in arm, they strolled out into the early afternoon sun. He would not by choice be enrolled in the emperor’s service; neither would he have chosen Gelnovak, with its chilly mountain breeze and provincial pretensions, as his winter quarters; but there were undoubtedly compensations. The philosophical man made the best of his circumstances. By the spring, there might even be peace—or at least an Avignese guarantee so overt that even a man as bellicose as Emperor Albrecht might consider discretion his best option.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Marieta. “And do not say me, because I would not wish to be associated with that gloomy expression.”

“I was merely pondering the ways of fate, that a boy from Ludingerode should find himself in such a different place, with such a different destiny.”

“I have never asked you—and I never shall—how a ‘boy from Ludingerode’ arrived in Archduke Leopold’s household regiment. I am sorry that my mother was so crass this morning.”

The town square was lined with benches. “Shall we sit?” he said. “My motives are not praiseworthy. At least I do not think them so.”

Marieta smoothed her skirts and sat carefully next to Erich. “When I said I would never ask, I meant it. I already know that there is nothing mean and treacherous in your nature.”

Erich smiled and shook his head. “Truly, Marieta, you know me very little. What you know is a dull life in a dull town, where the presence of an attentive officer in a smart uniform allows a hundred fancies to form. You see yourself on an officer’s arm, and your imagination does the rest.”

Marieta straightened her back. “You make me sound like a child, dreaming over picture books and knightly tales.”

“I meant no offence. I am simply asking you not to invest your hopes in me. It looks as though we shall be wintering in Gelnovak, but my orders could change at any time. Soon enough I will be elsewhere.”

With her foot she rolled a discarded crust towards a waiting pigeon. “And I will be still in Gelnovak, waiting for my father to arrange a betrothal for me. You are kind to delineate my position so starkly.”

“I did not mean—”

“I know. It is the act of a gentleman, to ensure I do not become too attached to you. A lesser man would work upon my—partiality, if you will.”

Erich fleetingly met her eye. This past month she had been a pleasant diversion from the tedium of military life in a sleepy town. He had chosen to ignore the realisation that she was developing real feelings for him. Now he felt a mixture of guilt, and something other than guilt—that he would miss her when he went to war, or back to barracks at Morievuc. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs.

“You have not asked me, but I shall tell you nonetheless, how I came here. The von Ecks are famous in the Altenkirch. We owned estates the size of a Green Isle. We held them before the first Emperor Gerlach, and we were loyal vassals of the Empire for centuries. We were adept at making sure we were left alone, by Beruz, by Eisenstadt. We were the masters in the Altenkirch.

“The revolution changed much. We became part of Lauchenland, rather than the Empire. We imagined things would go on as they always had, and we were wrong. The Volksbund came to power, and they sought to control everything. The cities always loved them, but the country had an older, deeper heritage. We bowed the knee to Paul Sparrau: literally, in my father’s case. But we also made sure that we would be on the winning side. My father sent me to fight for the emperor, and my sister for the president.”

Marieta rested a hand on his. “That is a cold-blooded arrangement, is it not?”

“I can tell myself of our lineage, of our long fealty to the emperor—seven hundred years we were his liegemen, and thirty years Lauchenland. But the truth, if you want it, is this: I came south because my sister wanted to fly airships. She would not have come here, so I had to.”

“Well, I am glad you did. I am sure I should not have found your sister half as congenial.”

Erich smiled again. “You would like her, I think. I did not resent my fate, for I would do anything to ensure her happiness. Now she has her airships, and from her letters I think she is well.”

“This is intended to make me like you less, a traitor and a woman’s pawn?”

Erich laughed. “Not exactly. But I would have you know the truth about me. It seems pedestrian enough to me.”

“Loyalty and affection for your family and your heritage? That is not pedestrian, and neither would my father think it so.”

The cathedral tower tolled the bell for three. “I should escort you home,” said Erich. “I will not be thanked for keeping you out all afternoon.”

“You must come again next week. I will not hear of any excuse, even if the emperor himself summons you to Jaszvar.”

Erich rose from the bench and helped Marieta to her feet. He became aware of a droning sound now that the bell had fallen silent. He looked up into the sky to see black shapes distinct against the clear blue sky.

“Look, Erich! Airships! The emperor is ever watchful.”

Erich put a hand above his eyes to cut out the sun’s glare. He felt a clenching in his stomach. “Hurry—this way.”

“Herzogstrasse is this way.”

“We are going to the barracks.”

“Erich—?”

“Those are not the emperor’s airships—they are Lauchenland’s. Trust me to know, with a sister like mine.”

“But—why?”

“They mean no good. Do not run, but walk fast.”

The drone was now inescapable. The airships hung low, ridiculously low, over the city. Erich could even make out figures moving around inside their gondolas. There must be at least twenty ships—a war fleet.

From the front craft, black specks fell. Somebody in the square screamed. “Bombs! They are bombing us. Dear God, they are bombing us!”

There was a clatter of explosions. Erich glanced down at Marieta’s feet—her boots were sturdy. If she needed to run, she could.

Another officer ran past, clapped Erich on the shoulder. “Back to barracks, now! We need to man the guns.”

“A minute,” shouted Erich. “Marieta, the barracks are not safe. They may even be a target. Does your father have a cellar?”

“Of course.”

“Home, then. I will escort you.”

The explosions were coming closer. The black ships were fanning out so that they could maximise the destruction across the city centre.

“Hold my hand. Run, Marieta! Run!”

He led her through the streets away from the square. To his horror, he saw the airships holding position. Bombs were falling on the square and the surrounding streets. There were cries of terror and pain. 

“The cathedral!” came a cry. From little higher than the steeple, bombs crashed down onto the ancient stonework.

As they ran down Südstrasse, an airship hovered above them. Erich looked up, with a sudden moment of wild certainty that it was Saskia. But all three of the crew were men. Had they wished, they could have shot the fleeing folk from the gondola, but they were more intent on destroying buildings. 

There was a flash, a sudden rush of hot air behind them. Marieta was torn from his grasp and he found himself pushed into a wall by the force of the blast, felt a blinding pain above his eye. He rolled over with a groan. “Marieta!”

She lay a few yards away from him, on her front and motionless. He scrambled to his feet, his boots scrabbling for purchase on the smooth pavement. “Marieta!”

He staggered towards her. “Marieta, no!” he cried, sinking to his knees and gently rolling her on to her side. Her eyelids flickered. She was alive.

“Thank God! Oh, Marieta!”

She coughed, reached out to Erich. He put his shoulder under her arm and, by standing himself, pulled her to her feet. “Can you walk?”

She nodded weakly. “Take me home,” she whispered.

She tottered; Erich did not think it advisable to let her go. “Just around this corner and we are on Herzogstrasse.”

Above them, three airships seemed almost to be following them. They clearly had the task of reducing this quarter of the city. But they were only fifty yards from Doctor Glasenapp’s house, and the safety of his wine cellar. They turned into Herzogstrasse—in time to see three incendiaries strike the house and envelop it in a canopy of fire.

“No! No! No!” screamed Marieta. “Please, no!”

She sank to her knees, then, shaking off Erich’s arm, stood up and staggered towards the burning house.

Erich watched her go. There was nothing he could do, either for her or the doomed inhabitants of Herzogstrasse 65. His orders were to return to the barracks. But the barracks were the emperor’s war; and seeing Marieta screaming down the street, he knew that was only peripherally his conflict.

“Marieta!” he called out. “Slow down. Let me go in first.”

He ran towards the burning house, past Marieta who had now sunk to the ground. The top two floors of the house were wholly destroyed, the windows blown out of the ground floor. By some freakish chance the green front door with its brass knocker stood undamaged although most of the wall had collapsed around it. He ducked around the door and clambered over the rubble, which slipped under his feet, pitching him forward onto his hands. He looked to see blood gushing from a cut at the base of this thumb, but he could not feel any pain.

The only chance that anyone was alive was if they had taken refuge in the cellar—and even then the chances were slim. Rubble blockaded the trap-door, if he could manage to find it, and for all he knew, the house coming down above them had collapsed into the cellar.

The houses on either side had been damaged, but not extensively. People were coming out of their front doors, recoiling from the terror of being trapped inside.

Erich pulled himself upright. “Get picks, get shovels! There may be people in the cellar!” 

He started throwing the smaller rocks aside himself, but the structure of the house was so overset that it was hard to establish where the cellar entrance stood. The lawyer Meinherr Ropp clambered over the rubble towards him, his soft white hands holding a pick. 

“Stop a moment,” the lawyer said, then in a louder voice: “Doctor Glasenapp! Meinfrau Glasenapp! Can you hear me?”

Silence fell over the crowd on the street, everyone straining to hear a cry or a call. But there was nothing. Erich scrambled up to the top of the pile of stones, now some feet above the street.

“Back to your houses!” he called. “There are more airships coming!”

There were screams, shouts of terror. Like rats returning to their nests on the approach of a cat, within seconds the street was all but empty. Only Ropp, too proud to leave his post, and Marieta, sobbing quietly on her knees, were left. Ropp stared defiantly up at the ships as they gained height.

“They are going home,” he said. “They have done their worst.”

“Come then,” said Erich, flinging a rock aside. “Let us see how bad their worst is.”

It was only mid-afternoon, but it was difficult to see among the wreckage for the cloud of dust the house’s collapse had thrown up, and the smoke from another house burning further along the street. Ropp took off his spectacles and rubbed them against his lapel.

“There,” he pointed, “is that an arm?”

Erich peered into the murk. “It looks that way,” he said levelly, and made his way over the rubble. “It’s a woman.”

Ropp gingerly climbed over and together they started to move the rocks away. There was no movement beneath them, and Erich began to fear the worst. Soon they had moved most of the surrounding rocks.

Meinfrau Doctor Glasenapp’s face was unmarked amidst the ruin of her house, but her chest had been crushed. She could not have survived an instant beyond being caught in the collapse.

Gently Erich moved the body aside, to reveal that she had died at the entrance to the cellar which might have saved her.

“Where are the others?” asked Erich.

“The servants will have had Sunday afternoon off from their duties. It is only the Doctor and his daughters.”

Erich cast a glance back at Marieta, but she was not aware of her surroundings. Even her sobs had subsided, to be replaced by a more terrifying blankness.

“They must be in the cellar,” he said to Ropp. “Help me make some space and I will try and climb down.”

Erich pulled his white uniform gloves from his belt and put them on. Faster and faster he threw rocks aside, and soon the entrance to the cellar was cleared, but it had been damaged and there was no immediate way down. He slipped through the hatch. The stairs had been destroyed and it was hard to see into the blackness beneath.

“Doctor Glasenapp!” he called. “Can you hear me?”

There was a coughing from below, and a soft sobbing.

“Who is it?” A man’s voice, barely audible.

“It’s Captain von Eck, Doctor. Can you move? Are you hurt?”

“I seem to be unhurt, but Sigrid is not moving. Elfriede is here.”

A girl’s voice drifted up. “Help us, please. I don’t like it down here. I want Mama.”

Erich ran a dusty gloved hand across his mouth. Their ordeal would not end with their rescue.

Neighbours had once again filed out onto the street. “Bring rope and a lantern,” called Ropp.

“No lantern,” snapped Erich. “The Glasenapps had gas lighting – a lantern could blow the whole street up.” 

Ropp ran a hand over his sweating bald pate.

Rope was soon fetched, and Erich slid further into the cellar, overcoming a momentary horror of entering the dark cramped space. He felt with his hands until he encountered cloth. It was Doctor Glasenapp.

“You must get the girls out first,” he whispered. “Elfriede, crawl to me if you can.”

Erich managed to construct a makeshift sling and, with two swift tugs on the rope, signalled for Elfriede to be hauled aloft.

“Sigrid, you now,” said the Doctor. There was no response. Erich felt around in the darkness until he came upon more clothing. He took his gloves off to get a better sense of the surroundings. Within seconds they were wet. His eyes had now become accustomed to the dark. Sigrid was lying with her head away from him, her neck at an unnatural angle. He did not need to see any more.

“Doctor Glasenapp, it will be easier if we bring you up first.”
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An hour later, Erich crawled clear of the rubble and left Herzogstrasse 65 for the final time. Blankets covered the bodies of Irmegarde Glasenapp and her daughter Sigrid, who only a few hours earlier had been enjoying tea and biscuits in a parlour which no longer existed. Doctor Glasenapp slumped in the street, his back against a neighbour’s wall, one arm around Marieta and the other hugging Elfriede to him.

Erich had time to think for the first time since the bombs had started falling. Lauchenland was not even at war with the Empire—how could her airships have flown over the mountains and done this? If there was not war before, there was now.

For the first time he realised what it meant to have accepted a commission with the emperor. He was at war—pledged to fight and to kill—against his own country. And as he looked at the pitiful covered corpses in the street, and the girl whose hand he had held, he could not bring himself to regret the side on which fate had placed him.

He stepped over to the surviving Glasenapps. Addressing the doctor, but looking at Marieta, he said: “You have my word that I will not rest until justice has been done for what happened here today. Do not think my loyalties are in any way divided.” And if you had a hand in this, Saskia, then you will pay, sister or not.

He turned and walked back up Herzogstrasse, to the barracks where his regiment would assemble to punish Lauchenland for their inhuman acts.
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CHAPTER III
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Count Maximilian had summoned his officers to a breakfast conference at the Gelnovak barracks. Erich arrived just before the appointed time of 0630; punctuality caused no difficulty, since he had not slept. He seated himself at the long refectory table next to the Beruz landowner Quistorp while the batman served strong black coffee. A plate of rolls and meats stood untouched on the table.

Maximilian cleared his throat at the head of the table and stood up. His uniform, Erich noted, remained in perfect order.

“Gentlemen, good morning,” he said. “Yesterday the city of Gelnovak suffered a terrible outrage, a visitation of twenty airships bent on mindless destruction. I want to brief you this morning on what we now know. Much information has come in on the electrograph overnight.”

He stroked the close-cropped beard covering his prominent chin.

“Yesterday’s events in Gelnovak were not unique. They formed part of a concerted assault by Lauchenland on strategic cities in the Mitte: here, Jaszvar and Varvaros. They were accompanied by a formal declaration of war by Lauchenland.

“Their main assault was on Jaszvar Castle. The emperor was in residence, but was unharmed. He has communicated his anger and also his total determination to avenge this day and destroy the upstarts of Lauchenland once and for all.

“We have learned also that a large Lauchenland army, led by General Stegmann, has come through the Nollendorf Pass and is advancing into towards us.

“Are there any questions?”

There was a heavy, torpid silence of men too shocked to think.

“As well as the emperor, I have communicated with my father the archduke,” continued Maximilian. “Our orders are to await reinforcements from Jaszvar, and then proceed north to interdict Stegmann’s forces.”

Erich raised a hand. “What of our own airships, sir? Do we plan reprisal strikes into Lauchenland?”

Maximilian nodded. “His Imperial Majesty considers war against civilians to be barbarous and inhuman. He is calling up airships from Beruz to provide cover for our ground troops, and if necessary to undertake targeted operations over Lauchenland territory. Yesterday’s raid was launched, we believe, from Grinzwald and we intend to take steps to ensure that a base so close to our borders cannot repeat its outrage.”

“Can you tell us any more of the damage to Gelnovak?” Erich asked.

Maximilian’s hand went unconsciously to the sword at his side.

“There has been significant structural damage. St Guldobrand’s Cathedral, where only yesterday morning we worshipped, has been destroyed. The streets adjoining the main square have been extensively damaged, and we believe the death toll runs to hundreds.”

“Is there anything we can do to alleviate the suffering in the town while we await reinforcements?”

Maximilian indicated the grey-haired man in clerical vestments sitting alongside him. “Father Ubaldo will be co-ordinating relief works. If you, Captain von Eck, will volunteer to lead a work detail, I am sure that would be much appreciated.”

Father Ubaldo showed Erich a cold smile and inclined his head. Erich nodded back. He would rather not work intimately with the count’s confessor—the sly priest had never made any secret of his scorn for the Altenkirchen—but it merely proved the cliché that war made strange bedfellows.

Maximilian seemed to divine the meaning of the chilly looks between the two men.

“Finally I would like to refer to a group of officers among us: Captain von Eck, Captain von Eschenbach, Lieutenant von Schleinitz and Lieutenant von Veltheim. These men are representatives of great Altenkirchen families who have given long service to the emperor. Only God sees what is in a man’s heart; I do not claim to. These men are citizens of another country, and one with which we are now at war. We are all judged on our conduct, as I will be on the Final Day, but honesty compels me to note that these officers will be under my especial scrutiny.”

Erich bristled. All of the Altenkirchen officers were here voluntarily, and had made some sacrifice to be so. But no better was to be expected from the blinkered Maximilian. Destiny, or blind chance, or whatever he might call it, had put him in the emperor’s camp. And since that meant he was not serving a regime which had opened hostilities by indiscriminate murder of women and children, then perhaps his steps had been guided.
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The briefing concluded, Erich and his second-in-command, von Schleinitz, formed up their men and marched them down into the town. The two officers, at the head of the column on fine Calabadag horses, rode alongside Father Ubaldo who strode along with only a staff.

“Will they return, do you think?” asked von Schleinitz, tall and gloomy with a widow’s peak.

“It would no longer be a surprise attack,” said Erich. “Their best hope was to kill the emperor yesterday. They know that Jaszvar at least will be defended now. I doubt that they will dare such an attack again.”

“Only cowards would strike in that way.”

Erich thought of his sister. “The pilots go where they are ordered,” he said. “The true cowards are in Eisenstadt, a hundred miles from the border with three hundred airships protecting them.”

The men were in shocked silence as they reached the centre of the city. Only two walls of the cathedral stood and a haze of dust hung over the square. There were no people to be seen in the normally crowded space; instead cats picked among the rubble looking for rats driven out by the bombing.

Many families had been dispossessed. In the absence of any more appropriate shelter, they were being housed in the tannery, which had largely escaped any damage. With the men occupied in clearing rubble and setting up a soup kitchen, Erich went to look for the Glasenapps.

“How are you, sir?” he asked Doctor Glasenapp, who was sitting in one corner of the main hall.

Glasenapp smiled weakly. “Captain! How very good to see you,” he said in a pathetic attempt at courtesy. “Please, have my seat.”

“That is not necessary, sir. I have only broken off for a few minutes from directing my men.” He bowed to Marieta and Elfriede. “Is there anything I can have my men do for you? Food or water perhaps?”

Marieta chewed her lower lip. “Do not take the food from your men,” she said. “They will need their strength to punish those who murdered my sister and my mother.”

“Poor Sigrid so loved the soldiers and their uniforms,” said Doctor Glasenapp with a sad smile. “It is fitting that your regiment which she so admired will become the instrument of her vengeance.”

Elfriede, who was seventeen and once had an engaging smile, held out an object to Erich. “This was Sigrid’s favourite toy,” she said. Erich could see it was a tiny carved wooden cat. “Our grandfather made it for her. I saw it lying in in the road after—”

She stopped and looked into Erich’s face, still holding the cat out.

“Will you take it?” she asked, eyes full of unshed tears. “When you go into Lauchenland and kill the men who did this, take this with you.”

Erich reached out for the cat. “Of course,” he said in a cracked voice. “It will go wherever I go.”
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CHAPTER IV


[image: image]


Four weeks later

Isenheim

Lauchenland
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Erich crouched in a doorway at the end of the street, von Schleinitz next to him. He remembered that the tower of the cathedral was the highest church building in the old empire, a fact whose significance he now understood. Lauchenland forces had somehow managed to erect a gun platform only a few metres from the top, and from here raked down gunfire on Erich’s company. Nine roads led off the Cathedralplatz and the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers infantry controlled eight of them. The ninth was controlled by the Lauchen soldiery, and through this route—the Platzgasse—troops funnelled away to create a new set of barricades. Erich’s troops were pinned down by fire from the ground and the cathedral tower.

Von Schleinitz stepped out into the road, leaping back immediately as gunfire moved towards him. 

He shrugged. “We’re stuck here.”

Erich spat and loosened his uniform collar. “We can’t let them get entrenched. If we don’t take the city by nightfall they’ll redeploy overnight.”

A runner skittered down the street towards them, only narrowly avoiding the gunfire as he ducked into the doorway. The silver flash on his shoulder marked him as a staff officer.

“Orders from General Kurzbach, Captain,” he said with a salute.

Erich grimaced. Kurzbach spared neither himself nor his troops; the orders were unlikely to be anything other than an invitation to sustain further casualties.

“Continue,” he said crisply.

“You are to take the cathedral regardless of the cost. The general views it as imperative that the guns are silenced.”

Erich caught von Schleinitz’s eye. Kurzbach’s conclusion was unarguable, but it always seemed to be their company which ended up being ordered into the thick of the fighting. Count Maximilian persistently volunteered his regiment for ‘hot duty’—while remaining well away from the fighting himself—and since he had taken a dislike to Erich, it was the von Eck name that was first to be put forward.

It would be both cowardly and insubordinate to argue. He beckoned his sergeant, Borck, from down the road, and dictated a set of orders. He pulled his chronograph from his pocket. “Tell the general we will move forward at 1630 hours,” he said. “Some covering fire would be appreciated.”
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Ten minutes later, all the doorways of their street had been infiltrated by Erich’s men. Rifles were primed and loaded. The weak afternoon sunlight was beginning to fail, and the gas lights cast long shadows along the street. Erich looked up as a cloud blotted out what was left of the sun; his heart leapt, for it was no cloud. General Kurzbach had sent an airship, hanging only a couple of hundred feet in the air. Its cigar-shaped body was matte black: on its nose was painted an open jaw with vicious teeth, and two red eyes. It was one of the ‘Black Albrechts’, the emperor’s elite airship squadron. A ragged cheer went up from Erich’s men. From the gondola, one of the officers raised a hand in airy salute.

The airship drifted down over their heads towards the gun platform on the tower of the cathedral, which set up a fusillade of fire. While the gunners were thus engaged, Erich shouted “Charge!” and hared off down the street towards the square. Behind him he heard the clatter of boots; his company would never let him fight alone.

The gun platform was concentrating its fire on the airship’s gondola—they were more interested in the crew than the gas bag. The portholes of the gondola were double-thickness and reinforced. Erich imagined they could take gunfire all day.

His company debouched out onto the square. There was some sporadic gunfire from the entrance to the cathedral, but it seemed as if few troops had been left to defend it. The rest were all scurrying off down the Platzgasse to fight another day.

Erich took cover behind a bench. His men kept up a steady stream of rifle fire, and one by one the stained glass windows collapsed with a reproachful tinkle. Erich was neither a religious man nor a connoisseur of ecclesiastical architecture. He spared more concern for Sergeant Borck, writhing on the ground after taking what looked like a bullet in the shoulder.

Meanwhile the Black Albrecht had manoeuvred its rail guns to face the gun platform on the tower and was raking it with fire. The gunners took shelter behind improvised barriers, which markedly slowed their rate of fire. Erich ordered von Schleinitz with a wave of his arm to take his squad towards the cathedral door. Once that resistance was swept aside, the Empire would control the cathedral, and with it the city of Isenheim—a first vital bridgehead on the Old King’s Road to Eisenstadt. Erich suppressed a wintry grin. Lauchenland was no match for the numbers and armaments of the Empire.

On the tower platform the gunners set up one last desperate salvo against the airship. The bullets caught the aluminium frame of the gondola, striking off a flurry of sparks.

Erich had learned enough from his sister to see what would happen ahead of time. “Get down! Get down!” he screamed at his men, diving further behind the bench.

There was a tiny glow from the body of the airship, rushing along the black fabric before illuminating the sky with a light far far brighter than the sun. The airship careened, a fireball that engulfed the tallest spire in the empire. 

The hydrogen ignited by the spark from the gondola took hold, the spire looking like a candle against the darkening sky.

The skeleton of the airship plunged crazily to the ground, the gondola taking much of the impact. Fire continued to lick around the structure.

Erich jumped to his feet. “The gondola—there may be men alive in there!” 

Troops ran with him towards the flames. Erich felt the coarse wall of heat pushing him back. He was close enough to the gondola to see men trying to break the windows to get out. The flames were too fierce, and neither he nor his men could get close enough to release the catches. He could see screaming mouths but no sound carried across the maniacal bellow of the flames. He turned away, aghast, as twenty or so Lauchenland soldiers in back uniforms issued from the interior of the blazing cathedral and threw down their weapons.

Erich looked around the square as his men forced the prisoners to their knees. He could not look at the burning airship or the crumpled gondola. This was war; this was victory; Isenheim belonged to the Empire once again. Why could he feel no triumph?
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Some thirty minutes later, Count Maxmilian arrived at the square, astride his white horse and in an immaculate colonel’s uniform. The cathedral remained ablaze, orange tendrils reaching out into the night. The flames from the Black Albrecht had burned out; none of the crew had survived the crash. The prisoners were still slumped forward on their knees, their hands now leashed behind their back.

Count Maximilian turned to his adjutant, Baron Rosque Doa Lora. “Ask Captain von Eck what has happened here.”

Doa Lora looked down his long thin nose. “A report, if you please.”

Erich sighed. He addressed Maximilian directly. “We were pinned down by gunfire from the platform. My company stormed the door while the Black Albrecht attacked the spire. A spark ignited the airship. All is as you see here.”

“Ask the captain who those men are,” Maximilian said to Doa Lora, indicating the Lauchen prisoners.

“Who—” began Doa Lora.

“I heard the first time, thank you,” said Erich. “These are the soldiers who defended the cathedral. They surrendered once it took fire.”

Maximilian rode off to examine the prisoners. “Have them stand,” he said to Doa Lora.

The prisoners were dragged to their feet. “Who commands here?” snapped Doa Lora.

Erich, standing some feet away, said to von Schleinitz. “Send a message requesting General Kurzbach’s presence now.”

Von Schleinitz rubbed his neck with a calloused palm.

“Do it. This will not end well,” said Erich. 

One of the prisoners, a lean blond man in a torn black uniform, looked up. “This is my squadron,” he said with a set of his jaw.

Maximilian drew out his horsewhip. “How do you explain this destruction?” he said, indicating the smouldering airship.

The soldier paused, looked up Maximilian. “The airship attacked us. We shot at it. It was destroyed. So much is surely obvious.”

Maxmilian brought the whip down on the soldier’s back. “You are in no position for impertinence. What is your name?”

The soldier made to rub his shoulder, then caught the action and dropped his arm. “I am Lieutenant Storp of the Republic of Lauchenland. I would appear to be your prisoner, so I request transfer to a place of honourable confinement for my men, until such time as they can be ransomed or released.”

Maximilian’s horse snorted, puffs of steam condensing from its nostrils in the lamplight. Maxmilian put his whip away and drew out his pistol.

“I do not understand the term ‘Republic of Lauchenland,” he said. “We stand in Isenheim, a city which has been part of the Empire for six hundred years. I do not see soldiers before me, I see traitors to His Imperial Majesty. You will not be ransomed; you will be hanged.”

Storp flexed his bound wrists. “I cannot stop you,” he said with a grim smile. “But if this is how the Empire chooses to conduct the war, expect to be here for a long time. We will fight for every street of every city.”

Maximilian raised his pistol, levelled it at Storp’s face. Storp stared back impassively. Maxmilian twitched his arm to one side and discharged the pistol into the face of the man standing next to Storp, who slumped to the ground with a horrible cry.

“You beast!” shouted Storp. He leapt forward as two of Erich’s soldiers bustled him to the ground. “You can kill us; you will never kill Lauchenland.”

With a flick of the reins, Maximilian fastidiously moved his horse back, patting its blood-splashed muzzle with a gloved hand. “Doa Lora! Have the men erect gallows. We will show these traitorous dogs the meaning of summary justice.”

Doa Lora dismounted and barked out a series of orders. Erich stepped forward to address Maxmilian. 

“You cannot do this,” he said. “My lord.”

Maximilian drew himself up in his saddle. “I am your commanding officer, von Eck.”

“I am aware of that, sir. That does not mean you can murder prisoners.”

Maximilian reached for his whip again. “I do not have to explain myself to anyone,” he said in a level tone. “Certainly not to a subordinate, and least of all to a rebel renegade who no doubt still harbours sympathy for these treacherous baboons.”

“No,” cut in a voice from beside them. “But you do have to explain yourself to me.”

Spots of colour appeared on Maxmilian’s cheeks. “General Kurzbach!”

“I do not know what you are thinking of, Colonel. We do not massacre prisoners in my army.”

“They are traitors! The sentence is death. They destroyed the emperor’s airship!”

The flames from the cathedral drew out reddish flecks in Kurzbach’s grey hair.

“We will take them into custody,” he said. “Von Eck, see to it. Colonel, I am displeased by your conduct.”

“You forget who I am, General,” said Maxmilian softly.

“I do not have to explain myself to anyone, least of all a subordinate. We will speak of this later.”

Maximilian touched the whip to his horse’s flank. “I will not forget this, von Eck.”

Erich looked back up at him. “Never fear, my lord. Neither shall I.”
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Later that evening, as Erich ate in the street with his men at a hastily improvised fire, General Kurzbach appeared and took him aside.

“You have made a dangerous enemy there, von Eck.”

Erich carefully swallowed the last of his sausage. “I could make the same observation to you, sir.”

“I derive a degree of protection from my position, Captain. In addition, I stand well with the colonel’s father. Once Maximilian ascends to the archduchy, I imagine I will be rusticated; in truth my estates would benefit from closer supervision and my steward certainly would. And I have long nurtured an ambition to write a history of the House of Emmerich.”

“You paint an attractive picture of retirement, sir.”

“I will be needed all the while this war continues. I have no doubt we will win, but the Lauchen will fight longer than the emperor thinks. You should be careful—Maximilian is a greater danger to you than the enemy.”

“He enjoys putting my company where the danger is greatest.”

“I had noticed,” said Kurzbach. “I am happy to arrange a transfer to my staff; I always have a vacancy for a brave and intelligent officer.”

“I would prefer to remain with my men, sir. I could not view it as honourable to leave them at the front while I wrote up your despatches.”

Kurzbach paused for a moment. “You have a sister in the Lauchenland Aeronautical Corps, do you not?”

“Yes, sir. She is a navigator.”

“Her choices are her own. You do not have to atone for her.”

“That is not my intention, sir. I seek only to serve the emperor.”

“Do not doubt me when I say that, in time, we will crush Lauchenland. Crush it out of existence. You have seen today that an airship is a dangerous craft to ride. To speak frankly, your sister is unlikely to survive the war. The emperor will want loyal men when he re-establishes his rule. Your greatest service to him is to survive the war, and due course inherit your estates.”

“One cannot enter a war with the sole aim of surviving it, sir.”

Kurzbach rose from his makeshift seat. “I saw a brave man in Lieutenant Storp today, von Eck; you too impress me with your courage and fortitude. I hope all men raised in Lauchenland are not so dauntless.”
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CHAPTER V
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Two months later

Nicherzstein

Lauchenland
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The former Imperial City of Nicherzstein, snug behind its snow-topped walls with the glorious Gautzelinburg Castle silhouetted against the cool winter sunlight, was undoubtedly one of the grandest sights in the modern world.

Erich had come to hate it with a passion normally reserved for Count Maximilian.

For three weeks the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers had surrounded the city. With the road from Isenheim fully subdued, it controlled the approaches to the plains around Diemersfeld, and its fall would leave the way to Eisenstadt open to a vigorous spring campaign. Count Maximilian paraded before the walls on his horse every morning. Erich wondered why the defenders did not take the opportunity to shoot him down; he even considered getting one of his own men to carry out the deed.

One morning he wrapped himself in his greatcoat—nothing could keep his fingers and toes warm—and set out to inspect his men. He found himself dwelling by the campfire that Sergeant Borck had set up.

Borck and his scattering of men made to rise.

Erich raised a gloved hand. “As you were. No need to get any colder.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Erich nodded to the other men.

“Begging your pardon, Captain...” said one of the men, a malcontent corporal named Schimpf. “How long are we going to sit here like this?”

Erich snorted. “Are you keen to patronise the Midwinter Market, Corporal? Knock on the gates; I am sure they will let you in.”

“I just don’t see why we are freezing our arses off out here. It ain’t going to get any warmer. We might as well storm the city now.”

“General Kurzbach is careful with your lives, as he should be. An attack on a defended city costs more lives—maybe including yours—than he cares to spend.”

“Sir,” Borck murmured as he indicated behind Erich with a jerk of his head.

Coming towards them were General Kurzbach and Count Maximilian. Borck’s men stood and jumped to attention, while Erich saluted in their broad direction.

Kurzbach, wrapped and muffled to the neck, gave Erich a stiff nod. “Captain von Eck, you’re with me. We have a parley in the city.”

Maximilian wore no coat, the better to display his uniform. His already chilly demeanour was not helped by the low temperature. Baron Doa Lora was elsewhere, and Maxmilian was forced to address Erich directly. Away from his horse, he looked smaller and less impressive.

“General Kurzbach has personally requested your presence. I hope you are sensible of the honour, von Eck, and conduct yourself with an appropriate modesty.”

“I will strive to be a model of decorum, sir.”
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For all the architectural and historical fascinations of the city, its main attraction for Erich was the warmth. From the outside, the tower of the castle looked old and draughty, but inside the windows were sealed snugly, and the plush rugs gave an impression, if not of luxury, then certainly of comfort.

Their escort left the general, Maximilian and Erich in a bright room of medium size, furnished in the Avignese style. Three men were seated at a long mahogany table underneath the largest window.

The oldest man rose with a brief bow. “Thank you for waiting upon me, gentlemen. I am Burgomaster Wickerau. This,” he said, indicating an impressively moustached man in a uniform to rival Maximilian’s, “is Colonel Boehm-Bezing, and this is Captain Kreiss of the Volksbund.”

Wickerau gave off an air of genial pragmatism, while Boehm-Bezing remained expressionless, whether from restraint or absence of character. Kreiss, small and dark, attempted a smile which somehow seemed more unfriendly than his earlier scowl.

“Please be seated,” said the burgomaster. “I have ordered some hot spiced wine. Hostilities need not make us hostile.”

“We are gratified by your hospitality,” said Kurzbach, “and even more so by your invitation. The present situation advances none of our aims, and merely delays the inevitable. If you intend to suggest an arrangement which avoids hunger and bloodshed, be sure we will listen with the most open ears.”

Two footmen entered bearing the tray of refreshments and moved unobtrusively around the seated group.

Kreiss held up a didactic hand. “Our revolution is built on bloodshed and hunger, General. The city of Nicherzstein is strategically important, and you may be sure the Volksbund does not intend to yield it to a pack of dogs yapping outside our walls.”

Maximilian stood and straightened his uniform. “The ‘pack of dogs’ to which you refer includes the heir of the Archduke of Flachland, namely myself.”

“Tricked out like a poodle, I see,” said Kreiss. “You cannot reasonably imagine that we welcome your appearance.”

Burgomaster Wickerau held up a placatory hand. “Enough of this testiness. We all find ourselves in a situation not of our making. As six reasonable men, representing all strands of opinion, I am sure we can reach an agreement.”

“Let us agree on the facts,” said Kurzbach, sipping his wine with appreciation. “My troops control all approaches to the city, and every town of any size in the vicinity. You may try to supply yourselves with airships, but this will not allow you enough food to survive the winter. I control the canal to the south, and several barges supply my army each day. I can remain here all winter, safely if not in comfort, until you run out of food.”

He set his glass down carefully on the highly polished wood. 

“With all due respect to Colonel Boehm-Bezing’s martial prowess, I doubt he has the troops to launch a sally which will drive my army off. You have no large forces nearer than Ettermunde with which to lift the siege. Your best option is to allow the colonel to march his troops out with honour, and yield up the city.”

Kreiss leaned back in his seat. “All the time your troops moulder the winter away outside our walls, they are not wreaking mischief elsewhere. We perform a valuable service to Lauchenland with our resistance.”

“This is intolerable!” cried Maximilian. “Our troops could storm the city tomorrow if we chose. The general shows considerable forbearance—indeed, too much forbearance—in negotiating with you. Nicherzstein is an Imperial City, and it must return to its true allegiance without further delay.”

“I imagine,” said Kreiss, “that if you could readily have taken the city by force you would have done so. That you are here, speaking soft words, suggests you are not as strong as you pretend.”

The burgomaster gave a small smile. “I would hardly characterise Count Maximilian’s words as ‘soft’. That said, Captain Kreiss makes a valuable point. The longer we defy your advance, the less damage you can inflict elsewhere.”

Erich raised a finger. “Look out of the window, Burgomaster. The snow lies heavy on the ground. No army campaigns in these conditions: not the Empire, nor the Ettermunde army you hope will save you. We are here for the winter. Imagine how much better for us all if we were quartered in the city, and your citizens had food.”

Kurzbach gave a crisp nod. “If an officer as junior as Captain von Eck can appreciate these truths, I am sure they are apparent to a man of your wisdom, Burgomaster.”

The burgomaster stood and walked to look out over the city below. “Colonel Boehm-Bezing is the final arbiter on all matters military, but I cannot imagine there is serious opposition to the conclusion that we cannot keep our soldiers fed throughout the winter.”

Boehm-Bezing pulled at his moustache. “Regrettably, Your Worship, that is the case.”

“Treason!” barked Kreiss. “By order of the President of Lauchenland, defeatist talk is punishable by death!”

“And what do you propose my men eat over the winter, Captain?” puffed Boehm-Bezing. “We are already cooking rats.”

“Must I explain siege resistance to you?” snapped Kreiss through pinched lips. “Next you eat the cats, then the dogs, then the horses. Additionally non-combatants are expelled from the city, whereupon the Empire must feed them or see them starve. That has been the way of sieges since the dawn of time. We are months away from surrender!”

“Enough, Kreiss,” said the burgomaster, turning to face the room. “The lives of the citizens are my responsibility. I will not turn women and children out into the snow.”

Kurzbach nodded. “I thought as much. In your position, I would do no different, but you must recognise that your options are thus severely curtailed.”

“I asked you here, General,” said the burgomaster after a pause, “to negotiate the terms of our surrender. There is no hope of relief, and I do not wish to spend more lives.”

“Negotiate!” said Maxmilian. “We do not negotiate with rebels. The only surrender we will accept is unconditional.”

“Enough, Colonel,” said Kurzbach. “Men of honour negotiate. Nicherzstein will be ours. That is sufficient.”

“May I remind you, General, that my father is the Archduke of Flachland, and your commander in chief?”

“I do not need a further reminder, Colonel,” said Kurzbach with a wintry smile. “And if His Grace were here, and gave me an order, I should follow it. He is not, and I command this army. Meinherr Burgomaster, kindly set out your terms for yielding the city.”

“One moment!” said Kreiss. “This is a matter for the Volksbund, not a superannuated provincial worthy. It has long been said in Eisenstadt that Nicherzstein never forgets its Imperial past, and never was steadfast to our revolution. It grieves me—but does not surprise me—to find this conclusion to be true.”

“Well, Meinherr Burgomaster, it seems that not everyone shares our enlightened perspective,” said Kurzbach with a shake of the head.

“Be assured that Eisenstadt will hear of this!” Kreiss’ eyes looked at the burgomaster with glassy dislike.

“I had given my word that, under flag of truce, you and your men were safe from detention,” the burgomaster said to Kurzbach. He signalled one of the footmen, who opened the door to admit four armed men. Erich turned in alarm.

“That safe conduct did not extend to my own citizens,” he continued. “General Kurzbach, my first condition for yielding the city, and one in which you will greatly oblige me, is that you take this snake with you.”

Kreiss sprang to his feet, but the burgomaster’s men clamped his arms. “If I leave him here, he will indeed to report to Eisenstadt, to my great disadvantage. I am sure you have facilities for incarcerating captured enemies, and Captain Kreiss will have leisure to reflect upon his allegiances.”

Kurzbach bit down on a smile. “It will be my pleasure, Meinherr Burgomaster.”

Kreiss thrashed against the men holding him. “Better that you kill me, Wickerau,” he snarled. “One day I will return to Eisenstadt, and then you will pay the price for this day.”

“I think it will be a long time before you see Eisenstadt again, Captain.”

“Von Eck,” said Kurzbach, “please be kind enough to escort Captain Kreiss to our camp. The burgomaster and I have terms of surrender to negotiate.”
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Erich spent a Midwinter in Nicherzstein unusual for its very normality. There was snow, revelry and hospitality; it would have been impossible to tell that the Empire and Lauchenland were at war. But Captain Kreiss—now in a holding camp at Isenheim, and soon to be shipped off into the depths of the empire—had been right. Nicherzstein, with its long centuries in the empire, had never truly submitted to mere decades of Lauchenland rule. Partisans of the Volksbund, if any remained in the city, took their cue from the mysterious disappearance of the man from Eisenstadt.

The mood in Nicherzstein, then, was one of muted celebration that Imperial soldiers were once again among them. General Kurzbach ensured that the food shortages which had blighted the early winter were a thing of the past; supplies from the Mitte and farther afield made their way by barge up the canal from the frontier, and quiet good cheer infested the city.

Erich too had no reason to complain. He was billeted with a merchant’s family with two fine daughters. This reminded him too much of Doctor Glasenapp’s establishment for him to flirt with his usual abandon. This melancholy made him even more enigmatic and attractive to the young ladies. Instead he wrote regularly to Marieta, never forgetting that terrible afternoon in Gelnovak. He was expecting a period of leave before the inevitable spring offensive, and he had an invitation from Marieta to spend it in Mezistek, where the family had now moved. He could not return home to Ludingerode while the war continued, and he did miss Marieta, and resolved to go to Gelnovak when the time came.

As the days shortened, General Kurzbach began to outline the plans for the next phase of the war. Once the weather improved, the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers would push east, with the objective of capturing Diemersfeld and Weinbach. 

The emperor was hopeful that the fall of Weinbach would bring an end to the war. From here Braussedorf and Eisenstadt, the true homes of the Volksbund, lay within reach, and surely the renegade regime would come to the table for whatever terms it could get to spare them the inevitable sack and ruin.

“So the war could be over by the summer?” asked Erich as he sipped Avignese brandy in Kurzbach’s quarters before a roaring coal fire.

“I have long given up trying to predict the responses of the Volksbund,” he said. “By any rational measure, the loss of Weinbach will so circumscribe their ability to manoeuvre that they will have little choice but to call for terms. But they are fanatics, as we have seen. They may prefer glorious destruction to a pragmatic accommodation.”

“I take no pleasure in destroying cities,” said Erich, staring into the fire. “I saw the innocents suffer in Gelnovak and I have no wish to do the same here.”

“No more does the emperor. He views Lauchenland, rightly, as part of his empire. Its subjects are his subjects. Much will depend on the terms he offers.”

“Surely he can dictate his wishes? He will have complete superiority.”

“If he demands unconditional surrender, the Volksbund will have every reason to fight on. He is a young man, but wiser than Maxmilian and his like. One day he will reabsorb all of Lauchenland, but for now? I think he will settle for the Altenkirch and Nicherzstein, and leave the plains to the Volksbund. He has many years to enforce his will, and a defeated Volksbund will not have the same cachet as before. In five years he will have the rest of Lauchenland without firing another shot.”

“I never thought to win a war in such a way.”

“That, von Eck, is why you are a captain and Albrecht is emperor.”

Erich returned to his quarters that night with a mind dancing with possibilities. The Altenkirch could soon once again be part of the Empire! He did not know what that would mean for Saskia—but for it to mean anything, she had to survive. A short war must improve her chances too.

He sat as his desk to write to Marieta to accept her offer to visit Mezistek, his gaze pausing at the silvertype of him standing with Saskia in the grounds of their home, Eulenschloss. It had only been three or four years ago, but they both looked so innocent. After what they had both seen and done, could they ever return to those days?

He shook his head to clear it; the brandy had made his thoughts muzzy. Saskia was on her own; he could do nothing to help her now, and he could only hope she had comrades of her own to rely on as she flew high above the Empire, raining death on those below.
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Two months later

Mezistek

Beruzil Empire
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It would have taken Erich at least four days to get to Mezistek from Nicherzstein by rail, and the same to come back. Since he only had a week’s leave, he chose instead to travel aboard a Black Albrecht flying back from the front. Normally he disliked airships—the thought of Saskia aboard one made him uneasy—but in this case he felt he had little alternative. He also had, he was forced to admit, a poor head for heights.

He was therefore tired and irritable when he disembarked at Mezistek airfield on a damp Saturday night. The airfield was some distance from the Glasenapp residence, and he was pleased to see a coach waiting for him. He walked across, valise in hand, and Marieta leapt down to meet him. She flung her arms around him.

“Erich! I am so—it is so—I don’t know what to say!”

Erich returned her embrace, a smile infiltrating his face. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“I am not supposed to be here. Papa said I should not come on the coach to meet you. It would be improper.”

Erich reflected that he would not have allowed his unmarried daughter to meet an officer in such circumstances either, but before he could frame his response, Marieta continued:

“Anyway, Gerstner is here!” she indicated the coachman sitting aloft behind the horses.

Erich gave Gerstner, whom he remembered from Gelnovak, an airy salute. Gerstner responded with a grave nod.

“Papa says he doesn’t count, but he has been with the family for generations.”

“I am sure no harm will come of us sharing a carriage ride together.” He handed her up into the cabin. 

Erich could not deny he was pleased to see her, but he screened out her excitable chatter on the way to the Glasenapps’ house. He had only been at war for a few months but already it was difficult to engage with domesticity.

Eventually Marieta ran out of breath.

“How do you like Mezistek?” he asked.

“The house is nice, and we are close to the university. But I still know no-one and Elfriede is quarrelsome. My father—well, you will see for yourself—he does not even talk about his digestive pastilles any more.”

Erich touched her arm. It must be difficult for a spirited, lively girl like Marieta to be so isolated in a new city.

“I should not weary you with my trivial complaints,” she said. “You have been at the front, and you deserve lightness and relaxation!”

“In truth, Nicherzstein is not at the forefront of the war. The people love the emperor and they could not wait to surrender.”

“You must have had to fight to get as far as Nicherzstein. I am sure you were truly gallant!”

Erich’s mind went back to the blazing cathedral at Isenheim, the wretched Lauchen prisoners shackled on their knees.

“I am sorry,” she said. “There must be much you wish to forget.”

Erich found a smile. “People hate and fear war for a reason,” he said. “Those of us who have a reason to fight are fortunate indeed.”
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The carriage deposited them in front of a smart if small house a few streets back from the river.

“Come!” said Marieta, taking his hand. “Papa will be avid to see you again.”

Erich was sceptical of Doctor Glasenapp’s avidity, but when he was presented in the snug study, the doctor sprang from his chair and wrung his hand.

“Captain von Eck! You honour us with your visit.”

Erich disengaged himself and bowed. “You are generous to offer your hospitality, sir,” he said. “I have many happy memories of our times together in—”

“In Gelnovak. You may say the name, Captain.”

Erich laughed to cover his embarrassment.

“Marieta tells me you came to Mezistek on an airship, Captain. I am sure a tot would not go amiss.”

He turned and poured, with a hint of a tremble, two glasses from the decanter at his side table. “Sit, please,” he said. “Marieta, will you take a mineral water?”

“Yes, Papa. I will ring for Meinfrau Wiechert.”

Erich assessed Doctor Glasenapp as they sat in armchairs either side of the fire. The doctor had aged dramatically since Gelnovak. His once fleshy face now hung in dispirited grey jowls. The only colour was his in his cheeks and the broken veins of his nose. Even his white whiskers seemed tired and grim. While Erich sipped his drink, Doctor Glasenapp threw his back with what seemed to be long custom.

“Do you have a practice here, sir?”

Doctor Glasenapp put his hands together in his lap.

“I sold my practice in Gelnovak,” he said, “although in truth it was hard to get the best price. Old Rosenschaft added it to his clients but I should have had at least five thousand albrechts more. Here I have purchased a partnership in a new practice, but my patients do not have the same standing in society.”

Erich remembered that Doctor Glasenapp had evinced little medical knowledge beyond his quack remedies in Gelnovak. This might have been well enough in society, where seemingly no-one was ever truly ill; here in Mezistek, with real patients and real ailments, matters might not go so smoothly.

“And your partner?”

“A young man—so very young, and lacking in experience! Doctor Brinkmann is his name. He has a degree from the university here, and studied in al-Humrah for a year. In my day such things were not necessary. Indeed, too much book-learning was frowned upon. But he is a good enough fellow.”

He paused and looked to where Marieta was talking to Meinfrau Wiechert who had brought the mineral water, seemingly engrossed.

“I should not say this,” said Doctor Glasenapp, “but he has taken rather a fancy to Marieta!”

“Papa! I can hear you!”

“The captain knows your affections cannot be so easily won, Marieta. And that perhaps your heart is already pledged.”

Marieta flushed. Erich felt a kind of nostalgic relief that, whatever else had gone awry in his life, Doctor Glasenapp’s legendary tactlessness remained undiminished.

“Anyway, Papa, Meinfrau Wiechert tells me there is a cold collation should we require it.”

“Excellent!” said Doctor Glasenapp. “Captain, are you hungry?”

“I could not eat with comfort on the airship,” said Erich. “I will be glad of sustenance now we are on the ground.”

“Splendid,” said the doctor. “Marieta, go and fetch Elfriede. She will dote on seeing Captain von Eck, and she has a peaky look. A little supper will do her the world of good.”

Erich doubted that the malaise affecting the Glasenapp family was amenable to such an easy remedy. He rose from his seat and took Marieta’s arm as they went to the dining room.
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On the third night of Erich’s stay, Doctor Glasenapp invited his partner Doctor Brinkmann to dine. With the addition of Marieta and Elfriede, the small dining room was close to its maximum capacity. 

“I have heard a great deal about you, Captain,” said Doctor Brinkmann after kissing the hands of the two young ladies. “I am filled with admiration for the men who risk their lives to keep the Empire secure.”

“I am unsure,” said Erich as they took their seats, “that a man whose job is to take lives can be compared with one whose vocation is to save them.”

Doctor Brinkmann, in an impeccably tailored black coat and neatly trimmed—and perhaps lacquered—hair, opened his hands in a modest gesture. “The life of the provincial physician has its consolations, but I would never claim to be a man at the heart of affairs. Certainly, I lack the martial temperament and would recoil at the bloody business of war. I find my calling in a different way, but no greater. And I am of course grateful that Doctor Glasenapp and his lovely daughters have chosen to settle in our humble city.”

Erich glanced at Marieta and Elfriede to see how they took this sally. Elfriede had the ill-concealed expression of boredom common to most young ladies of eighteen, which Erich found encouraging. Marieta’s polite attentiveness gave nothing away.

“And are you married, Doctor?” said Erich.

“Alas, no!” said Doctor Brinkmann as he sipped at his red wine. “The life of a doctor’s wife is not for everyone. It takes a special cast of character to yield one’s husband to the calls of the healer. And, I do not scruple to admit, that I require both character and beauty in a future dear companion—for which of us would choose to embrace ugliness?”

His gaze darted briefly, but unmistakably, towards Marieta. Elfriede appeared to swallow a mouthful of beef the wrong way and her father was forced to pat her on the back.

“Dear Elfriede!” cried Doctor Brinkmann. “You must take more care. You would be most distressed to learn how many citizens of Mezistek choke each year!”

Elfriede daintily expectorated into a napkin. “I think you will find, Meinherr Doctor, that very little grimness and evil in this world would shock me. I have seen too much already to be surprised by sudden death.”

“Effie!” said Marieta. “How can you talk to Doctor Brinkmann so? He was merely concerned for your welfare.”

“Daughter, your words were ill-chosen. The doctor naturally intended no offence,” said Glasenapp.

Doctor Brinkmann leaned back in his chair, dabbed his mouth with his napkin and gave a soft laugh. “Really, Glasenapp, no harm is done!” He flicked a sideways glance at Marieta. “Jungfrau Elfriede—all of you—have suffered unimaginable horror. I am a boor to make such a reference. I pray you will all forgive me.”

Erich surveyed the scene through narrowed eyes. Doctor Glasenapp, he suspected, had never been a strong judge of character. The sly humility of Doctor Brinkmann was seemingly too subtle a ploy to understand. Elfriede at least seemed to have his measure; surely Marieta could not admire such a man.

“I am sorry you have learned so young that the world can be so harsh, Elfriede,” he said. “I am not a religious man, and I will not pretend to understand why such things happen. I can merely fight for what I think is right.”

“Do you remember what you swore, Captain von Eck, on the day my mother and my sister died?” Her jaw had a determined set. Erich felt that this was a young woman of some force of character.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the carved wooden cat Elfriede had given him that day. “I never forget it, Jungfrau.”

Elfriede’s eyes swam with tears in the soft gaslight. “I would require nothing more of a man than that he keeps his word.”

“And how goes the war, Captain?” said Doctor Brinkmann with an oozing bonhomie. “I am sure there is much you cannot tell us, but undoubtedly we would all welcome any scraps of reassurance you can give us.”

“It is no secret that I am stationed in Nicherzstein, and that the Empire has recovered all territory south of the city. I am on the staff of General Kurzbach, and he is satisfied with our progress to date.”

“For a certainty, the men of Lauchenland are jackals and dogs, howling at the margins of the Empire.”

“I can only say, Doctor, that I have found them little different to the rest of emperor’s subjects.”

“Forgive me, Captain! I meant no disrespect. Your manners are so polished I had forgotten that you yourself originated in Lauchenland.”

“In truth the Altenkirch has little affinity with the values of Lauchenland, and certainly not of the Volksbund faction. I willingly enlisted in the emperor’s army, and I have had no cause to regret my decision.”

“Of course, of course. Here, let me refill your glass. No? You are wise, too much wine engorges the liver. Tell me, if I have not misunderstood: your sister fights for Lauchenland? Flies an airship?”

“You appear well-informed, Doctor, although it is no secret.”

Doctor Brinkmann leaned back again with a smile approaching a smirk. “That must be—inconvenient—for you, Captain? Giving your word to avenge the slaughter of Gelnovak, when your sister was among those perpetrating it? You must be a man of admirably pragmatic, even flexible, principles, to accommodate such contradictions.”

Erich rose, flung his napkin down on the table. “Meinherr Doctor Glasenapp, Marieta, Elfriede, please excuse me. I find I am no longer hungry.”

He felt he showed considerable self-control to leave the room without slamming the door, as he made his way to Doctor Glasenapp’s study. He picked up the spirit bottle and made to pour, before setting it down.

A moment later there was a knock at the door. He hoped it was Brinkmann, come to settle the matter like a gentleman—although no doubt too great a coward for rapier or pistol. Or Marieta, to outline how repellent she found the doctor’s conduct. He rose to open the door—but what if it was Doctor Glasenapp? Whether sententious or resentful, his platitudes could not be endured this evening. But he could not hide in the study all night, so with a sigh he opened the door.

Before him stood Elfriede, her eyes flashing.

“May I come in?”

“I could hardly debar you from your father’s study, even were I minded to do so.” He stood back from the doorway to admit her, and went and sat before the fire.

Elfriede moved over to the table where the drinks were laid out and poured a stiff two fingers of amber Haskilde spirits.

Erich cocked his head. “I think it unlikely your father would permit such conduct.”

Elfriede shrugged. “He will not even notice. His own devotion to the bottle absorbs much of his attention.”

“I can tell you from experience that ‘Haskilde water’ taints the breath somewhat.”

Elfriede sat down opposite Erich and crossed her legs. “He starts his own day with a ‘palate cleanser’. He will not smell on my breath that which is on his own.”

Erich sighed. “You are eighteen, Elfriede?”

“You know I am. What of it?” She sipped at her glass.

“I cannot imagine what you have experienced these last months: to lose your mother and your sister, and then to move to a city where all are strangers.”

Elfriede fixed her eyes on the flames behind the grate. 

“You would not think it,” she said with full eyes. “Papa does not talk to me at all, except to scold me. Marieta—you will forgive me—Marieta finds her consolation in flirtation. They cannot forget, but they will not remember.”

Erich pushed aside the thought of Marieta’s flirtations. “They are grieving, Elfriede. They do not all respond the same way. When my mother died, my sister Saskia and I—well, let us say we reacted differently.”

Elfriede pinned Erich with a direct glance. “Only one other person is ‘reacting’ appropriately to what has happened, Captain, and that is you. You fight to avenge them.”

Erich rose and splashed some more liquid into a glass.  If the room were to smell of the spirit at least it could be attributed to him.

“Doctor Brinkmann appeared to view the military life in a less favourable fashion.”

“Pah! Brinkmann! All he wants is for my father to keep the partnership solvent, visit the all the most cantankerous patients, and then at the end of it to marry Marieta. He is a snake.”

Erich drained his glass. “And will he marry Marieta?”

“Poor Captain von Eck. Do you care for my sister so much?”

“I have no intention of marrying her myself, if that is what you are asking. But I have considerable affection for her, and I should not wish to see her tied to an adventurer.”

“Perhaps you will permit an eighteen-year old girl to offer you her reflections on life, if you do not find the notion ridiculous.”

Erich smiled. “Saskia’s opinions were certainly formed—and frequently expressed—by that age. I see no reason why you should not speak with equal latitude.”

“A man in a well-cut uniform such as yours will always attract female attention. It is a weakness of our sex, I must admit. My sister is no different in this. She admires you with a simplicity which is as genuine as it is unforced. Given sufficient encouragement, I am sure that admiration could develop into a great deal more. But she has changed, changed a great deal, since you knew her in Gelnovak. She lives for the moment, for today’s ball and today’s compliment, in a way that she did not before.”

“I am unsure of your meaning, Elfriede.”

Elfriede sighed. “I do not know how to express it. She is flattered by your attention, just as she is flattered by Doctor Brinkmann’s. I do not think that she can distinguish any longer the difference between them. If you offered her your hand, I am sure she would accept; equally, the same would apply to Doctor Brinkmann.”

“I have no intention of making any such offer. In due course I expect to return to Ludingerode, where no doubt there will be expectations of a match among the county’s heiresses.”

“You never know where you will find true affection, Captain; but you should not delude yourself that there are no opportunities outside of the Altenkirch.”

She finished the last of her spirits and rose for the door. “Good night, Captain.”

“Good night, Elfriede.”
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Erich poured another drink. The Glasenapp family had problems enough without the younger daughter becoming infatuated with him. Was she simply a kitten sharpening her claws, or was her malaise deeper-seated? He thought back to Saskia’s youth: at eighteen surely her interests had been horses, mathematics and airships. Perhaps, he reflected, Saskia did not provide a useful bellwether for feminine behaviour.

He had not been entirely candid with Elfriede, he realised. He had not come to Mezistek with a betrothal in mind, and that had not changed in the days he had been here. But his affections for Marieta went well beyond enjoyment of her company, and the thought of Brinkmann attempting a seduction—or more—caused tingling in the pit of his stomach he did not relish.

He had no responsibility for the Glasenapps, and while he was grieved by their decline, there was little he could do to ameliorate it. He could not escape a sense of guilt that their lives had been destroyed by a Lauchenland airship, and because Saskia flew on one he was in some way associated with it. It was irrational, of course: Saskia’s choices were her own, and she almost certainly had not been involved in the bombing of Gelnovak. But that sense of responsibility meant he could not carry out the sensible course, and return to Nicherzstein and forget them. He could not abandon Marieta to a cold-hearted rogue like Brinkmann; he could not leave Elfriede to indulge her grief with spirits and self-pity; and he could not even forget the prosy foolish old Doctor Glasenapp, his life made a tempest by one blast of high explosive.

One way or another, he would have to exert himself before he returned to the front. Who knew when, or if, he would return?
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CHAPTER VII
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The next morning, Erich found himself in front of a doctor’s surgery in a good, if not exclusive, part of town.
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PHYSICIANS

DR. U.F. BRINKMANN (AL-HUMRAH) 

DR. J-G. GLASENAPP (JASZVAR)
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The brass plate was new and freshly polished, and the white façade of the three-storey house set back from the street gleamed with clean white paint. Erich skipped up the steps and into the reception, where a sober matron—a plaque identified her as Meinfrau Goschen—awaited behind a desk.

“Good morning, sir,” she said, clearly noting his officers’ uniform. “How may we assist you?”

“I wonder if Doctor Brinkmann is available for a consultation.”

“We are making appointments for two weeks’ hence, if that is convenient.”

“I was hoping for something more immediate—possibly even now. I will be back with my regiment in a fortnight.”

Meinfrau Goschen’s demeanour became noticeably frostier. “This is highly irregular. May I suggest you simply consult your regimental physician?”

“Alas!” said Erich. “He is unfortunately given to drink, and is not abreast of the latest medical developments. Neither is his discretion paramount. I would much rather enjoy the treatment of a reputable modern physician.”

“Hmmf. Would you care to outline your complaint?”

“Are you able to offer medical advice and treatment, Meinfrau Goschen?”

“Naturally not! I merely wish to assess your need for an urgent consultation.”

“Since you are not a physician, I do not understand how you will make such an assessment.”

Meinfrau Goschen squatted deeper in her seat and prepared to repel boarders. “Nobody sees Doctor Brinkmann or Doctor Glasenapp without my approval.”

“This would seem to be a perverse ordering of affairs,” said Erich with a smile. “Since you insist, however, my condition is of a delicate nature, fully to be understood only by a gentleman. You will no doubt understand that a soldier, lonely at the front, sometimes behaves in an unwise manner.”

Meinfrau Goschen frowned over her pince-nez.

“Of course you will need greater detail to allow you scope for an accurate assessment of my needs. I will therefore describe four, possibly five, lesions—”

“—”

“—although by their location they are not readily available for inspection. If you truly insist, however, the one nearest—”

“Enough, sir! I will arrange a consultation if you will be kind enough to wait. Doctor Glasenapp may also be at liberty.”

“Ah, it must be Doctor Brinkmann. I understand his qualifications are from the University of al-Humrah!”

“Very well.” Meinfrau Goschen indicated a couch. “I will see how soon he may be available.”

Erich settled himself in the couch—which appeared to be new and expensive—and prepared for a long wait. However, it was only two or so minutes later that Meinfrau Goschen reappeared. “Doctor Brinkmann will see you now, sir. Through that door.”

“I thank you, madam,” said Erich with a half bow.
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Erich went through the door to a well-appointed consulting room. Doctor Brinkmann sat in a plush chair reading a publication entitled Faecal Matters—the Journal of the Beruz Coprological Society.

“Von Eck! This is a surprise.” He rose and stuck out a hand, which Erich briefly took. “You have terrified old Goschen, which is quite an achievement. Indeed, you must tell me how you manage it.”

“Allusions to venereal disease were sufficient on this occasion, although you may not care to deploy the technique yourself.”

Brinkmann grimaced. “Quite so. Had you wished a consultation, though, you need only have mentioned it last night.”

“The consultation I intend is not of a medical nature.”

“Oh?” A smile spread across Brinkmann’s face. “Please be seated, if you do not wish me to examine you. And then perhaps you would care to outline your business.”

Erich sat and straightened the creases of his uniform trousers. “You will be aware that I had an acquaintance with the Glasenapp family in Gelnovak, before the war.”

“Naturally.”

“I knew them when Glasenapp was a respected society doctor, with a wife and three lovely, vivacious daughters.”

“I envy you that acquaintance in happier times.”

“I feel, for reasons I do not care to outline, an interest and responsibility in the survivors’ welfare.”

“The sentiment does you credit, von Eck.”

“To be frank, I am sceptical to the extent to which your association contributes to that welfare.”

Brinkmann stroked his side-whisker. “Your acquaintance with me is of the most casual nature, so the validity of your conclusion is questionable. You will see that I have taken Doctor Glasenapp, a man without friends or connections in Mezistek, into partnership. And you must surely be aware that his medical knowledge is not current, by a matter of around twenty-five years.”

“No doubt Glasenapp has paid handsomely for his partnership. I notice a building showing every sign of recent refurbishment, of the sort that might arise from an injection of fresh capital. I am sure you have gained at least as much from the transaction as your partner.”

Brinkmann waved the point away. “We are both men of the world, von Eck. Your concern for old Glasenapp does you credit, but it is not why you are here.”

“I would agree that both Marieta and Elfriede are more ripe to predation by a scoundrel.”

Brinkmann lit a cheroot, offered one to Erich who shook his head.

“Do you consider yourself,” Brinkmann said, “to have an understanding with Marieta?”

“That is none of your business, sir.”

“If I—let us say hypothetically—had an understanding of my own, then that would be very much my business, would it not?”

“I do not deal in hypotheses. If you have such an interest, make it known. And if you have an understanding, you must know that I do not.”

Brinkmann puffed appreciatively on his cheroot. “You do not deal in hypotheses? Nonsense, my dear von Eck! You attribute all manner of imaginary schemes and motives to my conduct—conduct which is little if any different from your own. All red-blooded males enjoy female company! And as a doctor I can say that is entirely healthy and to be encouraged.”

“You take little account of their reputations.”

“They have a father for that. In this case, I am sure he approves of any attentions I may pay.”

Erich stood and walked to the window. He did not want to look at Brinkmann. “Your cold-bloodedness is highly offensive.”

Brinkmann laughed. “Come now, von Eck. I could point out that there are two sisters, and little Elfriede finds you a most interesting man. Granted, she is yet young, but time soon passes. We can both enjoy the favour of the lovely Glasenapp daughters!”

Erich turned to face him with a tight jaw. “Elfriede is clearly unwell, which you as a doctor should well understand.”

“As a doctor, the therapy I should prescribe for her would be to fall a little in love with a handsome officer, who spends most of his time out of temptation’s way at the front. There would seem to be few losers from such an arrangement.” 

“Let me say directly that I find any notion of you paying suit to Marieta repellent and unacceptable.”

“You are neither her father, her brother nor or her betrothed. In those circumstances I need not seek your permission or court your favour.”

Erich pursed his lips. “I am sure you are aware that a strong prohibition prevents an officer from calling out a civilian, or you would not speak with such latitude. You should be aware that does not prevent me from taking less formal measures.”

Brinkmann twisted his mouth and stubbed out his cheroot. “Really, von Eck, you intend to threaten me? Your Altenkirch honour oozes from every pore and you shriek like a hysterical old maid over the virtue of Glasenapp girls. Yet you expect me to believe you will have me waylaid in some dark alley and what—horse-whipped? Worse?”

“There is, however,” said Erich in a level tone, “nothing to prevent you issuing a challenge of your own if you feel I have spoken too freely. I would naturally feel compelled to accept.”

“You think me a fool as well as a blackguard, Captain? A humble provincial doctor to challenge a trained officer to a duel? I have treated enough duelling injuries to wish to avoid my own.”

Erich looked Brinkmann in the eye. “You are a more despicable creature than I imagined,” he said. “I can only say that if any of that family comes to harm at your hands, you will have cause to regret it.”

“If you will permit me, Captain,” said Brinkmann as he walked to the door. “Your own mental state is somewhat overwrought. I would not pretend to understand your experiences in Lauchenland, but clearly they have unsettled your equilibrium. If you wish for a more formal consultation, and the prescription of a soothing remedy, you may make an appointment with Meinfrau Goschen. Laudanum is often of benefit in such cases.”

He opened the door and indicated the way out. “Good afternoon, Captain von Eck.”

Erich strode from the surgery and back towards the Glasenapps’ house.
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That afternoon Erich had arranged to walk with Marieta in the extensive park to the west of the city. It was a cold, crisp winter’s day and Erich had to admit that Marieta, snuggled in furs against the cold and a bloom on her cheek, was looking her most appealing. She had taken his arm and pressed it against her side. Gerstner had brought them in the carriage, and Meinfrau Wiechert walked a respectful distance behind them. Elfriede had implored to be brought on the expedition, but the arrival of her dancing mistress for an unexpected lesson brought this ambition to a halt.

“You are quiet this afternoon, Erich,” said Marieta, looking into his face.

“I have much on my mind.”

“I would not wish to return to the front either, regardless of our cause.”

Erich gave a bleak smile. “Nicherzstein could not be further from my mind.”

Marieta widened her eyes; Erich had never known whether this characteristic expression was spontaneous.

“You must tell me what perturbs you.”

“I probably should,” said Erich with a sigh. “I had occasion to visit Doctor Brinkmann this morning.”

Marieta drew in a quick breath. “Are you ill?”

“Not in that sense.” He looked around at the trees denuded of their leaves. “I had occasion to talk to him about his conduct.”

“In truth he was not at his best last night. I am glad you were able to speak frankly to him.”

Erich stared down at the ground. “I do not think we reached a shared understanding. I outlined my impression of his character, which was not favourable.”

“Oh, Erich! He is a charming man, refined and intelligent.”

“Do you wish to hear my assessment? I do not dispute his intelligence—although ‘cunning’ is probably nearer the mark—but on much else I feel we differ. If you prefer I will not speak of my thoughts.”

Marieta disengaged her arm and turned to look at Erich. Behind them Meinfrau Wiechert was forced to slow her pace.

“Are you jealous of him?”

“His behaviour towards you concerns me, certainly. I do not know whether that constitutes jealousy.”

“He has always shown me exemplary correctness, and of course in allowing my father a partnership he has greatly helped our family.”

“I cannot retail the conversation we undertook in confidence, but his expressions about your family could not be characterised as ‘correct’. And I strongly suspect he has profited immoderately from your father’s money.”

Marieta flushed. “’Suspect’ is simple innuendo without proof. You sound like Elfriede.”

Erich held up his hands in a placatory gesture. “I can prove little, if anything, although you must believe me when I say his conversation is not that of a gentleman.”

Marieta sat on a bench. Erich was forced to join her to avoid towering above her.

“Only a few months ago,” she said, “I was happy in Gelnovak with a family I loved and who loved me. Now I am here. When we were in Gelnovak life seemed so simple, and I wanted nothing more than to stroll the boulevards with you. Now—nothing is the same. Udo—Doctor Brinkmann—is often at our house and I enjoy his company. You should not begrudge me that.”

Erich sighed and looked down at his hands. “I would not begrudge you any happiness, Marieta, if I felt it was built on true foundations.  I cannot believe that is the case here, for I suspect Doctor Brinkmann’s motives. I worry for you, and your family—when I am not here.”

Marieta rose again and began walking. “You over-reach yourself. You have been a great friend to our family, and we all greatly appreciate it. But in creating an illusory rivalry between yourself and Doctor Brinkmann you assume an ownership of my life and feelings you do not and should not possess. I am nineteen years old, and able to make my own decisions as to whom to trust.”

“You misunderstand me, Marieta.”

“You wish me to reject Doctor Brinkmann’s company, and regard him as a scheming rogue who seeks only his own advantage. Is that not an accurate summary of your advice?”

Erich picked at the seam of his glove. “You express it in stark and unsympathetic fashion.”

“Nonetheless it is the essence of your observations.”

“There is no reasoning with you.”

“The only person who is trying to exploit my feelings and steer my conduct is you, Erich.” She looked over her shoulder and signalled Meinfrau Wiechert. “You may walk with us now. We are returning to the carriage.”
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The remainder of the visit was marked by painful courtesy and simmering glances. It was with some relief that Erich packed his valise and prepared to return to Nicherzstein. As he was sealing his bag he noticed a shadow at his doorway.

“I wanted to say goodbye before you went,” said Elfriede with a half-smile.

“It would be difficult to do so afterwards.”

“Do not be cross with me, Captain. I have done nothing to deserve it.”

Erich made to invite her in, and then thought better of it. He may have packed, but this was still his bedroom.

“I know you have quarrelled with Marieta.” Her eyes held a hint of wistfulness.

Erich shrugged. “It is of little consequence.”

“I take it you argued over Doctor Brinkmann?”

“You do not need to concern yourself with it, Elfriede.”

She screwed her mouth tight, then said: “Marieta is an ungrateful hussy. I can only assume you told her what you thought of him; she is blind to his faults. She forgets what you have done for us.”

Erich sat down on the bed. “I have done nothing for any of you, Elfriede. I was there when Lauchenland bombed Gelnovak and I moved some rubble. As a serving officer, I then went where I was stationed.”

Elfriede bounded across the threshold and squeezed his hand. “You did so much more than that! You cared, and you swore vengeance.”

She drew her hand back. “If you have quarrelled with Marieta, you will not return, will you?

“I cannot say,” said Erich. “I do not even know when I will next have leave. The war will only become more fierce as we approach Eisenstadt.”

Elfriede’s eyes flashed. “She should not let you go like this. She deserves Doctor Brinkmann! You may be killed next week and then she will regret it!”

“That perspective provides me with little consolation. The war will bring what it brings, but I would hope to live a little longer.”

Elfriede’s small hand went to her mouth. “Forgive me! I did not mean to suggest—”

Erich smiled and stood up. “Do not fret, Elfriede. Whether I return or not, I will always have the memory of your friendship, and I will never forget my vow.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the tiny wooden cat. “I do not need this to remind me—if it would comfort you, I would gladly return it.”

Elfriede folded his fingers back over it. “I have more comfort in knowing it with you. It is like Sigrid is there to witness her own vengeance.”

Gerstner knocked at the open door. “The carriage awaits, sir, if you are ready to return to the airfield.”

“Thank you, Gerstner.” Erich turned and bowed to Elfriede. “Goodbye, Jungfrau Elfriede.”

Elfriede made an unintelligible liquid noise.

Erich strode down the stairs and shook hands with Doctor Glasenapp; Marieta was indisposed and did not appear to give her own farewells.

He climbed aboard the carriage which pulled smartly away. He resisted the temptation to look up at the windows.  It is for the best that I am returning to the front.
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Two days later Erich arrived back in Nicherzstein, little refreshed if at all. It would be much easier to fight here where he understood who the enemy was.
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BOOK THREE
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There will not be a reader who has not heard the tales of the first Emmerich emperor, Gerlach. Many of these tales, regrettably, are the sheerest nonsense. I can assure the student of these pages, however, that my connections with His Imperial Majesty Albrecht III since his accession have allowed me to produce an account which is sourced in the most rigorous manner. For those who require further information, I direct them to the two-volume bibliography at the end of this work. The general reader, willing to accept my conclusions at face value, may omit this formality.

Under-valet Gerlach Emmerich, as he then was, came into the Emperor Kaspar’s circle through circumstances which remain unclear. On one night of horror and chaos, the emperor’s faithless valet, Alois Goldschmitt brought into being a demon of gross and malign power, which slew the last of the Offtringen emperors. It was only through the cool head and audacity of Gerlach Emmerich that Goldschmitt himself was thrown down, and the demon subdued to Gerlach’s will. This demon Gerlach Emmerich bound to his service, to serve the emperor for good and true purposes.

As emperor, Gerlach codified the binding and use of demons, and ultimately arranged for the power of the demonic to be invested directly into the blood of the Emmerichs who then, it appeared, were able to apply sorcerous powers without the intervention of the demon. This approach, regrettably for the future of the Empire, contained flaws which did not become fully apparent for many years. By the time the progressive enfeeblement of these powers over the generations became known at the Defiance of Porrenkirch, it was too late to locate the Daemonologie, and so Lauchenland was lost.

—A History of the House of Emmerich by Egidius Kurzbach, Volume II
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CHAPTER I
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Varvaros

Beruzil Empire
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The moonlit spring night, breeze barely ruffling the treetops, could scarcely have been improved for lovers strolling along the promenade at Varvaros with sweet nothings on their minds. For Heino, at the helm of the Dark Angel, the conditions were rather less satisfactory. Below, Varvaros lay illuminated by gaslight and the moon; but equally, the ship was all too visible to the artillery batteries mounted to cover the smoking factory chimneys.

“We’re too far south for the barracks,” said von Eck, standing next to Heino at the navigation station. “We won’t have long until the lookouts see us.”

A rumbling crash and flash of light from below. “If they haven’t already,” she continued in a level tone. 

Heino instinctively pulled down the communication tube. “Massenbach, signal: Follow lead craft,” he said as he moved the helm to the north. Massenbach, inside Dark Angel’s envelope, would be instructing the automata to arrange the signal lamps to alert the two companion vessels Pulveriser and Intrepid to the course change.

The sky was spattered with flashes of rifle fire and the occasional explosion of artillery shells. Heino knew that the heavy guns were not designed for vertical fire, and it would be pure mischance if a round were to hit one of the airships—but a fatal mischance. If the hydrogen did not ignite, the envelope would collapse instantly. The rifles were less of a concern; it would take hundreds, perhaps thousands of punctures, to deflate the Dark Angel’s gas bags.

The three airships swung lazily over the town towards the factory. In the streets below Heino could almost make out running figures.

Von Eck looked across at him and swept her hair out of her eyes. “Can you take us down? The factory lights are out.”

Heino nodded and pulled back on the stiff brass lever which vented the hydrogen into the night air. Dark Angel began to sink closer to the ground. He lost sight of the two airships above him, hidden behind the bulk of Dark Angel’s envelope. He grimaced. Neither Troschke, Pulveriser’s captain, nor the Intrepid pilot Zimmerman, had a reputation for engaging more closely than necessary.

“That’s low enough,” said von Eck, stretching out full length on the gondola’s floor to aim her charges through the bomb-sight. She reached for the speaking-tube: “Massenbach, on my mark!”

For Heino, this was the worst part of any operation, holding the airship steady—a sitting target for anyone who could train a sight on them—waiting for von Eck to decide she was satisfied with her aim. She had the reputation among the Corps as the most precise and patient bombardier of them all—a reputation which Heino cursed at this point in every mission. He knew better than to complain; it would only break her concentration and she would need to start all over again.

At last von Eck was content with her aim: “Sergeant Massenbach, the first clutch now, if you please.”

Heino couldn’t hear Massenbach’s response, but seconds later he saw the dark teardrop shapes of the bombs plunging down towards the factory. A bloom of flame. Almost simultaneously he heard the percussion.

Von Eck nodded in satisfaction. “Now the rest please, Massenbach.”

More black teardrops fell from the Dark Angel’s belly. “That’s it, Voss,” she said. “We can go aloft.”

Heino re-engaged the four propellers and the Dark Angel edged forwards. Once they were clear of the now fully-ablaze factory, he pulled on the second brass lever to release water from the ballast tanks, and the airship moved aloft. He looked around for the other two ships. Neither was visible. They climbed higher. Pulveriser came into view, and Heino watched as she dropped her bombs. Von Eck shook her head, her lips pursed in disapproval. “Too high for any sort of accuracy, and we’ve already destroyed the factory. Amateur!”

“Where’s the Intrepid?” asked Heino. Von Eck walked over to the other side of the gondola. She grimaced again. “Already on the way home.” And there indeed was the Intrepid, moving smoothly over the centre of Varvaros, her nose pointing back to Grinzwald.

Heino spoke into the tube: “Massenbach, signal: Return to base.” 

“The irony will be wasted on them,” said von Eck.

“Maybe. We’ll be home before morning. You may want to address Zimmerman more directly then.”
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Heino was never able to recall the details of the next few minutes in detail, or without a shudder. Dark Angel was tucked in behind Intrepid as they set course for Grinzwald, with Pulveriser, having discharged her load, bringing up the rear. As Heino looked ahead, he saw a tell-tale teardrop spatter from Intrepid’s belly: she had dropped her bombs, in the middle of Varvaros. As he turned to von Eck, who was looking out of the back of the gondola, there was a flash of light, a roar, and Dark Angel pitched forward. Heino was thrown forwards against the steering apparatus. A dart of pain shot up his left arm and, looking down, he saw his ring finger leaning at an unnatural angle. He pulled himself to his feet with his right arm. He put a hand to his forehead and it came away smeared with blood.

“It’s Pulveriser!” cried von Eck. Behind them the airship’s envelope burned to reveal the wooden struts of the superstructure before it collapsed in on itself, the wreckage of the airship dropping towards the ground.

“What—”

“There’s another ship up here!” said von Eck. “Look—a Black Albrecht.”

In the moonlight Heino could make out the silhouette of a dark airship, its war banner unfurled to reveal the black eagle of the Empire on its yellow background. The Empire did not have as many airships as the Lauchen—to run across one of their most potent was mischance indeed. The Empire’s airships had small mounted cannon on their backs, something the Aerostatic Corps had never thought worth pursuing. As a result, the Dark Angel and Intrepid were in no position to fight. They could only run.

“Massenbach, we’re under attack. Signal Intrepid to make all speed.”

“Yes, sir.”

Heino pulled on the ballast lever. “I’ll try to move above her.”

“No!” shouted von Eck. “We’ll be in the elevation of her cannon. We need to drop below her.”

Heino swore, but he knew she was right, and vented hydrogen to lower Dark Angel’s altitude. Low enough, and the Black Albrecht’s body would block a cannon shot. 

Intrepid, up ahead, had not needed Massenbach’s signal to run for home. She was already receding into the distance. Heino flicked all four engines on to maximum. He risked a look over his shoulder through the gondola’s rear window; the Imperial ship had similarly dropped altitude.

“Lower,” said von Eck, and Heino vented more hydrogen.

“We don’t have much water left,” said Heino in a tight voice. There was a report from the cannon above. Heino tensed against the impact but somewhere in the dark the ball must have flown by.

“We have to go lower,” hissed von Eck.

“She’ll drive us down to the ground,” said Heino. “And if we dump much more water we’ll have no steam to power the engines.” He pulled the wheel to the left. “At least we can split off from Intrepid. It won’t get both of us.”

Von Eck reached for the map drawer. “We can head for Bürhöring. It’s not much further and we can lose her in the hills.”

Again came the crash of the cannon. Von Eck glanced at the brass chronograph above her. “It’s taking her about a minute to load and get a shot off.”

“Twenty-five shots if she follows us home.”

“We won’t make it.”

Heino reached for the four engine-handles and pushed them into neutral. The thrum of the engines changed pitch and Dark Angel glided towards a halt.

“What are you doing?” asked von Eck.

Heino gave a tight grin. “Watch.”

As Dark Angel slowed, the Imperial ship drifted past them. “Massenbach, signal: Intrepid return and engage.”

Ahead of them the black craft slowed and came to a stop. If Dark Angel moved past it, she would once again be in the field of fire.

Heino reached for the speaking-tube again. “Massenbach, have the automata fire on their gondola.”

Seconds later there was a crackle of rifle fire, and Heino could see sparks flying from the enemy gondola’s frame. Meanwhile Intrepid loomed into view, muzzle flashes from her own automata leaping out against the dark sky. Slowly the Imperial ship started to move, her engines restarted. She turned to the south, where her base awaited her. Heino and von Eck stood in silence as the ship nosed back off into the night, alert for a trick or stratagem. But when, after five minutes, nothing had happened, Heino had Massenbach signal return to base and the two airships set their course for Grinzwald, where three had set out. 
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Grinzwald

––––––––
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The Aerostatic Corps was not so replete with airships that the loss of one could be viewed with equanimity. The death of the experienced Air-Captain Holger Troschke and his two crew, not to mention the accompanying destruction of two exquisite Calabadag automata aboard, made the wreck of the Pulveriser a grim reverse from a routine bombing raid.

Heino clambered down the wind-whipped ladder. His head was spinning from the blow in the cockpit and his broken finger impeded his grip on the rungs. He still moved ahead of Massenbach, picking his way down with his grey hair flying in the breeze. Von Eck was far ahead; by the time Heino reached the bottom of the ladder, she was already deep in conversation with Major Jobst and Doctor Klöden.

Klöden stepped over to Heino. “Von Eck says you’re hurt,” he said in his brusque medical manner. Heino held up his hand.

“Dislocation,” said Klöden. “Hold still.” He took Heino’s hand and with a quick gesture snapped the finger back in place. Heino yelped and Klöden regarded him with a blank look from behind his spectacles.

“I’m more worried about your head,” said Klöden. “Come over to the medical tent. You may have a concussion.”

Without waiting for an answer, he strode off, the tails of his black coat flapping behind him. Heino followed, as the drone of Intrepid’s engine came into earshot above.

In Klöden’s spartan medical tent, Heino sat patiently while the doctor removed a candle from its glass case, looked into Heino’s eyes, and moved his finger across them. In due course Klöden nodded, opened his case.

“Well? Will I live?”

“I don’t think you are concussed. I need to stitch up the cut if you want to carry on impressing the ladies.”

“I’ll have any of that magic thread left over when you’ve finished,” said Heino. “One can never impress a lady too much.”

“This will be mildly uncomfortable. Don’t flinch if you want a straight line.”

Heino set his jaw and focused on the back wall of the tent. Suddenly he was exhausted. His gaze moved to the chronograph on Klöden’s desk. Just gone 0330.  

Klöden tied off the last stitch. “Better if you sleep in here tonight,” he said. “I should keep an eye on you.”

Heino eyed the truckle-bed in the corner with distaste. The sheets, even from a distance, did not appear fresh. Klöden noted his scrutiny. “Or you can return to your mess and die in your sleep. The choice is yours.”

“Can I at least have a drink?”

Klöden reached for a flask of water.

“That wasn’t what I had in mind,” said Heino.

“I never touch spirits,” said Klöden. “My advice is that you don’t either.”

“I didn’t have you down as a temperance bore, Doctor.”

Klöden’s drooping grey moustache bristled. “If you want to destroy your reflexes, your sleep and your health, spirits are one of the best courses.” After a pause, he said: “I’ve seen too many good pilots ruined that way. Second only to laudanum, in fact. I wouldn’t fly an airship for the love of God, but if the only way you can do it is half-drunk, you can’t really fly one either.”

The barb was some way from hitting home—Heino was not one of the more intemperate drinkers—and he chose to let the remark ride. Klöden was neither a fool nor a coward, but he was one of those veterans from the First Air War who had never been quite the same since.

From outside the flap of the tent was drawn back and Heino was spared from the need to reply. The new entrant was Major Jobst, her steel hand glinting in the candlelight. Jobst greeted Klöden with a nod.

“Now would be a good time to do your rounds, Friedrich,” said Jobst with a frosted smile.

“I have no other patients, Major.”

“Go and look on von Eck and Zimmerman, then. One or the other will soon need your attention if you don’t separate them.”

Klöden pulled at one side of his moustache and nodded. “Voss, if you have a headache, call me immediately.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Jobst waited for the flap to settle behind Klöden, before going and sitting at the doctor’s desk. She flexed her metal fingers, a sight to which Heino had never become wholly accustomed. He remained on the bed and waited for her to speak.

“A hard night, Air-Captain,” said Jobst. Her triangular face was drawn; Heino suspected she rarely slept.

He shrugged. “We’ve had worse, and we did destroy the target. The Empire will not be building anything in Varvaros for some months.”

“Not just the target you destroyed, I understand,” said Jobst. A candle was reflected in her cool grey eyes. She absently flexed her steel hand again.

“Ma’am?”

“Outside, von Eck is at Zimmerman’s throat. She’s claiming Zimmerman discharged his bombs over the city.” Jobst paused. “Do you have anything to say?”

“The Imperial ship was attacking us. I imagine Zimmerman thought it wise not to be sitting on quite so much high explosive.”

Jobst pursed her lips. “Von Eck claims the bombs were dropped before that. Dropped into the middle of the city.”

“Rules of engagement prohibit the bombing of anything other than identified military targets.”

Jobst picked up one of Klöden’s scalpels. “I am familiar with the Code, Air-Captain. What I am asking is whether Air-Captain Zimmerman breached it.”

“We lost an airship and a crew tonight, ma’am. Do you want to rake all this up now?”

Jobst sighed. “Of course I don’t, Voss. Your navigator has made it necessary that I ‘rake this up’.”

Heino sat up straighter. “If that’s what she says she saw, ma’am, that’s what she saw.”

Jobst looked back at Heino, her face as inexpressive as her metal hand. “What does your father do for a living, Voss?

Heino frowned at the non sequitur. “He sold dry goods in Zwingenstein, ma’am.”

“Dry goods, eh? Mine is—was—a lawyer’s clerk. Good solid professions, the kind of background the Bund likes.”

“I’m not sure what you’re saying, ma’am.”

“Lauchenland is built upon people like ourselves and our fathers, Voss. People who work hard and understand commerce. We are the kind of people who can go far, or failing that, at least avoid making enemies in the Bund.”

“I would hope that any person of merit might advance as high as their talents warrant, ma’am.”

“There are some folk whose background does not commend them to the Bund. That is regrettable, but it is the truth.”

Heino started to understand Jobst’s point. “I take it you are referring to von Eck, ma’am. She is loyal to the Corps and Lauchenland.”

“I have an unenviable job, Voss. I must keep this squadron flying, often on the most dangerous missions, and with growing losses.”

“I do not envy you, ma’am,” said Heino coolly.

“That is not the difficult part,” said Jobst with a half-smile. “On top of that, I receive political directives from Eisenstadt, demanding that I evaluate my officers and discharge those who are not loyal to the Bund. Among my flight staff I have renegades from Vinstrup, two Altenkirchen—one of them a woman—and these are not easy times. There is not a month goes by when I do not receive some demand to re-evaluate—by which they mean expel—Saskia von Eck.”

Heino said nothing.

“The ‘von’ in her name might as well be a typhoid flag. That is before we even mention her brother. And now she wrangles with Zimmerman, a man whose loyalty to the Bund is beyond question, and the son of a pig farmer. Do you understand what I am saying?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And do you have any influence over her conduct?”

“Frankly, ma’am, only the most minimal.”

Jobst put down the scalpel. “If this accusation goes up to Divisional Headquarters, Voss, the facts will not save von Eck. She is a highly capable officer, and not one I wish to lose in such a way. If you have any regard for her, you will talk her out of this rashness.”

“Even if she is right, ma’am?”

“Especially if she is right, Air-Captain.”

Major Jobst rose, and with a stiff bow turned and left the tent to Heino.

––––––––
[image: image]


The Aerostatic Corps base in Grinzwald was outside the city walls, in the Gutengarten district where it abutted the public gallows. A steam bus ran into the Old Town, but Heino usually preferred to walk into the city for his breakfast. The officers’ mess on the base was closer, but the food was abominable and the company little better, particularly when Heino accompanied von Eck. Her presence drew at best mumbled imprecations and on occasion outright hostility. This morning, her accusations against Zimmerman would no doubt be the talk of the base. She may have been popular in her days at Rauenschau, but now, in the heat of war, few looked past her background and prickly disposition.

––––––––
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After Doctor Klöden had given Heino permission to leave the medical tent, he chose instead to walk along the riverbank to the café on the Theatreplatz. Von Eck was sitting at a table just inside the door and offered Heino a wan smile as he sat down next to her. The waiter, familiar with their habitual orders, was instantly on hand with black coffee and croissants.

“Klöden’s needlework is improving,” said von Eck with a swift glance at Heino’s cut forehead.

“Unlike his bedside manner. Even if I had my leg blown off he’d still make me feel I was malingering.”

Von Eck sipped her coffee while Heino spooned in some sugar and waited for his to cool. “He was on hand when Jobst lost her hand in the First Air War. Whipped it off with a butcher’s cleaver, apparently.”

“I think I’d have heard if that were the case.”

Von Eck shrugged. “Jobst told me herself.”

“And why would she tell you and no-one else?”

“The charm of my personality, I assume. I can be winning when I choose. Or maybe it was female solidarity.”

Heino raised an eyebrow and winced as the movement tugged at his stitches.

“When I came onto the base,” she said, “she was at some pains to win me over. She had heard I could be ‘difficult’ and seemed to think some First War stories might improve my esprit de corps.”

Heino buttered his croissant. “She had a more realistic perception of your character tonight when she came into the medical tent.”

Von Eck pushed her fringe back from her face. “Would you care to elaborate?” There was a spot of red on each cheek.

“She suggested I might want to dissuade you from pursuing your complaint against Zimmerman.”

“Why would I want to do that?” She set her cup heavily back in its saucer. “Zimmerman bombed the centre of Varvaros. He should be disciplined—court-martialled in fact.”

“’Should’ and ‘will be’ are rather different concepts.”

“Don’t tell me you want to forget this, Voss?”

Heino sighed and sat back in his seat. “I am concerned for you—for your reputation.”

“Voss, you are an incomparable clown at times. My reputation could not be any lower. My father owns half of Ludingerode, my brother is fighting for the Empire and I won’t drop the ‘von’ from my name. If you tell Jobst what you saw last night it’s not just my word against Zimmerman’s.”

“It won’t achieve anything. Eisenstadt won’t take your side against his, no matter what. You’d end up losing your commission.”

Von Eck crumbled the croissant on her plate. “Is that what Jobst told you?”

“Not in so many words. She didn’t have to.”

“If Jobst made the complaint herself—”

“This isn’t about Jobst, Saskia. It isn’t even about Zimmerman. It’s about you.”

Von Eck’s eyes flashed a warning which Heino ignored.

“With your name and your background,” he continued. “No-one will take seriously anything you say. You have no allies, no protectors.”

She pursed her lips. “I rather thought you might back me up, Voss,” she said in a tight voice.

“You are the best navigator I could have. I’m not going to have you packed off to Obstgarten to count herring if I can avoid it. My advice is to know when to shut up. If you must bring Zimmerman down, there are less overt ways of doing it.”

Von Eck briskly shook her head. “I don’t know if you are a great pragmatist or a great coward.”

Heino shrugged. “I prefer to fight in battles I have a chance of winning.”
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CHAPTER III
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There was no crew briefing that day. Those who had flown the previous night were not asked to fly immediately. Heino and von Eck therefore strolled back to base with no regard for the time, and arrived in the refectory towards the end of the luncheon period. Most of the tables were empty and there were few welcoming faces from the ones that were occupied. In fact, Heino reflected, it was hard to deny that the atmosphere had chilled by several degrees on their entry. Von Eck had never been popular, even before last night’s affair with Zimmerman, which would already be all over the base.

At a table towards the back of the room an arm went up in salute: Einsiedel. Heino returned the gesture.

“I thought you were going to cut us too, Kurt,” said von Eck as they sat down. “You will not be promoted if you are seen associating with me.”

Einsiedel beckoned an orderly over for more coffee. “It will take more than that now,” he said, tapping his breast pocket. “A man with the Revolutionary Cross can talk to whoever he likes.”

“It’s confirmed, then?” said Heino. “Congratulations.” He reached out and shook Einsiedel’s hand.

“Presented next month, if I live that long. They want to keep me on the base until then so that nothing happens to me.”

Von Eck spooned some sugar into her coffee. “You should. You’ve earned it.”

“In truth, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself, and I couldn’t stand to see other ships go out and not come back while I was safe and sound here. I told Jobst I wanted to stay on active duty and she agreed.”

The door to the refectory crashed open and two men bustled through the door. Heino grimaced: Warnagl, Zimmerman’s navigator, and Reinhardt, the straightest Volksbunder on the base. Reinhardt caught sight of Heino and von Eck, and swaggered over.

“This canteen is for loyal servants of the Volksbund, Eck. So why don’t you pack your bags and go and join your brother?” sneered Warnagl.

“And take your dog with you,” said Reinhardt, indicating Heino with a scowl.

Einsiedel, whose back had been towards the newcomers, turned his head to face them.

“Now then, lads, that’s not very friendly, is it?”

Warnagl drew back. “Sorry, Kurt, I didn’t realise it was you.”

“Well, now you do.”

Warnagl straightened his uniform tunic and drew back.

“I can’t imagine what you have to say to these two,” said Reinhardt.

“Let’s leave that between me and them, shall we, Udo?”

“It was just a bit of fun, Kurt,” said Warnagl. “Come on, Udo, let’s get some luncheon.”

With ill-grace Reinhardt followed Warnagl off towards more a congenial table.

“You didn’t have to do that,” said von Eck. “I’ve heard plenty worse.”

“We all go back too far to forget each other now,” said Einsiedel. “While I have any influence on this base I won’t let any of them get at you.”

“You heard about last night, I take it?” said Heino.

“Of course.”

“And?”

“You never take the easy way, do you?”

“I don’t see,” said von Eck, “what is easy about ignoring cowardice and murder.”

“You’re right, of course. And that’s why men like Reinhardt hate you: not because of the ‘von’—although that doesn’t help—but because you show them what they really are.”

“Colonel von Fähnrich has asked me if I’d like to transfer to Altenkirchen,” she said.

Heino looked up in surprise. “Has he?”

“I didn’t mention it,” said von Eck. “I had no intention of accepting.”

Einsiedel shook his head, whether in wonderment at von Fähnrich’s status as a colonel at twenty-four, or von Eck’s perversity in refusing the transfer from a base where she was despised.

“And I thought,” said Heino, “that the Altenkirch could not advance under the Volksbund.”

“It’s different in Altenkirchen,” she said. “The Bund know they can’t win the war without us, and they’ll make concessions to keep us loyal.”

“Von Fähnrich always knew how to fall on his feet,” said Einsiedel. “He wouldn’t have taken you to Ludingerode with von Eck, Voss.”

Von Eck leaned forward. “Wrong! He offered to let me choose my own pilot.”

“He must really want you there,” smiled Einsiedel. “I would have thought Heino was the last person he would want on his base.”

“It’s all by the by. The real war is here, and that’s where I’m staying.”

“Still,” said Heino, “if this—situation—with Zimmerman gets out of hand, it’s no bad thing to have a bolt-hole.”

The next morning Heino walked over to the mission briefing after breakfast, among the last to assemble. The hall was only half full, and Heino had no difficulty in seeing von Eck, as she was surrounded by an oasis of empty chairs. Einsiedel was with his navigator Irle at the front of the room, alongside the other crews in Major Lucke’s ‘Eagle Wing’.

Heino walked down the centre aisle and turned right to sit alongside von Eck. He could feel the pointed glances and some ill-disguised muttering.

At the front of the hall sat Colonel Billerbeck, flanked by Lucke and Jobst. Billerbeck, tall and broad, his scalp naked of hair which seemed to have migrated into enormous mutton-chop whiskers, stood to address the group.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “This morning I am going to brief you on tonight’s mission, which will involve both wings. Shortly I will ask Major Lucke to outline tonight’s operation. First I must touch on a disagreeable subject.”

Heino looked around the room. All eyes were focused on von Eck and himself.

“Our most recent series of raids included an attack on Varvaros to destroy an important strategic target. That objective was achieved, with the loss of the Pulveriser and her crew—a high price to pay.”

Billerbeck paused and looked around the officers arrayed before him. “Subsequent to that sortie, I received a formal written complaint about the conduct of one crew during the raid.”

Heino looked at von Eck from the corner of his eye. “Oh, Saskia!”

“Regardless of my personal view of actions carried out in the heat of battle, I am honour-bound to investigate the allegations. I have invited Major Hergenröther of the Weinbach base to conduct his own review, accompanied by a lawyer from the War Office.”

Heino steepled his hands and glanced at von Eck in dismay. If the War Office—in other words the Bund—were involved, there could only be one outcome. Von Eck would be lucky to retain her commission. A transfer to Altenkirch would be the best she could hope for. And Heino himself would be equally damned if he spoke in her favour. Even if he were not transferred or cashiered, no-one on this base would speak to him again, or look out for him in the air.

“In the meantime,” continued Billerbeck, “I have no option but to suspend the crew under investigation from operations. You will not, therefore, see Air-Captain Zimmerman or Navigator Warnagl in the room today. They are in their quarters awaiting the arrival of Major Hergenröther.

“The war, however, cannot wait while the investigation of perhaps over-scrupulous complaints proceeds. We have a mission tonight of considerable gravity. Major Lucke, if you will?”

Lucke stood and strode towards the map board, where he removed the sheet covering it with a flourish. With his cane he indicated the Archduchy of Flachland.

“Our destination tonight is Klosterkitzfeld. It is approximately three hundred miles from Grinzwald, giving a mission duration of eight hours. You will see from the map that it is about eight miles north of Beruz, occupying the heights of the west bank of the river. The wing under my command will draw any pursuit to the south, towards Beruz, with the intention of convincing the defenders that Beruz is the target. Major Jobst’s wing will attack the true target of Klosterkitzfeld. The target is not undefended: the guns protecting the north of the city are close by the target and an airship squadron is based at Ebrichtal on the eastern bank of the river.

“You do not need me to tell you that this mission represents a change in our tactics. We have rarely sent our airships so far into the empire. The High Command recognises the risks associated with such long incursions, and does not undertake them lightly.”

“Are you at liberty to explain the reasoning behind this change in strategy, sir?” asked Einsiedel.

Billerbeck answered. “Major Jobst, if you will.”

Jobst glanced at the folder in front of her and stood up.

“You will be aware that the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers under General Kurzbach and Count Maximilian of Morievuc has been campaigning in our southern territories. Last week a battle was fought between Ettermunde and Diemersfeld: Kurzbach scored a crushing victory, and to all intents and purposes controls the plains. Our Third Army, under General Graevenitz, has fallen back to Stramfeld. If Kurzbach can join up with von Alefeldt’s divisions east of Porrenkirch, there is a real danger that they will be able to drive for Weinbach or even Braussedorf. The loss of Braussedorf would mean the end of the war.

“On that basis, the High Command has re-evaluated our war strategy. Our airships have effectively crippled every sizeable city in the Mitte; now we will carry our air war into Flachland. General Stegmann’s forces will cease their campaign in the Mitte and move down into Flachland.”

“Should we not attack Beruz?” asked Einsiedel. He was the only pilot who could get away with challenging the basis of any mission.

Jobst nodded. The guttering gas lamps shone off her metal hand. “Beruz is, regrettably, too well defended. There are other targets nearby: if we are successful in destroying these, our intelligence is that some dissent may be sown in the Imperial counsels. At the least his attention will not be focused on Weinbach.”

“Are you able to say what these targets are, ma’am?” said Einsiedel.

A wintry smile crossed Jobst’s face.

“No.”

Einsiedel nodded as if he had expected no different.

“I have individual order packets for each pilot,” Jobst continued, “and Voss, von Eck, please remain afterwards.”

Heino felt the eyes of the room once again swing to them. For a few moments, the novelty of bombing Beruz had drawn attention away from them.

There was no hurry to collect the detailed instructions, since they were required to stay afterwards. Heino watched as the pilots picked up their buff envelopes and filed out back to the common room. When they were all gone, Heino and von Eck walked to the front of the room—von Eck with a defiant tilt to her chin.

Billerbeck motioned to empty chairs in the front row. “Major Lucke, you may leave. This matter concerns Major Jobst’s wing.”

Heino sat upright while von Eck slumped backwards against the seat.

“I understand,” said Billerbeck, “that Major Jobst counselled you against the formal complaint you lodged yesterday.”

Von Eck shrugged. “She was not there. In the end I took my conscience as my guide.”

Billerbeck swung his heavy head to inspect Heino. “And what is your view of your navigator’s actions?”

Heino breathed in deeply. “I respect Navigator von Eck’s ability to form her own judgements, sir. At such time as Major Hergenröther may wish to question me, I will answer fully and truthfully.”

Billerbeck stood up and paced over towards the map. “Major Jobst wished to withdraw you from tonight’s mission. I countermanded that order.”

Von Eck looked at Jobst, who stared impassively back. “Why, ma’am?”

Jobst drummed her metal fingers on the desk. “I could not—still cannot—guarantee that the other ships will protect you as I demand. You are on your own out there tonight. The mission is challenging enough without your own side wanting to see you killed.”

Heino turned to face the pacing Billerbeck. “And that, then, is why you wish us to fly? Our deaths would make matters rather easier for you.”

Billerbeck stopped and fixed Heino directly with a stare. “I will not stand for insubordination. You have your orders, and I expect them to be carried out.”

“Yes, sir,” said Heino stiffly.

“Major Lucke has been kind enough,” said Jobst, “to lend us an airship from his own wing, since Air-Captain Zimmerman is grounded and Air-Captain Troschke was lost.”

She gave a quick tight smile. “Air-Captain Einsiedel will be flying as part of my wing tonight. Voss, you are to flank him at all times.”

Heino grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”

Whatever the rest of the wing felt, as long as Einsiedel was there, his regard for Heino and von Eck would ensure they did not go beyond dark mutterings.

“You are fortunate in your choice of friends,” said Billerbeck, “particularly as you have so few. You should also be thankful for Major Jobst’s intercessions on your behalf.”

Von Eck focused her gaze on Jobst. “Thank you, ma’am,” she said in a level voice.

“And Voss,” said Billerbeck, sitting back at his table. “I can see that you may be an innocent victim in this unfortunate episode. If you wished to request a different navigator, or a transfer to a different station, I would fully understand and respect your wish.”

“I have no wish to serve with a navigator inferior to von Eck, sir; and since I know of none her equal, I will not be making such a request.”

Jobst appeared to be hiding a smile. Billerbeck blew air up into his moustaches. “Then you cannot complain about whatever comes next.”

Heino stood up, clicked his heels and saluted, von Eck half a second later.

“Thank you, sir. Permission to retire and study our mission briefing?”

Billerbeck sighed. “Granted. Dismissed.”

Heino and von Eck marched down the aisle and out of the hall. Heino realised he had forgotten to collect his written briefing and turned back into the room.  Jobst and Billberbeck were muttering in their seats.

Jobst shook her head and smiled at Billerbeck. “I know they are the most troublesome crew alive,” she said. “But I can’t help admiring them.”

Billerbeck did not return the smile. “That says as much about you as them, Major Jobst. You would be well advised to keep any such sentiments to yourself when Hergenröther and his lawyer arrive. Their careers are finished; yours need not be.”

“Oh, I fully understand that, sir,” said Jobst softly.

Heino quietly picked up his envelope and slipped from the room.
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Heino hated night missions, not for any of the entirely rational reasons pertaining to flying in the dark, but for the endless hours between the briefing and launch. There was nothing to do but sit around in the officers’ mess making small-talk with similarly pre-occupied aeronauts, or lie brooding on the bed.

The mess was rarely Heino’s choice in these circumstances, and today he felt less inclined than ever for the company of his fellow officers. The squadron’s contempt for von Eck now encompassed him in full, if there had ever been a time when it did not. Only Einsiedel, with the respect and popularity owed to the most decorated man on the station, did not view the pair with anything other than complete scorn. While Heino was gratified by Einsiedel’s continuing friendship, he did not wish to embarrass him by over-reliance on it.

He looked around the spartan room he shared with Air-Captain Hoyningen, currently absent on convalescent leave: two narrow bunks, a writing table and a modestly stocked bookshelf. The window gave out onto the hangars where even now the airships were being readied for tonight’s mission.

He took off his claret uniform coat and hung it carefully in the wardrobe. He was not excessively fastidious about its appearance and never went aloft in a freshly laundered coat, although conversely he would never consider flying in trousers that were not straight from the laundry. Such superstitions—and he was aware they were no more—did nothing to keep him alive, but in some way they stopped his mind gnawing at the puzzle of continued existence in wartime.

There was a letter addressed to him on the desk. He recognised his sister’s handwriting and broke the red wax seal.


Dearest Heino



I know that Mama wrote to tell you of the birth of our son. You must have worried that I did not write, but I had contracted a fever and the doctors kept me from mental or physical exertion. I am now much recovered and Bendix is so proud of his new son. He was so grateful that I was spared that he allowed me to name the child, and I have settled on Heinrich Georg. Mama tells me Felix was greatly displeased, but I am so sure that you will be the favourite uncle that I wanted to name him for you.

The papers say that we are on the verge of a breakthrough and a great victory. Every night I pray that you will be spared and that the war will end soon. Forgive me if I admit that I do not care if we win as long as you are safe. Apparently there was a battle south of Diemersfeld, and General Graevenitz’s troops are recovering there now. I wish you were among them as we are no more than a few hours away on the train. 

I am sure you will be proud to hear that Bendix has earned a promotion in the Volksbund. Of course his eyesight makes him unfit for military service but he can play his part through the Bund. He is already the Vice-Chairman of the Erdorf People’s Assistance Committee and is well thought of in the town.

Mama, Bendix, and of course little Heini send their love. I know how busy you are with your duties but we would all be much reassured if you wrote to tell us how you are keeping.



Your ever-devoted sister

Liesl



Heino carefully re-read the letter, folded it, and put it away in his valise. He almost wished Liesl would not write to him at all. There was nothing and no-one else from home he missed, but to hear from her was an exquisite pain. His mother—and there was no other way of putting this—was a leech who drained the energy and spirit from the world. Poor Liesl now had to deal with that alone. Felix spent the week at the shop in Zwingenstein, and it was unlikely that marriage to Bendix brought much in the way of mutual companionship. Heino’s brother-in-law was a parasite of a different sort. His advancement in the Bund, so that he could be on good terms with the burgomaster and his cronies, would not improve his character. A few more doors would be opened to him and he could convince Liesl that he was helping the war effort.

Despite his attempts to keep Liesl’s letters at a distance, Heino could not restrain a swell of pride at becoming an uncle. He could well imagine the sly remarks and, when they failed, outright bullying from their mother when Liesl had set on naming the infant Heinrich. He doubted that the favoured son Felix much cared one way or the other; after all, he had been delighted that she had married Bendix Grünlich so that she was no longer a drain on his purse. A sardonic smile played across Heino’s face: whatever he was fighting for, it was not home and family. The Imperial army was not so far away from Erdorf, and he could happily wish them to descend in force upon the wretched town if it were not for Liesl—and now, of course, his new nephew.

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in, von Eck,” he said.

“How did you know it was me?” She stepped brightly through the door and Heino gestured her to the room’s one armchair.

“I am not overwhelmed with callers, and I doubt that Zimmerman and his gang would bother knocking.” He rang the bell for tea.

“I’ve been in the library,” she said.

“This may be our last afternoon in this life, and you spend it in the library?”

“I was interested in Klosterkitzfeld.”

Heino laughed. “You will see it for yourself tonight.”

“One pile of rubble looks much like another. I wondered what was so spectacular it was worth flying all the way to Beruz for.”

“And what did you find out?” asked Heino.

“Nothing,” said von Eck. “The references had been classified by the Volksbund Political Office. Suddenly Klosterkitzfeld is top secret.”

“Why would they do that?” asked Heino with a sceptical frown.

“Isn’t that obvious? They don’t want us to know what we’re bombing.”

“That’s paranoia. Have you come off the laudanum again?”

Von Eck flushed. “It’s nothing to do with laudanum. Doctor Klöden has stabilised the dose.”

“You have to realise what you sound like? Bombing targets so secret that they take the books out of the library?”

Von Eck shook her head. “And you trust the Bund?”

“It’s treason to suggest otherwise. Whatever I might hypothetically feel about the Bund, I trust Billerbeck and Jobst.”

“You would. Your social origins make you predisposed to truckle to authority. I suppose you can’t help it.”

Heino set his mouth. “Saskia, before we go up tonight, make sure you see Klöden. Whatever you need to take, you’re going to take it.”
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CHAPTER V
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The mission was scheduled to begin at 2200, but with both wings engaged, the ground crew began to move the airships out of the hangars at around 1930. Heino was always on hand for this initial stage, not out of any distrust for the crew—if they did not know their job, he would have been dead long ago—but because he did not feel fully part of the ship if he waited until she was ready to go.

Massenbach was already in the gondola, testing the various relays which controlled the automata. It was possible—just—for three people to fly the airship if the automata failed, but it was not advisable.

“Everything all right, Sergeant?”

Massenbach shrugged. “There’s still a lag in Number Three’s responses. I’ve had Hauser reseat the cables, but the problem’s inside the sensorium. I doubt it will ever work properly again.”

“You can’t fix it?”

“More trouble than it’s worth, these Munzenwald automata. They’re just not as good as the Stavany or Calabadag ones.”

“I thought we had some in spares?”

“We haven’t had a new Stavany automaton since for over ten years. The older ones can be patched up but they’re a risk too. We’ll just have to stick with what we’ve got. We’re lucky only one of ours is a problem. Neumann reckons he’s got four on the blink.”

Heino rubbed his chin. “Zimmerman’s going to be grounded for a while. Couldn’t you switch one of his out?”

Massenbach almost smiled. “The way they feel about her ladyship? You’re lucky the ones we’ve got haven’t been sabotaged.”

Heino held up a hand in defeat. There was no coaxing the engineer out of his gloom, particularly before a mission. He watched out of the windows as dusk settled over Grinzwald, the silhouettes of the buildings slowly being replaced by pinpricks of gaslight. Around him he saw the lights from the other gondolas. He could be flying to his death, this night as so many others, but he could not deny the sheer thrill of being an aeronaut. If that killed him, well, everyone died in the end. There were worse ways to go.

It was 2150 and pitch-black when von Eck made her way up the boarding ladder.

“Ready to go?” she asked, the previous quarrel forgotten. Heino saw the colour in her cheeks, the animation in her eyes. Klöden had given her some laudanum or whatever else she needed. It would have to do.

“Now we have a navigator,” said Heino. “Sergeant Massenbach is tolerably satisfied with the automata, we have coal, we have water, we have hydrogen. Let’s go to Beruz.” 

The tension in these last moments was unbearable—the reason von Eck did not bring herself to the gondola until the last possible moment. All three of them stared at the control tower, waiting for the light signal. After an eternity it came: red light, green light, blue light. Proceed to follow written instructions.

The raid on Klosterkitzfeld was underway.
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Dark Angel was towards the back of the fleet. Lucke’s wing, which was to decoy any defenders towards Beruz, took the front position, which meant that von Eck’s already simple navigational task became redundant. As long as Einsiedel’s Defiance remained in front of them, they were flying in the right direction.

It would have been imprudent to fly directly over Jaszvar. Although two years of bombing had ruined much of the historic city, there were still batteries of anti-airship guns, and crews with plenty of practice in using them. Instead Lucke took them south of the city, over the desolate wasteland that had been the front line between General Stegmann’s invasion force, and the dug-in defenders of the Imperial capital. Whatever the news-sheets said, it did not look like Stegmann would ever succeed in taking Jaszvar.

All the more reason to carry the fight into Flachland, Heino thought. The emperor might have relocated his capital to its historic home in Beruz, but he could hardly decamp again without looking a coward. And besides, where would he go? Osterkirchen—he might not be overrun by Lauchenland, but he’d make a tempting target sitting on the Calabadag border. Stavany—too far from the action. No, Emperor Albrecht would stand or fall in Beruz. Whatever von Eck might think, carrying the battle to the enemy was the right course. Why else would Lauchenland have the biggest and best airship fleet in the world?
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“Incoming signal,” said Massenbach. He noted the details on his log sheet. “Enemy craft identified, number unknown.”

Heino nodded. “The Mezistek patrol. Get the automata ready.”

“Yes, sir. Further signal: Disperse and engage at will.”

Heino turned the helm to move beside and alongside Defiance. He raised a hand in salute to Einsiedel in Defiance’s gondola.

“Von Eck, can you see any enemy?”

Von Eck peered through the windows. “No. They must still be up ahead.”

There was a brief staccato burst of sound. At the front of the fleet, the airships were engaged. Modern airships were surprisingly resistant to puncture. With sixteen envelopes and the gas pressure in them barely above that of the outside air, it took a lot of damage to render the craft unserviceable.

The guns mounted on the Empire airships therefore carried a different threat: when directed against the gondola, the crew were vulnerable.

“Keep looking, both of you!” ordered Heino. “Massenbach, vent water: I want another hundred feet.”

“Yes, sir.”

Slowly the Dark Angel climbed above the other ships.

“Are you sure about this?” asked von Eck in a neutral voice. Height meant visibility to the Imperial ships below them—and exposure of the gondola to the automata-directed guns on their dorsal ridges. Venting water this early in the mission also reduced flexibility later in the flight.

“Completely sure. I want to see what’s below us.”

“Permission to take over the guns,” said von Eck.

“Granted.”

Von Eck rapped out a series of instructions to Massenbach to fire at the Imperial ships spread out below them, to no discernible effect.

Heino had to fight an urge to duck as tracers arced up towards the Dark Angel.

“Massenbach, monitor the envelopes’ pressure. I want to know if any of them start to drop. And keep climbing.”

“Sir.”

This far above the fray, the fight below seemed almost unreal. Heino estimated that there were six or seven Imperial ships set against the sixteen Lauchenland craft. None of the Imperial ships seemed to be breaking off to return to Mezistek, whence they might summon reinforcements. Either there were none to summon, or the patrol was directed by an inexperienced or incompetent commander. Either outcome seemed equally satisfactory.

“Intrepid is drifting out of formation,” said von Eck.

“Is she signalling?” asked Heino.

Von Eck shook her head.

“She’s either drawing fire or the gondola’s disabled,” said Heino. 

“Nothing we can do either way,” replied von Eck. “Massenbach, signal: Do you require assistance?”

“Signal from Major Jobst in Audacity, sir,” said Massenbach. “Do not engage further. All craft follow original orders.”

Heino frowned. “We could destroy all of them.”

“Jobst is right,” said von Eck. “This way they’ll follow Lucke  to Beruz. It should draw the north Beruz defences away from us.”

Heino smiled. “So now we have it. I’m holding position, locking on to Einsiedel in Defiance.”

As Heino jockeyed the engines to remain in place, Lucke’s seven ships—the unresponsive Intrepid was part of his wing—bore off to the south-west. To the Imperial ships it looked as if they were angling around the guns on the Gärnsernsee Heights to attack Beruz from the west. The Imperial squadron, outnumbered, made the decision to concentrate in force on Lucke’s wing.

All eyes were fixed on Audacity.

“Signal, sir,” said Massenbach. “Proceed to original target.”

“Due south until we hit the river,” said von Eck. “Wake me up when we get there.”

Audacity led the formation south, Defiance on her starboard wing with Dark Angel outside her.

The weather, which had been clear and calm so far, now began to deteriorate. Low cloud gathered and the south-westerly wind pushed the ships away from Beruz and Klosterkitzfeld.

Von Eck tutted. “Whoever is navigating for Jobst doesn’t know their job.” She pointed out a glimmer of light to the east. “That’s Freihausen.”

“Are you sure?” asked Heino.

Von Eck made a motion with her dividers on the map. “There’s no other town of that size in that direction,” she said. “The wind is pushing us off course.”

Heino nodded. “Massenbach, signal: Request course correction.”

“Yes, sir—wait, the signal lights aren’t working.”

“How can that be?” snapped Heino.

Massenbach grimaced. “It could be anything. Loose circuit, combat damage.”

“Can you fix it?”

“On the ground, easily. Here, I’ll need to send an automaton to check the circuitry. It’s not a quick job.”

Von Eck swore softly. She had never wanted to attack the secret target at Klosterkitzfeld anyway, but was it any better to bomb the wrong city altogether? She looked at Heino. 

Their eyes met and Heino said: “Make the course correction. If we have to go alone, that’s what we’ll do.”

Massenbach said: “Freihausen is heavily defended. It protects the route south to the munitions factories at Budak Tor. And they won’t be expecting the guns on the west of the city.”

“We won’t help them by sharing their fate,” said Heino. “We proceed to Klosterkitzfeld.”

“Incoming signal from Audacity, sir,” said Massenbach. “Return to original course.”

“Get that damned signal working, Massenbach, if you have to go into the envelope yourself. Von Eck, are you certain about the course? There are five other ships following Audacity.”

Von Eck looked at Heino coolly. “Completely certain. I am not in error.”

“Very well. We’ll continue as we are.”

“Audacity is signalling Defiance to follow us, sir,” said Massenbach. “Defiance is signalling to us to return to course.”

For the next thirty minutes the two ships beat south-west against the wind. The landscape below them, when it could be glimpsed, was flat and featureless, with an occasional town growing up from the land. There were no landmarks to confirm or deny their course—not even a railway track could be glimpsed. Einsiedel in the Defiance continued to signal, but Massenbach could not find the fault in the Dark Angel’s equipment to return it.

“Lights ahead!” said Heino. “There’s a city out there.”

Von Eck skidded across to the window. “Look for the river,” she said. “It should be ahead.”

“There it is! There it is!” shouted Heino.

“Beruz,” breathed von Eck. “We’re here.”

Immediately she became cool and brisk. “Look for the guns of Ebrichtal,” she said. “They’re on this side of the river and directly opposite Klosterkitzfeld.”

“Massenbach, vent hydrogen. We’re going down for a closer look.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Voss, what’s Defiance doing?”

“Following our move. Einsiedel must realise we’re here.”

There was a double flash, a roaring detonation below. The Ebrichtal guns had made themselves known. Heino’s eyes flicked to the altimeter. Six hundred feet—much lower and they’d be below the guns’ elevation.

“More hydrogen, Massenbach! Von Eck, can you see the target?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll take us down to a hundred feet. Find it quickly—they’ll have airships from Beruz on us any time soon.”

“Got it! Look, there’s the monastery.” She ran across to the wheel where Heino was standing. “That must be the target. Can you bring us overhead?”

Heino carefully brought the Dark Angel into position. On the gas-lit streets below, figures were running in all directions. Some were pointing rifles upwards, but they would be lucky to cause any damage.

“Hold us here,” said von Eck. “You may want to take us higher—if this is an ammunition factory it will take us with it at this height.”

Heino thought the target looked nothing like a factory—it was more like an aristocrat’s palace with extensive gardens. With the ordnance Dark Angel carried, it would soon be obliterated.

“Are you ready yet, von Eck?”

“Be patient.” She checked her sights again. “A fraction to starboard.”

Massenbach roared: “Rail guns—on the roof!”

Even as he spoke, Heino saw the lines of tracer fire coming towards them. Dark Angel lurched to the side. Heino fought the wheel to bring the ship under control.

“We’re hit!” cried Massenbach. “Badly—loss of pressure in envelopes One to Six, Eight, Nine and Eleven.”

“We’re going down,” said Heino, his voice shaking. “Hold on!”

The Dark Angel was slewing out of control. Heino realised that, with most of the hydrogen gone, she ship was not responding to the wheel. And any moment now, the whole thing would explode.

“Brace!” he shouted. “I’m going to loose the gondola.”

This was a desperate stratagem. Separating the gondola from the balloon would mean that it dropped like a stone. The impact would probably kill them outright—but it still offered a better chance than an exploding balloon.

“Massenbach, empty the water!”

The last of the water ballast gushed from the ship, at least slowing the descent. Below them was the building which had been their target—it looked as if the Dark Angel might record a direct hit. Heino continued to fight with the wheel.

The ground was rushing to meet them. Heino thumbed the emergency-release button. Push it too soon, and the gondola would kill them on impact; too late, and they’d follow the balloon into fiery oblivion. Time seemed to slow. Heino felt as if he had an eternity to choose.

“Now!” Heino shouted, and released the gondola. They were almost on the ground. Before anyone had time to respond, the metal of the gondola crashed into the building. Heino was hurled forward against the front windscreen. He heard a scream, looked around for von Eck. Then he heard a mighty explosion, and he knew no more.
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CHAPTER VI
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It was a second later, or a minute, or a year. Heino was lying on his back amidst the wreckage of the gondola. All he could see were the flames from the balloon reaching up into the night sky, licking at the building in whose grounds they lay. He turned his head as far as he could. There was a motionless booted leg—he couldn’t see whose, as the rest of the body was behind a crushed control panel. Von Eck? It looked too slender to be Massenbach’s.

He heard the incessant clatter of the rail gun. What was it still shooting at? Turning his head again—a jolt of white pain shot through it—he saw Einsiedel’s Defiance still in the sky, a dangerously static target for the gun. Clenching his jaw, he rolled over, staggered got to his feet. He was sore, but none of his limbs felt broken. He staggered over to a crumpled corner of the gondola: Massenbach was dead, his head crushed redly in the concertina of metal. Heino held on to a stanchion and looked for von Eck; she was still moving, trying to sit up.

He made his way over to her, took an arm and helped her up. She shook her head as if to clear it.

“Massenbach?” she asked in a faltering voice.

Heino grimaced. “Don’t look.”

Still holding her arm he led her out of the wrecked gondola. The balloon continued to blaze fifty yards away, illuminating the building behind them. People, mainly woman, were fleeing across the lawn, away from the building. From the roof, the rail gun continued to clatter away, Defiance circling above it. Einsiedel was not making the mistake of hovering in position as Heino had done—a mistake which had cost Massenbach his life and could yet claim Heino and von Eck. But it meant that Einsiedel’s navigator, Irle, would not be able to sight his bombs accurately.

Heino checked the pistols at his belt. They were still there, but four shots in total would not do them much good. There was a metal ladder running up the side of the house, a fire-escape or for maintenance.

“Come on,” he said. “We have to stop that rail gun.”

Von Eck nodded. This was not what they were trained for, but Einsiedel risked the same fate that had befallen the Dark Angel.

They loped towards the house, into the face of the fleeing residents. Heino noticed a couple of women supporting men as they limped away. What exactly was this place? Now was not the time to wonder too deeply.

They ran towards a man on crutches, the grass slippery with fresh dew. The man, seeing their claret coats, cried: “Lauchenland! Stop them, stop them!” Heino clubbed him with his pistol-butt on the way past. The calls were ignored—everyone was more intent on fleeing the building and the flaming airship wreckage.

“Cover me while I climb!” he shouted to von Eck, who leaned back against the base of the ladder with a pistol in each hand. Halfway up the ladder he looked down: the grounds were covered with people skittering away like ants from an overturned nest. Von Eck did not need to use her guns, for no-one was taking any notice of them. The flames licked at the last remnants of the Dark Angel. For two years she had carried them safely across Lauchenland, Beruzil and the mountains. Now she blazed her final defiance in an obscure town to the north of Beruz. It looked as if the same might go for von Eck and himself.

He reached the top of the ladder and vaulted over the parapet onto the flat roof. The rail gunners were largely hidden behind a chimney-stack, still popping away at the Defiance.

He pulled his pistols from his belt, cocked them and lay flat on the roof, beckoning to von Eck. She scrambled up the ladder and soon they were both on the roof.

“How many men to work a rail gun?” she asked in a soft voice.

“Two,” said Heino. “One for each of us.”

They crawled over the roof towards the chimney-stack. From the Defiance above them came an occasional pop of rifle-fire, generally closer to them than the gun crew. Heino hoped Irle was more accurate with the bombs—and then realised that the bombs, in destroying the house, would be sure to take them with it. He tightened his grip on the pistols; there was no other way.

He pressed his back up against the chimney, von Eck next to him. There was so much he should have said to her over the years, things that for now would remain unsaid. As if governed by an unseen force, they each turned to look at each other. If I’m going to die, I wouldn’t have it any other way than alongside you. At least he didn’t have to say that; the glance carried the full meaning. He nodded, and they stepped around opposite sides of the chimney, arms outstretched with pistols at the ready.

Von Eck fired twice and dropped the ammunition-man instantly. Heino could not get a clear shot at the gunner, who was still firing at the Defiance, oblivious of his closer peril. Von Eck took another shot, missed, and the gunner turned, as if in slow motion, towards her. He had a pistol in his own belt, but as he struggled to draw it, Heino set his feet and fired once. The gunner cried out, staggered backwards and tilted off the parapet and down to the ground below.

The rail gun continued to stutter away. It must have an automatic firing mechanism; it would be a cruel irony if it brought Einsiedel down after its crew was dead. Heino ducked under the barrel and into the cockpit. The gun had a design he wasn’t familiar with, and he couldn’t work out how to stop it firing. He twisted the elevation control down to the lowest angle: it shouldn’t hit the airship now. He sat back in the seat, drained by the effort.

There was a sharp crack, a spark from the barrel of the gun. A misfire? He looked around: the ammunition-man had dragged himself into a half-crouch, and his pistol was raised for its second shot, directly into Heino’s face. He knew he didn’t have time to raise his own pistol, and the enclosed seat of the cockpit left him no escape. He shut his eyes, blinked them open again. He wasn’t going to die with his eyes closed.

From the side of his field of vision, a glimpse of a pistol, a hand, a white cuff, a claret sleeve. Von Eck pushed her pistol against the ammunition-man’s temple and pulled the trigger. There was a crash, a shower of red, and the soldier slumped to the ground. Heino scrambled out of the cockpit.

“We’ve done it,” he said in a flat voice. The airship above them was huge, blotting out the moon and most of the night sky, only its great silver ribbed belly visible. Over the drone of the engines Heino could hear the hiss of hydrogen being vented. The Defiance was swooping for the kill, to destroy the target and, as an aside, the two tiny claret-clad figures exposed on the roof.

Images flashed through Heino’s head: the cadet Einsiedel, staggering up the cross-country slope at the Rauenschau Academy; lying bloodied on the interview-room floor after von Fähnrich had beaten him senseless. And now, at the controls of the Defiance, positioning his airship to blow his friends Heino and von Eck into oblivion. He reached for von Eck’s hand. “Goodbye, Saskia.”

Down and down plunged the Defiance. Down and down. She was almost on the roof.

“Why doesn’t she drop her bombs?” breathed Heino.

Von Eck broke free and ran towards the Defiance. “He’s rescuing us!” she cried. “Einsiedel’s rescuing us!”

Heino looked on in wonderment, but it was true. Someone in the gondola had seen them.

Einsiedel held the ship three feet above the roof, a feat of skill Heino did not have the tranquillity to admire. The hatch in the floor of the gondola swung open, followed immediately by Irle’s head.

“Hurry up,” he drawled. “We do have a mission to complete, you know, and there are airships on the way from Beruz.”

Heino linked his hands under von Eck’s boot and propelled her up into the gondola; Irle reached down and pulled Heino aloft behind her.

Einsiedel gave a tight grin. “Krabbe, vent some water; I want two hundred feet before I drop the bombs,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” said the pasty-faced engineer.

“Massenbach?” Einsiedel asked Heino.

Heino shook his head. “Killed outright in the crash.”

Einsiedel, Irle and Krabbe instinctively bowed their heads in respect. He wasn’t the first comrade they’d lost, and he wouldn’t be the last. Heino fingered the locket he kept in his uniform pocket, as he always did on the death of an aeronaut.

Heino hadn’t flown with Einsiedel since they’d both been cadets. Was that only two years ago? Einsiedel now commanded the gondola with an effortless authority Heino would never have imagined when they had first met. With crisp instructions, he controlled the airship through Irle and Krabbe.

“Irle, double-check our position and plot our course out of here. I don’t want us anywhere near the Gärnsernsee Heights or Ebrichtal. Follow the river if you have to. Von Eck, would you be kind enough to look to the bombs while Irle is ensuring our deliverance.”

Von Eck gave a wry smile. “Glad to oblige, if you will hold us in this position.”

She lay down and looked through the sights. At this height it was not a demanding target to hit. She pulled the brass lever and the bombs fell, one after another, towards the roof which minutes earlier had looked to be their doom.

The first bombs exploded with a flash and a concussion which shook the Defiance. 

“We could perhaps have been a touch higher,” said von Eck. The other bombs followed and the crew was thrown around the gondola. Heino crashed into Krabbe. 

The flames below died away. Through the smoke it was hard discern much, but it was clear that the building had been destroyed.

Einsiedel turned to von Eck and bowed. “Very good, Jungfrau von Eck. Meinherr Irle, kindly transmit the co-ordinates and let’s go home.”

The Defiance turned her nose to the north and began the long road back to Grinzwald.
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“Does anyone have any idea what we’ve just obliterated?” asked von Eck, as the long miles back to Grinzwald ticked by.

Einsiedel shrugged. “It was whatever we were meant to bomb, at least. No-one else can say that.”

Heino thought of Major Jobst and the rest of her wing, led astray by the eccentric navigation of Rossing. At best their bombs would have fallen on Freihausen, at worst they would not be coming back at all.

“The only building I could identify was the monastery,” said Irle. “We bombed north of that.”

“What else was there?” asked von Eck.

“Von Eck looked in the library,” said Heino. “The relevant maps had been removed, apparently.”

“You don’t have to say it like that, Heino. There’s a reason they didn’t want us to know where we were going.”

“Does it matter?” said Einsiedel. “We had co-ordinates and recognition patterns. We don’t decide our target.”

“Perhaps developing new weapons?” hazarded Krabbe.

Von Eck shook her head. “No, not that. The people inside the building were nearly all women and—dear God, no!”

“What?” snapped Heino. Half of him just wished that von Eck would keep her silence; the other recognised that, as ever, she had navigated her way to the heart of the matter.

“Women, and injured men. My God, we’ve just bombed a hospital!”

“That can’t be right,” said Irle.

“What would be the point?” asked Einsiedel, his brows furrowed.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But what else can it have been?”

“There must be a rational explanation, Saskia,” said Heino.

“Rational? We’ve spent the past two years dropping as much explosive as we can on the Mitte. This never was rational.”

“This is war,” said Heino. “We bomb the enemy to destroy their armies and their equipment, and break their morale. Bombing a hospital’s no part of that plan.”

“You will see. When we get back to Grinzwald, you will see.”

“I hope you won’t be offended, von Eck,” said Einsiedel, “if I say I’d rather not know. I follow orders, and I have to believe they are the right orders and moral orders. I can’t afford to second-guess whether I might or might not approve of the targets I am given.”

“Saskia, your thoughts are perilously close to treasonous.” Heino looked around the gondola. “In this company, they will do you no harm. We all recognise that feelings run high on a mission, particularly one as dangerous as this. But there are others on the base—nearly everyone, if we are candid—who would send you to the gallows for what you’re suggesting.”

Von Eck looked back at Heino with an unwavering gaze. “Whatever you or Kurt might say, I’ve just dropped an airship-load of explosive on a hospital. Not you, me. You may be able to square that with your consciences: I cannot.”

Heino put a hand on her shoulder. She shook it aside. “I don’t want to talk about it any more. But tomorrow, I am going to the Bibliotek in Grinzwald.”

Heino held his hands up. “Kurt, Irle, Sergeant Krabbe: this goes no further. Von Eck and I were within seconds of death down there. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. None of you is to mention this, ever again.” His eyes flicked around the group.

“I do know what I’m saying. Don’t patronise me.”

“Irle, check our course and position,” said Einsiedel. “Von Eck, whatever happens on my bridge stays there. Krabbe, vent water please: I want another thousand feet.”

“Yes, sir.”

Von Eck stared out of the window into the blackness of the night, and said not another word until the Defiance reached Grinzwald an uneventful hour later.

––––––––
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Heino saw the lights of the landing towers shining out against the night sky.

“We have our choice of stations,” said Einsiedel in a level voice. “It looks as if we are the only ones back.”

Heino went over to the gondola window to see for himself. Over the huge expanse of the Grinzwald station, there was not another airship to be seen. Lucke’s wing had flown decoy over Beruz; it was not inconceivable that all his ships had been destroyed. Jobst, meanwhile, had mistaken her way and ended up unsuspecting over the guns of Freihausen. Their fate seemed no more promising. Whatever the target—hospital, weapons centre or some other secret location—they had paid a heavy price to destroy it. 

Irle threw out the landing cable and the crew watched in silence as the Defiance was made fast against the nearest tower. Einsiedel pulled open the hatch and waited as the others dropped through and descended the ladder. At the foot waited Colonel Billerbeck and Doctor Klöden.

Einsiedel gave a weary salute. “I am pleased to report, sir, that the target was obliterated.”

Billerbeck returned the salute. “Very good, Captain. And the other airships?”

“Alacrity was disabled over Jaszvar; Lucke made his way to Beruz as planned; Major Jobst mistook her position and the rest of her wing followed her; Navigator von Eck correctly plotted the course and I followed her. Thus, only two ships arrived at Klosterkitzfeld, where the target was well-defended by a rail gun battery. Dark Angel was shot down, with Sergeant Massenbach killed. Air-Captain Voss and Navigator von Eck disabled the battery; we picked them up in the Defiance and Navigator von Eck then destroyed the target with precision bombing from two hundred feet. We returned to Grinzwald without further incident.”

Billerbeck clapped him on the arm. “Very well done indeed, all of you. Navigator von Eck, you seem to have been the heroine of the hour, finding the target, disabling the rail gun and then bombing the objective.”

Von Eck gave him a bleak look. “I would not wish to take all the credit, sir.”

“Go to the mess and get some spirits inside you, all five of you. You look half-dead.”

“With permission, sir,” said Einsiedel, “we’d rather wait here and watch for the other ships.”

“Very well,” said Billerbeck. He signalled one of the ground crew. “Go and get the bottle—bring two or three in fact—and some glasses.”

––––––––
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The first glimmer of dawn was lightening the sky when they heard the drone of engines. Slowly shapes solidified against the sky: one ship, two, three. It was Major Jobst’s flight, but two short of its original complement.

Grim-faced, Jobst made her way down the ladder behind her crew. Her navigator, Rossing, avoided making eye-contact. Jobst saluted Billerbeck and asked Einsiedel: “The target?”

“Wholly destroyed, ma’am. The mission was successful.”

Jobst flexed her metal hand. “I am sorry I was not there to see it, Air-Captain. Navigator Rossing had a different view of our location.”

Rossing said nothing. He was not going to magnify his offence with denial, which was impossible, or excuses, which would have changed nothing.

“Two ships lost, with their crews, over Freihausen: Cyclops and Falcon,” said Jobst. “That is war. Navigator von Eck, my congratulations on an exceptional feat of airmanship.”

Von Eck had not spoken for some thirty minutes while she gave her attention to the bottle. Now she said: “Perhaps you might tell me, ma’am, what the target was that cost so many ships and lives. I would sleep better to know we had struck a mighty blow against the Empire.”

“Now then, Navigator,” said Billerbeck with a bluff geniality, “when did we start to question our orders? The target came down from Eisenstadt, and that’s all you need to know.”

Von Eck leaned back against the tower leg. “It might be all you need to know, sir. I prefer to have the assurance that I am bombing a genuine target.”

“Navigator—” said Jobst.

“I must speak. It did not look as if we attacked a site of any military value. If I had to speculate as to—”

Einsiedel gave Heino a pregnant glance. Heino dragged von Eck away by the arm. “Saskia, you have perhaps had too much to drink.”

“Please excuse her, sir,” said Einsiedel. “Von Eck has performed prodigies of valour tonight, and has survived being shot down and nearly killed. I am sure you will not hold an emotional outburst against her.”

Billerbeck stroked his whiskers. “Can the woman not learn to hold her tongue? It was bad enough that she’s accused Zimmerman of criminality and cowardice. Now she challenges orders that have come from the Bund in Eisenstadt. Where will it end?” He glared at Jobst. “Major, you allow a dangerous latitude on your wing.”

“My wing achieved our mission tonight. It looks as if von Eck played a leading part in that. I hope, sir, that when Major Hergenröther arrives to begin his investigation, that you are sensible of the service she provides to the Aerostatic Corps and Lauchenland.”

Billerbeck flapped her away. “Enough, Jobst! We have had this conversation many times before. If she doesn’t keep her wretched trap shut, it won’t matter what I or anyone else on the station says. She will be counting spyglasses in Stramfeld for the rest of the war.

Jobst put her flesh hand to her forehead. “Yes, sir.”

Irle jumped up and pointed to the sky. “Listen—engines!”

It was true. Out of the night came the seven airships Major Lucke had led to Beruz. He had brought them all back without a scratch.
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CHAPTER VII
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Von Eck did not share the sense of triumph when she appeared at Heino’s quarters early the next day, after a few hours’ snatched sleep. 

“Saskia? You should still be asleep.”

Heino stepped aside to let her into the room, conscious that he was attired in his usual sleepwear of long-johns and an undershirt.

“This is no time for sleep, Voss.” If she had noticed his informal dress she did not mention it. “Have you even been to sleep?”

“Yes, in fact you woke me up.”

“Get dressed.” So she had noticed. “We have an errand.”

“I can hardly dress with you here, Saskia.”

“I’ll meet you at the gates in ten minutes.”

––––––––
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The Bibliotek was no great distance, and in normal circumstances a pleasant walk along the riverbank. This morning neither Heino nor von Eck was disposed to enjoy the scenery or the exercise. The sun was only just up and there was a mist hanging over the river. Heino had eyes only, if covertly, for von Eck. She clearly had not slept at all: her face had an alabaster sheen and even her lips had a whitish tinge. The only contrast was the black bags which hung below her eyes. Her uniform, normally so neat, hung askew. He had seen enough aeronauts in the past reach the point where they could no longer continue. It was not easy to live with the knowledge that every day, every mission, could be their last. The longer the war dragged on, the harder it was to suppress the thought that you had beaten the odds for too long, that today they would catch up with you. Heino caught himself running through the names of his classmates from Rauenschau—only two years ago—who were now dead. Kreuzneuve, Hagen, Wangenheim, Blittersdorf, Trützschler—Helga.

He stopped himself with an effort. The way that he managed to retain his own sanity was to live entirely in the present. When he started to dwell on lost comrades, his mind was visiting forbidden and dangerous territory. Was the same happening to von Eck? She had always been cool and composed, even in the most terrifying situations—almost miraculously so. It was one of the things which made her such a fine navigator and bombardier. But like him, she had endured almost two years of combat, lost the same comrades that he had lost. Could he really think her undamaged when he was so close to coming apart himself? Add to that her concern for a brother fighting on the opposite side, the open scorn and hostility from many of the other aeronauts. It was no wonder she was cracking. Time to get a new navigator. He suppressed the thought as unworthy. They had always been a team, and they would live and die—probably the latter—in the same way.

In the circumstances, indulging her in a trip to the Bibliotek was the least he could do.

“Voss? I’m talking to you.”

Heino shook his head to cast his brooding aside. “I’m sorry. I was thinking of something else.”

Von Eck smiled, a brief flash of bleak sunshine through the clouds. “I know you have your own reservations about what we did,” she said. “The sooner we know what we have destroyed, the better.”

Heino gave a wan nod. If she wanted to think that he shared her quixotic concern about their targets, he would not disabuse her.

––––––––
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The Bibliotek had only just opened when they arrived, the clocks striking nine. The librarian on the reference floor, a woman with improbably piled black hair and a stern pince-nez, did not seem delighted to see them. She had only just sat down with her morning coffee and clearly had not expected to be disturbed while drinking it.

With a sigh she put her news-sheet aside. Heino noted the headline:


“END IS IN SIGHT” SAYS HARDENBERG

President Calls on People for Fortitude and Patience



Heino suppressed a sneer. It was hard to believe anything in the news-sheets any more—least of all when they claimed the war was nearly over. Unless the Imperial troops were on the point of overrunning Weinbach, in which case the war would indeed be over, in catastrophic defeat.

“Can I help you?” asked the librarian in a tone which suggested assistance fell on her list of priorities somewhere between submitting to dentistry without ether and sweeping the streets after a cesspit flood.

Heino sensed von Eck bridling beside him and stepped forward to speak first. “Air-Captain Voss, Navigator von Eck, Aerostatic Corps,” he said, snapping his heels together.

This did not bring an increase in cordiality. “Yes?”

“We would like street atlases, if you please.”

With one hand the librarian picked up her news-sheet, the other pointing in a direction which loosely encompassed half the floor. “Lauchenland geography, rows B1 to B8.”

Von Eck made a clucking sound. “If it’s not too much trouble, the atlases we are looking for do not relate to Lauchenland. We are concerned with the Empire.”

She pushed the news-sheet back to the desk and looked the librarian directly in the face. The librarian bristled. “And why would you want to see those?”

Von Eck tapped her epaulette. “This is reason enough.”

“This is highly irregular. Maps of enemy territory are in the Special Collection, which is locked, and cannot be seen without the Chief Librarian’s approval.”

“Very well,” said von Eck. “Kindly fetch this person and we will proceed.”

“Hmmph. Meinherr Vogel will not be here for another two hours. You will have to come back then.”

Von Eck whisked the news-sheet out of the librarian’s hand. “We’ll wait,” she said, sitting down with the paper.

“Really! This is most outrageous!”

“I’m not outraged. Air-Captain Voss is not outraged. It seems to be you who is out of step.”

Von Eck unfolded the news-sheet and pointed out a story to Heino. “Look, President Hardenberg says here that the Aerostatic Corps are the true heroes of Lauchenland.”

Heino leaned forward. “So he does. ‘Every citizen should give daily thanks for the courage and self-sacrifice of these brave men and women’.”

“Well, there is no arguing with that,” said von Eck.

Heino reached out and took the news-sheet. “I’m sure the back page has the usual exhortation. Yes, here it is. ‘All citizens of Lauchenland, whether in uniform or not, are soldiers in the fight against the Empire. Lauchenland needs YOU. Remember, defeatism is a criminal offence under the War Aims Act. If you hear anyone questioning the war or otherwise undermining Lauchenland, report it to your nearest Volksbund Office immediately’.” 

“Ah,” said von Eck. “That declaration is in the newspaper every day.”

“The Grinzwald Volksbund Office is only over the road. We would have time to report obstruction now, and be back in time for Meinherr Vogel’s arrival. I am sure he would thank us for ensuring the compliance of his staff.”

“Good idea,” said von Eck. “You go, and I’ll stay here and finish the news-sheet.”

The librarian drew herself erect. By some quirk of physiognomy she was shorter standing up than sitting down. 

“You are bullies, nothing more!” she said, licking her lips.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not,” said Heino. “We can discuss that with the commissar when he comes to investigate, and see whether he is more inclined to believe two decorated aeronauts or one—one of you.”

“Meinherr Vogel will hear of this,” she snapped, reaching for a key in her drawer.

“He need not,” said von Eck. “We won’t say anything if you don’t.”

The librarian tossed the key down. “Second door on the right. You’ll have to find what you need by yourself. I can’t leave my desk.”

“We are indebted for your assistance,” said Heino.

“And your cheerful demeanour,” added von Eck. 

Special Collections was gloomy and low-ceilinged. It looked to Heino as though there was more material here than in the public section, a commentary on the Volksbund’s attitude to information. There was a panel controlling the gas lamps by the door, but although von Eck turned it up to its maximum setting, the light cast was little more than a wan flickering.

“So, where do we start?” whispered Heino.

“There must be an index somewhere,” she said. “And you don’t have to whisper. We’re alone here.”

Heino looked around the ranks of shelves. “Perhaps. But how would we know if we weren’t?”

“Be rational, Heino. The door was locked, for a start.”

“I’m half-expecting to find skeletons of previous researchers in here. And I don’t see any index.”

“Then we’ll just have to search systematically,” said von Eck. 

The instruction proved easier to issue than implement. If there was an underlying structure to the Special Collection, it escaped them. The section on Magic/Alchemy abutted one on Household Management, which in turn led on to Nervous Debility. Many of the works appeared to have no reason for removal from the public shelves. It was as if the Volksbund had chosen to conceal all fields of knowledge on general principle.

Eventually Heino and von Eck split up to search the shelves more effectually. Despite the high seriousness—and the grave implications—of their mission, Heino found it hard not to become distracted by the treasures he uncovered. A treatise on the Calabadag automata techniques made him think of Massenbach, still lying dead at Klosterkitzfeld, unless von Eck’s incendiaries had obliterated him altogether.

“Voss, I’ve found Geography.”

Heino picked his way over to where von Eck stood in the gloom.

“What we’re looking for must be on these shelves somewhere.”

Heino could feel his heart pounding. Whatever they had destroyed at Klosterkitzfeld, he did not want to know what it was. What good could come of it now?

Meanwhile von Eck had pulled an enormous volume down from the shelves.

“Beruz and Its Environs—a Topographical Study, by Professor Helmuth von Üchritz und Steinkirch, University of Beruz. He sounds like our man, does he not?” said von Eck.

Heino nodded. “It appears that way.”

Von Eck carried the dusty atlas to a nearby table and laid it down. She flipped to the back. “Klosterkitzfeld, pages 273 and 274.”

“We don’t have to do this, Saskia.”

She raised her eyes from the page and gave Heino a sad smile. “We do, Heino. You know we do.”

“I can’t see in this light—can you?”

Von Eck turned to the pages. The first page was some brief text about the map.


Klosterkitzfeld is today famous mainly for its Martyrs’ Monastery, which contains the tomb of Ludwig III of Winterlach. The monastery has long been associated with the Offtringen dynasty of Beruzil emperors and present archdukes of Flachland. Archduke Maximilian III was interred here, and his tomb, with its fantastical ornamentation, is a fine example of late Alchemical-style architecture.



“We flew over that,” said Heino. “That wasn’t the target, although I can see why it might have been. It’s obviously important to Archduke Leopold if his father’s buried there.”

“Of equal significance in modern times—” von Eck halted. “Of equal significance—Heino, you have to read this. I can’t.” There was a soft liquid catch in her voice.

Heino took the page and squinted down at it.


Of equal significance in modern times is the Saint Ludwig Hospital which occupies a commanding position to the north of the monastery, overlooking the Dabrosk River. Originally a retreat for members of the Offtringen family, eventually it became a medical institution, specialising in mental disorders. Under its principal, Professor Kurt von Obernitz, the St Ludwig Hospital became one of the foremost institutions in Beruzil in this field. In recent years it has also been used as a convalescent home for wounded soldiers, most notably in the First Air War.




Heino shut the book. “You were right, Saskia.”

“Yes. We bombed a hospital. We flew all the way from Grinzwald to Beruz to destroy a hospital.”

Heino had never before seen von Eck cry. In most circumstances it was easy to forget she was a woman at all. He uncertainly put a hand on her shoulder.

“Why, Heino? Why did we do that?”

Heino could think of no coherent response.

“We expect to be shot down. We expect to die,” she continued. “And we don’t complain, because that’s the life we’ve chosen, and we’re at war. But what we do expect is that our commanders are honest with us and they only risk our lives for good and honourable reasons. Did Billerbeck and Jobst know where they were sending us?”

“Jobst came with us too,” said Heino. “Whatever she knew, she didn’t send us off to do the dirty work while she stayed at home.”

“Somebody knew, Heino. Somebody sent twenty airships to bomb a convalescent home into dust.”

“So what are we going to do?”

Von Eck stood up straight. “You can do as you please. I’m going to resign my commission.”

Heino grimaced. “I fancied you might say something like that. In wartime I don’t think you have a choice. It’s treason, or desertion.”

“Are you willing to bomb more hospitals?”

“Let’s talk to Jobst, at least.”

“The only conversation I’m going to have with her is to give this back,” she said, ripping her officer’s insignia from her sleeve.

The door to the Special Collection burst open. Heino was blinded by a gas lantern shone in his face.

“You in there! Come out now!”

“Who is it?” said Heino in a calmer voice than he felt.

“I am Meinherr Vogel, the chief librarian.” He indicated two men standing next to him. “This is Commissar Bahrfeldt of the Volksbund, and Lieutenant Förster of the Commissariat. You will kindly account for your presence immediately.”

Heino stepped forward to avoid the light in his eyes.

“I am Air-Captain Voss of the Aerostatic Corps, and this is my colleague, Navigator von Eck.”

“You realise, of course, that access to the Special Collection is strictly forbidden without my approval?”

“You were not here. Your assistant provided us with the key, so I assumed all was in order, and your assent a mere formality.”

Vogel’s lips made a tight line. “Jungfrau Normann has been spoken to, and Commissar Bahrfeldt will wish further conversation with her. I can assure you that my assent would not have been a ‘formality’, and indeed, without written authorisation from your commanding officer and the local Volksbund office, would not have been forthcoming.”

“Now we know,” said Heino airily. “We will be sure to secure the necessary permissions for our next visit.”

Bahrfeldt stepped forward from the shadows, lean and menacing in his black attire. For a second Heino was put in mind of the assiduous Bund member Bendix Grünlich, and bit down on  a smile.

“I am surprised at your levity, Air-Captain,” said Bahrfeldt with a cool smile of his own. “You are in the most serious trouble.”

“With all due respect, Commissar, when you have flown over a hundred missions, many of them over Imperial territory, you may have a different understanding of ‘serious trouble’.”

Bahrfeldt blinked and gave Heino a reptilian glare. “I defer to your expertise in the air, Meinherr Voss; and you must defer to mine on the ground. You know we are at war, and you prove your valour daily; we fight to preserve our revolution, as we have done ceaselessly since the Defiance of Porrenkirch. How have we survived so long, with the Empire on our doorstep?”

Paying the Avignese protection money, thought Heino.

“It is because we are always at war, Air-Captain, regardless of treaties and cease-fires. The greatest threat to our revolution is not the Beruzil Empire. It is in the hearts and minds of Lauchenland.”

Bahrfeldt’s eyes had taken on a fanatical glint that Heino found unsettling.

“There is information, Air-Captain, propaganda from the enemy that is too dangerous for citizens to see. That propaganda is stored here, away from prying eyes.”

“In that case,” said Heino, filled with a reckless urge to bait the commissar, “you might have chosen better guardians than Meinherr Vogel and Jungfrau Normann.”

Bahrfeldt raked his eyes over the pale and sweating Vogel. “I am aware of that, and I shall take the necessary measures. For now, we will overlook your prohibited entry into this secure zone, if I can be assured there will be no repeat. None of us emerge with credit from this lapse in security.”

Heino breathed deeply. The Commissar of the Grinzwald Volksbund was a dangerous and powerful man, and he could inflict any number of horrid punishments.

Von Eck stepped forward to stand beside him. “That would suit you all too well, would it not, Meinherr Commissar? To draw a veil over the Special Collection? But we cannot draw a veil over what we have seen. Can you tell me, Meinherr Commissar, how an atlas can be described as propaganda? It is simply a collection of maps.”

Bahrfeldt turned his head to look her. “Ah, Navigator von Eck. We have not met, but I am extensively familiar with you. Or at least your file in the Commissariat, which is bulky. Only this week you have accused a comrade of a war crime, and now this, lurking where you should not, peeking and peering at what you should not. I may have been hasty in sending you packing with a warning.”

“No-one sends me packing, Meinherr Commissar. Not when I know what I know now, that we were sent to bomb a hospital.”

Commissar Bahrfeldt’s face was expressionless. “You are a contentious and a foolish woman, Navigator. With your background, with your history, with your family—you should know when to remain silent. Major Jobst speaks highly of your diligence and your bravery; which gives me cause to doubt the major’s judgement.”

He turned again to Heino. “Air-Captain Voss, you are unknown to me. I do not have a file on you. Can you talk sense into this woman? She is veering close to treason.”

Von Eck turned her head to look at Heino, her eyes still damp.

“She is my navigator, Meinherr Commissar. I would not seek to control her like an automaton, even were I able.”

Bahrfeldt nodded. “I would have expected no less. If you cannot control her, you may wish instead to provide me with a statement corroborating her seditious tendencies. Her career is over, Air-Captain Voss: yours need not be.”

Heino put a hand on von Eck’s shoulder once more. “I say again, Meinherr Commissar. She is my navigator. We have experienced perils you can scarcely imagine from your desk at the Commissariat. I will not denounce her. We stand or fall together.”

Bahrfeldt blinked once more. “So be it, Air-Captain. But be aware that you will not stand together. You will fall. Lieutenant Förster, take them into custody.”
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CHAPTER VIII
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The Volksbund Commissariat was on Paul Sparrau Strasse, only a few minutes’ walk from the Bibliotek. Lieutenant Förster strode ahead, leaving Heino and von Eck to follow. He correctly reasoned that they would not attempt to flee. Heino noted that von Eck had that extreme set of her jaw which betokened an all-consuming, demons-take-the-consequences anger. Heino had been on the receiving end of this on occasion, and more often he had seen her deploy it in the officers’ mess. It was effective when used against targets who might back down, but Heino could not see any way it could be other than counter-productive when turned on the Volksbund.

There were two black-uniformed guards at the double doors to the Commissariat. They saluted Förster and stood aside, evidently in two minds as to whether the two uniformed aeronauts merited the same courtesy. Were they guests or prisoners?

Heino, who had never been inside the Commissariat—or any Volksbund offices—was surprised by the lobby before him. He had expected a grim utilitarian space, but what he saw was more like a gentlemen’s club, with wood-panelled walls and deep leather armchairs. The reception desk was staffed by two men who might as well have been identical automata, both with short hair, neat partings and clean-shaven faces, and sporting expressions of prim disapproval.

Förster’s boots clicked on the marble floor. “Navigator von Eck and Air-Captain Voss are our guests for a period. Kindly notify Meinfrau Jeschke that they are here.”

He turned to Heino and von Eck, motioning them to sit in chairs which proved to be every bit as comfortable as they looked. Förster waited alongside them but remained standing.

Soon a figure came down the wide stairs. She stood out by virtue of her green jacket and white trousers—hardly the archetypal Volksbund attire. The clothes were of good cut but, Heino noted, tailored for a smaller frame than the solid figure before them.

Lieutenant Förster saluted, got a crisp nod in response. “You may go, Förster.”

The woman looked down at the seated aeronauts. “Good morning. I am Maxine Jeschke. Navigator von Eck, I feel like we are already old friends. I am all too familiar with your file. Air-Captain Voss, I am pleased to make your acquaintance too. Please follow me.”

Jeschke led them into what seemed to be a metal cubby and closed the door. She pressed a bell set into the wall and the cubby began to move upwards.

“An elevator,” she said conversationally. “I gather they are all the rage in Chorgues.”

“How does it work?” asked Heino, intrigued in spite of himself.

“We have prisoners in the underground cells. When I ring the bell, they haul on a rope, and we move aloft.”

Heino gaped in horror. Was this what was in store for them?

“We are officers in the Aerostatic Corps—”

Jeschke gave a tinkle of laughter which filled the enclosed space.

“Forgive me! The elevator is operated by a steam pressure arrangement I do not pretend to understand. We have a small number of underground cells but they are not occupied. Not presently.”

The elevator reached its destination and Jeschke opened the door, leading the aeronauts into another small reception.

“Heinz, three teas if you please. Unless,” she said, turning to her guests, “you would prefer something stronger.”

“Not this early, thank you,” said von Eck.

Jeschke flung open the door to a well-appointed office, bookshelves covering every inch of wall space. On the back of the door hung a pressed Volksbund uniform. She ignored the modest mahogany desk and gestured Heino and von Eck to the armchairs in the corner of the room, by a sash-window overlooking the river.

“Now,” she said. She tucked an insubordinate black hair behind her ear. “We have much to discuss. I am sure Colonel Billerbeck will not wish to be deprived of two of his most experienced crew for longer than necessary.”

“Commissar Bahrfeldt indicated there was no prospect of us returning to flight operations,” said Heino.

Jeschke spread her hands. “There are certain expectations associated with the post of commissar. He cannot be seen to wink at insubordination.”

“May I ask,” said von Eck, “the exact nature of your position, Meinfrau Jeschke? I assume you are subordinate to the commissar.”

Jeschke sighed. ”I prefer matters to be fluid. Chains of command, hierarchies, are so formal, so restrictive. Don’t you agree, Navigator?”

Von Eck set her jaw. “Do you work for Bahrfeldt, or do you not?”

“I am—how shall I put it—outside of the formal command structure. Naturally I work closely with Meinherr Commissar Bahrfeldt, but ultimately I answer to Eisenstadt. If you are concerned as to whether the commissar’s pronouncements are binding on me, the answer is no. Matters are grave, especially for you, Navigator von Eck. The situation is not, however, irretrievable.”

“Just tell us why we are here, Meinfrau Jeschke,” said Heino in a brittle voice.

“Of course, of course. Nothing could be simpler. In brief, the pair of you entered an area of secret information by subterfuge, an act which could be described as treasonous. Much depends on your motivations. I would like you to enlighten me as to your actions this morning.”

“So this is an interrogation? Or the prelude to one?” snapped von Eck.

“‘Interrogation’ is such a pejorative term, is it not? One thinks immediately of the rack, the thumbscrews, nipple-clamps, dark cells and darker deeds. Be assured, this is no such thing. I have not separated you, to trap you into incriminating each other.”

She raised a hand for emphasis. “Such things happen, of course, from time to time. Sometimes when rogues and scoundrels threaten the wellbeing of Lauchenland, stern measures are necessary. I do not blush for it. However, you are two decorated and respected officers of our noble Aerostatic Corps. You are not traitors, however unorthodox—” She fixed von Eck with a direct stare. “—your views may be. It is unpleasant to think of coercion in such circumstances. Today, we are simply having a friendly conversation. There is nothing alarming in that.”

Heino was starting to think that the cellars might be preferable to this slippery, affable and clearly deadly figure.

“Now, why don’t you tell me in your own words what happened this morning?”

Von Eck sat forward in her chair as Heinz came in with a pot of Green Isles tea, which Jeschke acknowledged with a nod.

“You may be aware,” said von Eck, “that last night the Grinzwald base flew to a point north of Beruz to destroy what was represented as an important target.”

“Klosterkitzfeld. Yes, indeed.”

“Our formation became separated en route. Only two craft reached Klosterkitzfeld: our own ship, Dark Angel, which was shot down over the target, and Air-Captain Einsiedel’s Defiance. The Defiance rescued us, with the loss of our engineer, and we proceeded to bomb the target from low range.”

“I saw the report this morning that your mission was successful. You have my admiration, as always, for your courage and ingenuity.”

“The target...” Von Eck’s face was ashen, her voice failing “The target appeared to be...”

Heino took over. “From our visual intelligence it seemed likely that the target was a medical institution of some sort. We were concerned as to why we were instructed to destroy such a target, and on our return attempted to find a map of Klosterkitzfeld to verify our suspicions. It transpired that the Grinzwald base had no such maps, so we came to the Bibliotek in search of the information.”

“Where, by tricking your way into the Special Collection, you ascertained that the target was St. Ludwig’s Hospital.”

“Yes.”

“And did you find any other secret information in the collection?”

Von Eck said: “We were apprehended as soon as we had found the map book. There was no time for further enquiries.”

Jeschke nodded, took a sip from her cup and frowned. “Why Heinz finds it so difficult to wait for the water to boil, I cannot say. There, we all have our vexations. I am grateful to you both for your honest account.”

“So what now?” said von Eck with a challenging jut of her chin.

“I take it you both remain of the view that a convalescent hospital was not a suitable military target?”

“Yes,” replied von Eck. “I speak for both of us.”

Jeschke nodded slowly. “Air-Captain Voss?”

“This was not why we joined the Aerostatic Corps.”

Jeschke reached for a file on the desk behind her, flipped open a page.

“You have both been in the Corps since before the start of the war?”

“Yes,” said Heino.

“You both took part, seemingly without qualm or protest, in the initial raids last autumn?”

“You know we did,” said von Eck in a tight voice.

“Raids which targeted, among other places, the centres of Jaszvar and Gelnovak.”

“Both of those were military targets, with barracks and, in Jaszvar’s case, possibly the emperor himself.”

“Yet civilians died in those raids, did they not?”

“That was different,” said von Eck. “Their deaths were the by-products of a legitimate military operation.”

“So their deaths were less blameworthy because they arose from negligence rather than malice?”

“I would not put it that way,” said von Eck.

“Of course, and I am merely illustrating a point, that war is not a game. Lauchenland is fighting for its life, and innocents, on both sides, have died in that fight.”

Heino said: “You still have not reconciled us to bombing a hospital, Meinfrau Jeschke.”

“Can you imagine—let us speak hypothetically for now—a target which might have a significance not immediately apparent?”

“Of course.”

“If St. Ludwig’s Hospital was such a target, morally it would be no different to bombing Jaszvar last year: innocent casualties to advance a war objective.”

“To take that view,” interjected von Eck, “I would need more than a hypothetical example.”

“You will have to take a lady’s word that such a target existed at St. Ludwig’s.”

“And what then was that target?”

Jeschke sat back and sighed. “You are both brave and patriotic aeronauts. You are, however, mere field officers. There was a target of priceless value at Klosterkitzfeld. Its destruction will, in our estimation, materially weaken the Empire, and save many lives. I cannot tell you what that target is. Even Major Jobst—or Colonel Billerbeck for that matter—do not know its identity. They received their orders, and they followed them. That is the essence of a good soldier.”

Von Eck carefully placed her cup in its saucer.  “Then I am not a good soldier, for that is not enough for me. I need to know why I blew a hospital out of existence.”

“That, Navigator, is most unfortunate. Most unfortunate indeed. Particularly, if you will pardon my directness, coming from one with such a thick file in the Commissariat, and with a brother fighting for the Empire.”

“I am not my brother, Meinfrau Jeschke.”

“Perhaps you can share intelligence of his whereabouts, or his missions.”

“We communicate infrequently, and deliberately do not divulge sensitive information, precisely to avoid embarrassment in situations such as these.”

“Ah, I expected no different. I offer you—both of you—one last chance. Forget about St. Ludwig’s, return to your unit, say nothing of today, and follow the orders you are given. It is not much Lauchenland is asking of you.”

Von Eck stood up. “I appreciate your willingness to help us, Meinfrau Jeschke. I am all too aware that we might have proceeded directly to the underground cells. Unfortunately, without knowledge of the targets I am being asked to bomb, I cannot ‘forget St. Ludwig’s.’”

Jeschke smiled sadly. “You wish, then, to pick and choose which orders you follow. You must see that such a situation is impossible.”

“I do, Meinfrau Jeschke.”

Jeschke turned her gaze to Heino. “In truth, I always imagined that Navigator von Eck would be a martyr when the time came. You need not share her fate.”

“Commissar Bahrfeldt made precisely the same offer, in almost the same words, at the Bibliotek this morning. I considered it unworthy then, and it is no more palatable now.”

Jeschke stood up. “Very well. Do not say in the weeks and months to come that you were not offered a choice. Return to your unit, report to Colonel Billerbeck. You will fall under the disciplinary procedures of the Aerostatic Corps now.”

By the time Heino and von Eck had walked back up the road to the airbase, news of their transgressions had run ahead, either by some sorcerous process or, more likely, a man on a swift horse.

Major Jobst was waiting for them immediately inside the gates.

“What you have done?” she asked with a weary shake of the head.

“I assume that is a rhetorical question,” said von Eck with a smirk.

“This is no time for flippancy,” said Jobst. “The situation is grave. First your absurd accusations against Zimmerman, and now this extraordinary behaviour today. Truly, von Eck, it is as if you are determined to try my patience beyond breaking point.”

Von Eck shrugged. “I follow the dictates of my conscience. The alternative course which you appear to favour is inconceivable.”

“And Voss, did I not ask you to moderate her conduct? Your efforts in this direction have been ineffectual, to say the least.”

There was nothing Heino could say which would not inflame the situation, so he opted to remain silent.

“I see no sign of contrition in either of you,” said Jobst. She raised her steel hand and beckoned two figures in green uniforms towards them. “Sergeant, take these officers into custody. They are to be confined pending court-martial.”

Heino felt his heart sink to his boots. How had it come to this? Bombing hospitals was not a pleasant experience, but it had presumably served some purpose, for the Corps would not have risked airships and lives for nothing. But as ever, von Eck had pushed her point of principle well beyond the bounds of good sense. He had had ample opportunities to dissociate himself from her crusade, but he had not done so. Did that make him a true and loyal friend, or a dupe? He didn’t know and at the moment he didn’t much care.
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There were only four cells on the Grinzwald Aerostat Station, indiscipline being rare among the aeronauts, and usually associated with drunkenness on the base or in Grinzwald. As Heino gloomily settled into the cell next to von Eck’s, he could not remember a previous court-martial on the base, let alone two.

His cell was not conducive to favourable reflections. A grim steel bed with a token mattress occupied one wall. There was a wooden desk and chair, neither of which was level. A bucket with a loose lid sat in one corner for his intimate functions, and the barred window gave out onto the barracks. Whether by accident or design, the airships were not visible however he craned his neck.

Heino had no high expectations of the food—even in the officers’ mess it was hardly gourmet fare—and in this he was not disappointed. Bread and weak coffee for breakfast, bread, cheese and water for lunch. Dinner exhibited more variety—a casserole of beef, mutton or chicken, but since the quantity of meat in each was negligible, the distinction was nominal.

On the third day, he received a visitor, a man of early maturity with black hair and carefully cultivated moustaches. His uniform was impeccably tailored and laundered. His left hand held a valise, and he shook hands with his right.

“Captain Joachim von Gauzenhaat,” he said crisply. “I am appointed to conduct your defence.”

Heino gestured towards the chair, and sat on the bed. “I did not realise such due process would be observed.”

“Colonel Billerbeck will be conducting the court-martial, and he will ensure fairness, which is not to say you are not facing the most pressing of charges.”

“Of what, exactly, am I accused?” asked Heino.

“‘Disobedience to a Superior Order (Non-Operational Context)’. It could be worse, but your record is clearly taken into account. Navigator von Eck fares rather worse. Her charges also include ‘Unauthorised Access to Classified Material’ and ‘Unauthorised Traffic in Classified Material’.”

“I am less familiar than you with the specifics of the Military Code.”

Von Gauzenhaat smiled briefly.  “In wartime, the Code allows considerable latitude.  You could lose your commission and go to gaol.  Von Eck—well, let us just say that for von Eck the consequences could be even more serious.”
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CHAPTER IX
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Two days later, Heino marched into the makeshift courtroom—more usually the gymnasium—with Captain von Gauzenhaat at his side. At one end of the room sat the presiding panel: Colonel Billerbeck, Major Jobst and an adjutant, Lieutenant Junge.

As Heino took his seat, von Eck entered with her counsel, Captain Finck. Von Eck shot him a half-smile which he could not help returning, although there seemed little enough to warrant it.

Billerbeck cleared his throat. “The commander of an aerostatic squadron has many disagreeable duties, never more so than in a time of war. I have written a score of letters to parents who are soon to grieve; I have conducted the funeral services of the men and women of my squadron who gave their lives. And yet today, in some ways, is the most distasteful of all, for it is a dark day which, with only the slightest good sense and discretion, could have been avoided.”

Captain Finck, tall, slim and dark, sprang from her chair. “Objection, sir! You are prejudging the outcome.”

Billerbeck glared over his moustaches. “Did I ask for your views at this point, Captain?”

“I merely raised a point of procedure.”

“This is not some powdered and perfumed Altenkirch courtroom, Captain. This is my regiment, and ‘procedure’ is what I deem it to be. You will have ample opportunity to defend Navigator von Eck. May I continue, if it does not offend your sensibilities?”

Finck subsided.

“Both Navigator von Eck and Air-Captain Voss have had ample opportunities to explain their conduct and offer apologies,” Billerbeck rumbled. “They have not done so, and we are here today. I cannot foresee a situation in which there are any winners. Lieutenant Junge, you may proceed to outline the charges.”

Finck again slipped from her seat. “I do not object, sir, however—”

“You try my patience, Captain, and we have not yet even heard the charges.”

“I merely ask for clarification. Is Lieutenant Junge both to prosecute the case and sit in judgement alongside you? This appears irregular.”

Billerbeck sighed. “I am not awash with officers who are free from combat missions today. It may have escaped you that we are at war. A certain doubling of function is regrettably necessary.”

Finck threw up her arms.

Heino leaned across to von Gauzenhaat. “Should we not also be raising objections?”

“Do you imagine Finck is helping von Eck with this legalistic nonsense? The less we are associated with it, the better for you.”

Lieutenant Junge crisply ran down the charge sheet, which contained no surprises. He outlined the salient facts: the raid on Klosterkitzfeld, the unauthorised access to the Special Collection, and subsequent refusal to follow further orders without question. It was, Heino had to admit, an unimpressive list of behaviour.

Junge turned to the last page of his notes. “The facts, regrettably, are beyond dispute. Both of the accused have admitted to them. A military organisation is a hierarchy. It is not, and never can be, a democracy. Orders transmitted via this hierarchy cannot be subject to consultation and scrutiny, to be rejected where they offend some absurdly heightened sensibility. Navigator von Eck, who frankly already carries the established reputation of a malcontent and rabble-rouser, and Air-Captain Voss, of previously commendable character, have repeatedly declared they will pick and choose which orders to follow. Both, of course, must be dismissed from the service with dishonour; in addition, I contend that in time of war their offences are so grievous as to warrant at the least lengthy sentences in military gaol. This gives me no pleasure, but no other penalty is appropriate.”

Heino found it oddly difficult to become engaged in the proceedings, considering their gravity and likely outcome. The arguments, largely conducted in tetchy exchanges between Finck and Junge, were no different to those debated in Jeschke’s office. Heino and von Eck were occasionally asked to clarify points of fact, but their motivations were not explored. Von Gauzenhaat rarely intervened. His plan, as he outlined to Heino when challenged, was to let Finck dig von Eck’s grave, and hope that when the funeral took place it did not encompass Heino too. On one hand this seemed a cowardly and surely ineffective stratagem; on the other Heino could not think of approach more likely to be successful.

At last Colonel Billerbeck drew the arguments to a close. “I am grateful, Captain Finck, Captain von Gauzenhaat, Lieutenant Junge, for the diligence with which you have approached this dreary matter. It will soon be time for the panel to debate verdicts and, inevitably, penalties.”

Finck looked up from her seat wearily but made no challenge.

Billerbeck went on: “In the interests of justice and fair process—”

At this Finck smiled sourly.

“—I will allow the accused the opportunity for a final statement. Even at this stage, signs of contrition or apology may count for something.”

Von Eck looked across the room to Heino. Her eyes were aflame. If she was attempting to communicate a meaning, he was at a loss.

She stood up. “Thank you, Colonel. I will take your invitation at face value. Most assuredly, I am sorry—”

Every eye in the room snapped to her face. This was not part of the play.

“I am sorry that some general in Braussedorf, who has probably never flown a combat airship, thought it was necessary and appropriate to bomb a hospital. I am sorry that the purposeful destruction of civilians is now a part of warfare. I am sorry that when an officer is accused of criminal activity, the allegations are suppressed. I am sorry that this blind eye is not turned to any officer from the Altenkirch. And I am sorry, most of all, that I was naïve enough to expect better.”

Major Jobst swore softly. Heino slumped in his seat.

“And lastly,” continued von Eck in a ringing voice, “I am sorry that I led Air-Captain Voss down this path.”

Finck caught von Gauzenhaat’s eye and shrugged.

Billerbeck’s face was even ruddier than usual. “We have heard enough from Navigator von Eck. Von Gauzenhaat, does your client wish to make a final—ideally less inflammatory—remark?”

Jobst raised her steel hand. “With your permission, Colonel?”

Billerbeck stroked his whiskers and nodded.

“Air-Captain Voss,” she said. “You should consider your statement carefully. Navigator von Eck has, frankly, used her opportunity most unwisely. I do not judge the verdict of this court-martial, but the facts as presented by Lieutenant Junge have not been rebutted, and no remorse has been shown. It is difficult, if not impossible, for us to have confidence that Navigator von Eck will follow orders without hesitation in the future. In your case, Air-Captain Voss, there is considerably more room for interpretation. Were you to admit your wilful conduct after the Klosterkitzfeld raid to be an aberration, to apologise for it, and to reaffirm your willingness to follow lawful orders, this tribunal might find it possible largely to overlook your conduct. I am conscious, of course, of your comradely bond with Navigator von Eck, and I am not suggesting that you denounce her explicitly. A simple statement of your own regret would be sufficient.”

Billerbeck nodded. “Wise words, Jobst, wise words.”

Von Gauzenhaat leaned across to whisper in Heino’s ear. “This is your moment, which I always knew would come. In two minutes you are free.”

“You planned this all along?” whispered Heino. “Why did you not tell me?”

“Because you would never have agreed. But now you can see what is at stake, and von Eck has destroyed herself. Do the sensible thing, man. Save yourself, for you cannot save her.”

Heino put his fingers to his temples. A series of images ran through his mind. Sitting with von Eck in the Memling-Haus coffee-shop, running over trigonometry for the twentieth time. Von Eck facing down the odious buffoon Chisholm on the training ship. Von Eck slapping his face after the run at Rauenschau. The pair of them on the roof at St Ludwig’s with the wreckage of the Dark Angel blazing around them. Dear God, Saskia, I cannot do this to you.

“Air-Captain?” Major Jobst called. “The tribunal awaits your thoughts. How many of you will pay the price for this folly? How many of you will never fly again?”

And Heino’s thoughts went even further back, to the freezing Midwinter Fairs at Zwingenstein, to the impossibly beautiful airship hanging in the crisp sky. He had dreamed he would fly such a craft, and he had achieved it. To lose that now, over what had always been von Eck’s obsession, was not fair. If it had been Billerbeck, or Jeschke, or some other face of the Volksbund making the point it would have been harder to see the truth; but Jobst, who had flown the same bitter sky, who had lost her hand for the Corps—she understood. Jeschke might have tried to trap him, but Jobst would not.

He rose to his feet and cleared his throat. He shot a quick glance out of the corner of his eye to a suddenly tense and alert courtroom.

“Major Jobst—Colonel Billerbeck—I am grateful for your counsel. I will not prevaricate. A military force can only exist with orders and obedience. As soldiers we cannot choose. I apologise for implying otherwise previously, and reaffirm my willingness to follow orders in future.”

Billerbeck’s moustaches twitched. Jobst looked at him through her cool grey eyes and gave a fractional nod.

Von Eck leapt erect. “No! Voss—”

As quickly, she gathered her composure and subsided.

Heino tried to catch her eye, but she stared at the floorboards with fixed intensity. There were tears in Heino’s own eyes. He made to stand and address the court-martial. Von Gauzenhaat put a hand on his shoulder. “No, Voss. It is done now. It could not have been any other way.”
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Billerbeck adjourned proceedings for lunch, and to allow everyone to collect their emotions. Finck brushed against Heino on the way out. “I hope you are happy, Voss. She relied on you. It was the only thing keeping her going. She was not worried about the sentence, she knew that was already in stone. But she knew in her heart you would stand with her. You have killed her, Voss. I don’t know if you can live with yourself. I surely could not, if I had stooped so low.”

Heino said nothing, for there was nothing to say. 
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He sat on the scant mattress of his cell, his lunch untouched in front of him. Von Gauzenhaat paced around the small space.

“I cannot imagine how you feel,” he said. “I am a lawyer and no warrior, and the bonds you form with someone you risk your life with every day—”

Heino looked up with a reproachful glare. “You understand that, and yet you trick me into denouncing her.”

“I did not trick you. If it helps you to blame me, then I shall not complain. But I offered you a way to save your career, and you took it. My job as your advocate was to give you the best chance, and I do not apologise for doing so.”

“Maybe I would have been better off cashiered and gaoled.”

Von Gauzenhaat turned from the barred window to face him. “You did not think so ten minutes ago, and if you are candid with yourself I do not think you do now. My job is done, but if you will permit me to offer some additional advice: you must accept your actions and their motivations. It may be convenient to believe that Major Jobst or I persuaded you to act against your conscience, but you will never have peace until you accept the truth.”

As Heino pondered whether a response was worthwhile, there was a crisp knock on the door. Von Gauzenhaat opened it to admit Captain Finck. “My client wants to speak to your client,” she said. Her gaze was ostentatiously directed away from Heino.

“I cannot view that as advisable,” said von Gauzenhaat with a prim schoolmistress smile.

Heino stood up. “Be easy,” he said. “It is the least I can do.”

Finck swung her face towards Heino for an infinitesimal second. “She wants to speak to you without lawyers present. Just go in.”

Heino stepped out onto the narrow corridor with a roiling in his guts, and tapped on the door of the adjacent cell.

“Enter.”

Heino pushed the door. Von Eck was stretched out on the bed, looking out of the barred window with a fixed expression.

“Von Eck,” he faltered. “I am sorry for—”

She swept her feet off the bed and stood facing Heino. The top of her head was level with his chin.

“I did not call you in here to apologise,” she hissed. “There is no possible redress you can make for what you have done.”

Heino looked away. “Then what—?”

“I wanted to leave you in no doubt as to my feelings.” Her face had the pallor of a corpse except for flashes of red on her cheeks. “You are the most cowardly creature in existence—the son of whore—a dog—a thing that crawls on its belly—too base to be called a man and too weak to be styled an animal.”

Her tone never rose above a mordant monotone. Heino would have found it easier if she had raged or wept. But here, at the last, her adamantine self-control, the iron discipline which had made her the coolest bombardier in the Aerostatic Corps, did not desert her. With the precision she had brought to the bomb-sight, the navigation table, the trigonometric problem, she lacerated Heino’s heart.

“I trusted you,” she continued. “From the start, I always saw something in you. You could not add two and two—”

Even in the depths of his misery Heino felt this denunciation of his mathematical powers was overstated.

“—but I sensed a strong and true man. Every day we risked our lives together I trusted you, and I was right to. And then today, when all you had to do was say nothing and take your punishment, you could not.” Her voice cracked for the first time. “You betrayed me, Voss. And you betrayed your oath, for it was no part of the Aerostatic Corps to bomb a hospital. I wish we had died with Massenbach at Klosterkitzfeld, if this is what our lives held.”

Heino set his jaw. “Do not blame this all on me, von Eck. You have brought much of this on yourself, with your instransigence, your arrogance, your bizarre statement in the courtroom. Of course they will convict you.”

Von Eck went to stand by the window. “I did not want to hear your apologies, and still less do I want to hear your justifications. I have told you my assessment of your character, and now I wish neither to see nor speak to you again.

“You have prostituted yourself to return to the air. It would be a cruel irony if the combat led to your death. I cannot wish it, however much I harden my heart. But neither can I wish you prosperity and good fortune. Leave me now. We are done.”

Heino opened his mouth to speak, but it was empty of words. He knew she would not look at him again, and he turned softly and left the cell. He thought to hear the softest of sobs, but he would never know for certain.
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The atmosphere in the gymnasium was no less feverish after lunch. Heino risked a rapid glance at von Eck. Her lips were so pale they melted into her face, and her eyes held such implacable hostility that he instantly looked away.

Colonel Billerbeck spoke into the expectant silence.

“Our deliberations have concluded,” he said. “This affair has been wearisome in the extreme. The disagreeable matter of penalties will soon be over, and we can all then go about our lives, some of us with more freedom and distinction than others. I thank Captains Finck and von Gauzenhaat for their conscientious defence of their charges.

“Navigator Saskia von Eck, rise.”

Von Eck stood, her face expressionless and her eyes fixed on the far distance.

“The tribunal has found you guilty of all charges. Your conduct has fallen far below that expected of an officer in the Aerostatic Corps. Sentence has been determined. This was not unanimous...” His gaze flicked over Major Jobst. “But it nonetheless remains the determination of this court-martial. You are discharged with dishonour, effective immediately, from the Aerostatic Corps. Further, you are sentenced to six months’ punitive detention at Drachenschloss. I might add that the maximum penalty for this offence is five years in detention. The court recognises your exemplary military service and has abated the sentence on this basis. Do you have anything to say?”

“No.”

“Very well.” Billerbeck signalled the orderlies. “Take her out.”

Heino did not want to look as she was marched out, but he could not avert his gaze. Her back was straight, and she did not glance aside at him. For better or worse, this was the last time he would ever see her.

Billerbeck sighed. “Air-Captain Heinrich Voss, rise.”

Heino stood on stiff legs.

“The tribunal has found you guilty of all charges. It was unanimous in its recognition of considerable mitigation: your valorous service, your clearly expressed contrition and willingness to submit to greater discipline in the future, and the clear and malign influence of your co-defendant. Your behaviour has been reprehensible but your culpability is relatively minor. There would be no benefit to the war effort from your discharge. The tribunal enforces a written reprimand of the ‘Most Severe’ category, with your combat status subject only to the approval of your commanding officer. Do you have anything to say?”

“I would not know where to begin, sir.”

“Very well. I declare this tribunal closed.”
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Jobst spoke to him as they left the room. “I cannot imagine how you must feel,” she said. “You took the only rational course open to you, but it will not feel like that now. You might benefit from some leave before you return to the air.”

“I am ready to fly, ma’am.”

“Nonetheless, think about it.”

“And ma’am?”

“Yes, Voss?”

“I take it you interceded for her. What could have happened?”

“Junge wanted her hanged, but this would have involved a further trial on more serious charges. Billerbeck would have given her the full five years. I am glad justice of a sort prevailed.”

“Justice?”

Jobst’s grey eyes cooled. “I would hate to think your repentance was insincere, Air-Captain. If nothing else, it would reflect poorly on my judgement. If you have any further doubts, keep them to yourself. That is an order.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
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Heino returned to his quarters on numb feet. How had it come to this? It was easy to say von Eck had brought her fate on herself. Proud and cantankerous, she was incapable of compromise. Her background meant that the Volksbund had long been intent on bringing her down, and her allegations against Zimmerman and stubbornness over St Ludwig’s had made her fall inevitable.

If it were as simple as that, he would have no reason for the guilt he now felt as an almost physical pain. He and von Eck—Saskia—had a special bond, going all the way back to their time at Rauenschau. Since then, they had flown over a hundred sorties together. These were bonds so strong it had seemed they could not be broken. Yet now Saskia sat in a cell, stripped of her commission, while he was free to continue to fly with nothing worse than a reprimand.

Had he put his loyalty to Lauchenland above his relationship with Saskia? There would at least be a measure of nobility in that, but in his heart he knew it was not even that simple. He fought with discipline and courage for Lauchenland, but he despised the Volksbund and all the petty Bendix Grünlichs whom it comprised.

There was a knock at the door. He looked up from where he sat hunched on the bed. It was hard to think of a welcome visitor, but he was trapped.

“Enter!”

The door slipped open and Einsiedel appeared. Heino gave a half-smile and indicated the chair at his spartan desk.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” said Einsiedel.

Heino picked at a scab on his hand. “Thank you, although it doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“You could not have done anything else. Von Eck was determined to be a martyr.”

“I could have shared her fate.” He looked up at the ceiling, unwilling to meet Einsiedel’s gaze.

“Yes, you could be in a cell yourself, with no improvement in von Eck’s situation. Somehow, though I cannot see how, your testimony might even have secured an acquittal. What do you think would have happened then?”

“I have no idea,” said Heino.

“Of course you do. Von Eck would have found something else over which she could not compromise. Since she would have been under the Bund’s optiscope, she would immediately have found herself court-martialled again.”

Heino sighed. This was undeniably true.

“The Volksbund had long ago determined to destroy her,” Einsiedel continued. “You know they cannot abide an Altenkirch aristocrat. The only way she could have survived would have been to keep quiet and follow orders. You and I both know her far too well to imagine that as even a remote possibility.”

“I don’t know how many times we saved each other’s lives. I feel as if I...”

“Heino, you cannot save someone who does not want to be saved. You have to leave this aside. We will need to find you a new navigator.”

Heino felt a shame of tears prickling in his eyes. How could he fly without Saskia?

“Is there anyone you want to fly with? I’ll talk to Jobst.”

Heino gave a grim smile. “I need a new engineer as well.”

“Of course. Massenbach. We’ll both go and see Jobst tomorrow. The sooner we have you back in the air, the better for all of us.”

Heino jumped up from the bed. “I don’t need your help, Kurt. This situation is of my own making and I will resolve it myself. Associating too closely with me will hardly help your career.”

Einsiedel raised a hand. “We are brothers, Heino—in the air and on the ground.” The light caught his Revolutionary Cross.

“You are not making me feel better about my testimony this afternoon.”

Einsiedel turned away and walked to the door. “I will not measure my words, Heino: I cannot treat you like a boy whose kitten has died. If I were you, I would come to the officers’ mess tonight. It will not get easier with waiting.”

Einsiedel left and closed the door softly behind him. Heino rose, slipped on his uniform jacket, and followed him.

A month later, during which time Heino had flown five missions with four different navigators, Major Jobst granted him a period of administrative leave, and he returned to Erdorf for a period of rest and recuperation. His war, for now at least, was over.
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In the years either side of the accession of the Emmerichs, the alchemical arts enjoyed a golden and productive zenith. Many boons in our lives today date from this period, including automata, the airship, steam engines and railways. Some of these advances were the result of sublime ingenuity from alchemists such as Adelbert of Vilrau, others through the judicious application of demonic powers. It is unfortunate, but understandable, that such progress could no longer be maintained as the ability to bind demons became lost. No longer is it possible to create new automata, with their wonderful sensoriums, or to fashion fresh limbs from steel, as was once common in the Imperial armies. Today, all that can be achieved is to salvage and recondition the technology from these glorious days. Once lost or destroyed, these achievements can never be recreated. Even human ingenuity, which requires no demonic assistance, seems in abeyance in these dark days. In such times it is doubly to be deplored that so much of the Empire’s attention must necessarily be spent in subduing the traitorous territory of Lauchenland and the so-called Volksbund which now infests every phase of their discourse.

It is beyond debate by any rational man that, should these impudent knaves be restored to their true allegiance, the harmony of a united Beruzil would allow the emperor to lead his subjects into a new golden age.

—A History of the House of Emmerich by Egidius Kurzbach, Volume VI

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER I

[image: image]







Diemersfeld Plain

Lauchenland
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The Archduke’s Own Fusiliers’ summer campaign had proceeded more slowly than the autumn’s. The break in campaigning over the winter had allowed Lauchenland to deploy its armies north of the flat land, where the hilly terrain favoured the defenders. While Lauchenland forces were in no position to push the Empire back, they were able to slow the advance.

General Kurzbach had made his headquarters in the spa town of Bad Dornrau, some miles outside Diemersfeld. One afternoon in early summer he called his officers together for a briefing.

The village hall which passed as the command centre was sweltering. Erich could feel the sweat pooling at the base of his spine as he watched the general rise to speak, Count Maxmilian at his side.

“Gentlemen,” said Kurzbach. “Our spring offensive is now three months old. The prime months of the campaigning season lie ahead, but our progress has been slow. The emperor has shifted his court to Beruz, since Jaszvar is now so damaged by airship raids. It is imperative we regain momentum in our advance. New orders have arrived from Beruz and these will determine our deployment over the coming weeks and months.”

Erich thought Kurzbach looked tired. He knew that privately the general considered the war was proceeding as well, if not better, than expected. It was not reasonable to believe that Lauchenland would capitulate without a fight when the battle raged in its homeland. The emperor, however, was vexed at having to quit his capital at Jaszvar; Beruz, while the obvious choice for relocation, was perhaps too small to share comfortably with the Archduke Leopold. That Leopold’s son sat next to the general could make not this situation any easier.

“Our objective for the summer remains the subjugation of Weinbach. From here we effectively control access to Eisenstadt and Braussedorf, and are well positioned to foment discord in the Altenkirch.

“However, the city of Diemersfeld lies between us and our objective. We cannot safely assault Weinbach while Diemersfeld remains untaken. I am therefore ordering the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers under Count Maximilian to assault and suppress Diemersfeld while the remainder of my forces subdue the surrounding region, and prevent the Army of the Etter offering any assistance.”

Erich sighed. Maxmilian lacked genius as a military commander; he barely aspired to adequacy. In addition, he continued to give Erich the most hazardous assignments. Taking an entrenched Diemersfeld would be difficult enough for a competent commander; Maxmilian’s blunderings would only prolong matters and increase the risk for Erich and his own men.

The briefing went into greater detail of assignments but Erich was not concentrating. Written orders would follow, and he could study these with von Steinitz, whose tactical insights were often remarkable.

Kurzbach dismissed the officers and remained to gather up his papers. Count Maxmilian stalked out with a martial vigour. 

General Kurzbach took out a kerchief and mopped his brow.

“Still here, von Eck?”

“Yes, sir. I am pondering my orders.”

“Which I sense you do not like.”

“It is not my job to like them. I need only follow them.”

Kurzbach clapped him on the shoulder. “I expect no less, of course. Come to my chambers. I have some lemonade waiting.”

Erich wordlessly rose and followed Kurzbach. The general’s quarters were small and spartan, an adjutant providing the refreshments and gliding out on silent feet.

“I would readily return you to my staff, von Eck. You showed some aptitude for the work.”

“I am grateful, sir, but my reasons for wishing to return to my unit and share my men’s fate are unchanged.”

Kurzbach sipped his lemonade. “Your motives do you credit, of course, and you are an excellent field officer. You cannot then complain of Maxmilian’s command.”

“I hope that I have never done so, sir. The fact remains that removing me from the unit does not afford my men any greater protection.”

“You cannot become too attached to your comrades. Many have already died, and many more will die before the war is won.”

Erich said nothing. The point was irrefutable but none the more palatable for that.

“You are wondering, of course, why I have assigned Maxmilian to the most difficult and the most important part of the present campaign.”

Erich blinked. “I cannot answer with both candour and propriety.”

Kurzbach laughed. “You are ever the Altenkirch, von Eck. On that basis, at least, I am content to share confidential information, since no man is less inclined to gossip.”

“I do not ask for any intelligence it would be improper for me to hear, General.”

“Exactly so, and that is why I am prepared to share it. You can readily imagine, I am sure, that the archduke in Beruz is less than enamoured that the emperor has decamped to his city. Shortly after my marriage, my wife’s mother paid a lengthy visit to our home in Kesznor. This period—three months, although it seemed rather longer—was not a harmonious one. I did not feel master in my own home, and in due course I took the steps necessary to terminate the visit. The archduke is the second most powerful man in the Empire. When the only greater man arrives in his city, it is understandable that there is some dislocation.”

“This would suggest, sir, that a rapid end to the war would be in his interests.”

“The archduke is seventy-six years old. Even in his youth he was never a hasty man. He has sent me sealed, encoded orders that the campaign to reduce Diemersfeld must be led by his son. I have no latitude, therefore, to assign the assault to an officer I might consider more suited—Colonel Lucius of the Beruz Dragoons, for instance.”

“If Diemersfeld does not fall quickly, the war is prolonged. This would seem to be in the archduke’s interests less than anyone.”

“Leopold has always taken a long perspective. He knows in due course—ten years, five, maybe sooner—Maxmilian will be archduke. He is under no illusion as to his son’s capacities; his brother the late Duke Mathias was a far more suitable heir. Nonetheless, he must buttress Maxmilian’s position. He is already preparing his son as ‘the hero of Diemersfeld’.”

“Only if he succeeds, surely.”

“My orders go no further than I have told you. Nonetheless, consider this. The decisive battle of war will be for Weinbach. He knows, of course, that Maxmilian lacks the capacity to lead that action. Therefore, he gambles that Diemersfeld is a glorious victory, and Maxmilian is garlanded, his reputation made. If I then wish to give Colonel Lucius a more prominent role at Weinbach, no harm is done to the reputation of the count.”

Erich set his lemonade down. A fat fly buzzed lazily round the rim of the glass. “This does not seem a sound basis on which to prosecute the war, if you will forgive me.”

Kurzbach gave a wry smile. “You would prefer assignments to be made on merit, and the best soldiers placed where they were most needed?”

“This does not seem a controversial view, sir.”

Kurzbach sighed. “This is one reason I wanted you on my staff, von Eck. It would have been invaluable in knocking some of the Altenkirch edges off you.”

“It may be that I prefer to retain them.”

“Consider this, Captain. If appointments were made on strict merit, would Count Maxmilian be the colonel of the most prestigious regiment in the empire? His true level would—arguably, of course—be somewhat less exalted. It is inconceivable that our armies could function that way. The great men of the state, who have the most invested in its health, are the ones who must lead. Your method—frankly it leads us to Lauchenland and the Volksbund.”

“If I may, sir: you are a renowned general in the greatest army in the world, but you have no extensive estates or titles.”

“Ha! The emperor is no fool, and nor was his grandfather who promoted me. The princes and dukes and counts must have their regiments, of course, but there must also be true soldiers. The generals must be men who understand warfare, but they must also understand rank and privilege. The most perilous battles are not always those against our declared foes.”

“Your perspective is most... enlightening, General.”

Kurzbach rose from his seat with a wince. “Ah, my old bones! You are dismissed, von Eck. I am sure you will want to brief your men before you see Count Maximilian. But remember, there is a place on my general staff if you wish it.”

Erich bowed and made his farewells.
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Outside Diemersfeld
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Count Maximilian paced before his tent below Bad Klagenbühel as the artillery boomed overhead. He surveyed his officers with disfavour. 

“This cannot continue, Doa Lora! We cannot take the city while Lauchenland controls the heights.”

Erich, standing towards the back of the group, forbore from pointing out he had identified this difficulty the week before.

“The artillery battery controls the southern approach to Diemersfeld. I cannot cross it without the most severe casualties,” continued Maximilian.

“Just so, sir,” said Doa Lora.

“But General Kurzbach has ordered me to take the city at all costs! It is impossible. He should confine his orders to the achievable.”

Erich could not allow this buffoonery to go unchecked any longer. Already half an hour had been wasted while Maximilian prevaricated. All the while, the defenders entrenched themselves more deeply in the city. Not for the first time, Erich considered the wisdom of giving Maximilian the responsibility of taking Diemersfeld. Regardless of social position, the count was simply incapable of command.

The artillery barrage continued, grey puffs of smoke against the clear blue summer sky. It seemed to be achieving no real damage; the shells were falling behind the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers’ lines. But its presence was a huge obstacle to a frontal assault on the city.

“If I may, Colonel,” Erich said.

Maximilian peered around. Erich was convinced the count was short-sighted, but he refused to wear spectacles.

“Yes, von Eck? I thought you were supervising latrine duty?”

“I left Lieutenant von Schleinitz in command, sir. I did not wish to miss your briefing. Your—ah—lucid exposition would enable me better to brief my own company.” 

Erich wondered if this was laying it on too thick, but it seemed not.

“Very good, Captain.” Maximilian flinched as a shell landed closer than usual. “You wished to speak?”

“Only to say, sir, that you are most clearly correct to note that the guns are preventing us from assaulting the city. On top of the hill is the former hunting lodge of Philip the Fair, which I imagine is where the battery is ensconced. If we were to summon an airship it might be possible to dislodge them.”

Maximilian stroked his long jaw. “You were at Isenheim when our support airship was destroyed.”

“It was the sheerest mischance. The artillery pieces will not have the elevation to threaten an airship, and the rest of the men will have only small-arms.”

“Hmmm. Doa Lora?”

“The idea is not without merit, sir.” He looked down his long nose at Erich and smoothed his uniform. “If we had a squad of infantry ready to storm the hill at the same time, we could take advantage of the confusion, and maybe even capture the guns.”

“Ah, yes! A twin assault! Splendid.”

Doa Lora gave Erich a tight smile. As if on cue, Maximilian opened his mouth again.

“Von Eck, I believe your men are on latrine duty. That can wait, at such a time. Gather your squad at the foot of the hill and prepare to storm the artillery. Doa Lora, get a message to the signallers and summon an airship.”

Erich removed his cap and rubbed his scalp. Maximilian would claim credit for the idea if it succeeded, but it would be Erich and his men who would pay the price.

“Are you still here, von Eck? There is a city to subdue and a war to win.”

“On my way, sir.”
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Two hours later, Erich and his men were crouched in the scrubby woods at the bottom of the hill. The promised airship had not arrived, and already the sun was beginning to sink. He knew if the ship did not arrive soon, Maximilian would order him to attack anyway. Without air support or detailed knowledge of the terrain, an uphill attack would be suicidal. For Maximilian the situation could hardly be improved: either Erich succeeded and the assault on Diemersfeld could proceed; or it would fail and he would die.

“Sir,” whispered Sergeant Borck. “Can you hear that?”

And in the distance Erich could indeed hear a low drone: the distinctive noise of a Black Albrecht’s engine. He held up a finger for silence among his men, then pointed to the sky. Von Schleinitz nodded. Erich checked his rifle and pistol and inched forward. 

“On my mark,” he murmured. In the still of the woods his voice carried to all his men.

Even with an airship in support, this was a perilous mission. He noticed some in his squad blessing themselves. He had no such faith in divine protection. Cunning, daring, and gunpowder were his deities now.

They began to inch through the undergrowth. The woods extended almost to the top of the hill, so they could remain in concealment until they were  virtually on top of the artillery battery. Overhead the airship drew closer.

Erich looked back over his shoulder. Close behind him were von Schleinitz, Borck, Wysslin, Veringen, Jetting, Reichwald. These were good men, men he would want with him in a fight. However much he despised Maximilian and resented the way he always sent Erich’s men into danger, there was no denying the thrill of these moments. 

Vegetation crackled as the squad made its way through, but with the fire of the artillery and the buzzing of the airship there was little if any chance of the noise betraying their position.

Erich looked up as the airship cruised overhead. There was a sputter of rifle fire—Lauchenland soldiers had noticed the Black Albrecht. Now, when they were distracted, was the time to move.

“Follow me!” he cried, pistol in hand. Without checking to see who was moving—he knew they all were—he dashed from the woods up the last few yards towards the scatter of buildings before them.

Even as he ran he heard the whine of a bomb falling from the airship, then a crump from the ground as it exploded. To the right was long low building—once the stables of Philip the Fair—and men issued forth, firing seemingly at random.

At Erich’s side, Jetting and Reichwald fired away with their rifles. Erich ducked behind a water trough and sighted his pistol, picking off more Lauchenland soldiers as they emerged. Another crash and flare of flame—the airship had scored a direct hit on the stables. To Erich’s left, von Schleinitz streaked away with half a dozen men to where the artillery pieces must be.

Erich felt a wave of heat, and he was lifted from his feet and hurled to the ground. Dazed, he staggered to his feet to see the water trough engulfed in flaming debris. He had nearly been the victim of his own airship’s bombs.
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By the time he made his way on unsteady legs around to the front of the main house, the fighting was all over. Veringen and Wysslin were disarming twenty or so listless prisoners, some of whom seemed badly wounded. Another half dozen lay motionless on the ground. The massive artillery piece sat, silent and brooding, overlooking the valley below. 

Above them, the Black Albrecht hung motionless. The windows of the gondola were open and several rifles poked out in case straggling Lauchen appeared.

“Well done, Gottfried,” said Erich to von Schleinitz. “Did we take any casualties?”

“Not a scratch,” said von Schleinitz. “Although I was worried about you for a while.”

“I got caught by a bomb blast—stunned for a few minutes, I think.”

Von Schleinitz loosened his jacket. “Well, now you are the proud owner of this deadly little item of ordnance.”

Erich walked over to the gun, some twenty feet long with a gaping mouth. The maker’s plate read: Strackeljahn Works, Stavany, under licence from Imp.Sig.IV.

“One of our own pieces,” he said.

“Thieving dogs,” growled Sergeant Borck as he walked up to them. “Can’t even build their own guns.”

“Durable, though,” said Erich. “It’s nearly fifty years old and it sounded like it fired as well as when it was new. Sergeant, take Reichwald and see if you can get it working.”

“Yes, sir. What about the prisoners?”

Erich rubbed his jaw. “Leave them to me.”

He walked over to the sullen group with von Schleinitz at his back.

“Who among you is the leader?” he said in a brassy voice. “I am Captain von Eck, and I will take your surrender.”

The prisoners, mostly in dark green uniforms, looked around them, their gaze eventually settling on a slim man in a black tunic with silver frogging. He stepped out of the group.

“I am Lieutenant Rössiger, of the Eisenstadt Army Artillery. Do we really need the formality of surrender? We are in your power, and expect to be treated with honour. You will see several of my men are wounded. I would appreciate the services of your physician.”

Erich looked at him levelly. “Our medical officer is down the hill. Your men will have to await attention until he has finished treating our own wounded. As to your surrender, it is a matter for your own judgement, although the ‘honour’ you mention surely dictates it.”

Rössiger gave a thin smile. “I have placed your accent. You are from the Altenkirch, are you not? Or, equally accurately, a man of Lauchenland.”

Erich took a step towards him until their noses almost touched. “You are unwise to bait a man who has you in his power. I owe a higher loyalty, which I do not need to justify to you.”

Rössiger shrugged. “Very true, Captain von Eck. You will ultimately account for your actions to God, against which my scorn counts for very little.”

Erich pushed Rössiger away. “Your futile defiance bores me. You will kill no more of our soldiers with your cannon, and that is all that needs to be said. Gottfried, arrange to have them taken down the hill. Doctor Brehme can look at the wounded and we’ll get the rest taken back behind the lines.”

Von Schleinitz nodded. “Very good, sir,” and turned to walk away. He staggered at a cracking sound. He clutched at his throat, sank to the ground.

“The window!” shouted Borck. “There are men in the house!”

From the house came flashes from the muzzles of several rifles.

Erich dragged von Schleinitz away from where he had fallen. Blood was coursing from the wound in his neck and Erich’s hands and tunic were soon slick with it. Borck, meanwhile, quickly called up Jetting and Reichwald and set off for the house. Erich made to join them but realised he could not leave von Schleinitz, who was clutching at his sleeve.

Veringen and Wysslin still had their rifles pointing at the disarmed prisoners, who had thrown themselves to the ground.

Fire continued from the windows. Borck and Reichwald had made the door, however, and soon disappeared from sight.

Erich looked down at von Schleinitz, whose head was lying in his lap. He realised the lieutenant was dead. Gently he laid him down on the ground.

“Wysslin, Veringen: with me. We need to reinforce Borck’s men.”

“What about the prisoners, sir?” said Wysslin.

Erich looked around irresolutely. Rössiger grinned back at him.

“Well, captain? What about the prisoners?” he said with a barely suppressed laugh. “Perhaps you will accept our pledge of good conduct while you hunt down our comrades?”

Veringen raised his rifle. “I can think of a solution, sir.”

Now Rössiger laughed aloud. “Ah, no, Private! Your commander is too much the man of honour for that.”

The firing from the window had ceased, but there were still shots inside the building. Erich did not know how many enemy combatants were in there, or how much danger Borck and his men were in.

Two of Lauchen sprang to their feet and sprinted off down the hill.

Veringen turned to fire after them; his first two shots missed and then they were out of sight. He made to run after them.

“Stay here, Veringen.”

“Sir?”

“I’m not having men run off at random. We don’t know how many enemy there are.”

“I must say,” said Rössiger, “I’m enjoying being a prisoner more than I expected.”

Above them a window blew open; Jetting jumped to the ground.

“Captain! There’s a dozen in there. Sergeant Borck says we need more men.”

While Erich’s attention was fixed on Jetting, Rössiger and his men started to sidle away.

“Veringen! Wysslin!” he called. “These men present too great a danger. Shoot them.”

“Sir?” Wysslin breathed. “You cannot really—”

Time seemed to Erich to slow and stop dead. Whatever he decided here could not be undone. But he could see no alternative.

“I said shoot them, Wysslin.” Erich pulled his own pistol from his belt, and before he could think or stop himself, shot Rössiger in the side of the head. The Lauchenland lieutenant dropped to the ground without even a cry.

Erich swung around, shot the next nearest soldier.

“What are you waiting for?” he snapped.

Veringen levelled his rifle, fired one, two, three times. Three men slumped. After a pause Wysslin raised his own rifle, but the spell was broken. The remaining soldiers, maybe eight or ten, broke and ran headlong for the woods. Erich sighted his pistol, fired three more times and saw two men fall. Veringen continued to shoot, and then Wysslin joined in.

Two men reached the threshold of the woods. Erich carefully lined up his final shot; one of the men threw up his arms with a cry and fell forward. The other made the wood.

“Veringen—after him. I don’t want anyone alive to remember this.”

“Yes, sir.” Veringen took off after the fleeing Lauchenlander. 

“Wysslin—get Muller and the others into the house and support Borck. I will be in immediately.”

Wysslin’s expression was flat. “Yes, sir.”

As soon as Wysslin was gone, Erich vomited into a bush. The Lauchenlanders had been too dangerous to leave at liberty, and could only have been a danger to his own men while the fighting raged. But the fact remained that he had shot unarmed prisoners. Wysslin had not approved, that much was certain. That could be a problem later—if there even was a later.

He squatted down by von Schleinitz’s body and with a shaking finger closed the eyelids.

“I am glad you did not live to see that, my friend,” he said. Erich knew that the images would never be far from his mind.

He fumbled six fresh bullets into his pistol and, with a staggering lope, made for the house where Borck and his men fought on in ignorance.
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Evening fell on the hill overlooking the valley. Slumped around the captured artillery, Erich’s men roasted some meat abstracted from the house over an open fire. The mission had been a complete success: the guns had been captured and, tomorrow, the way to Diemersfeld would be clear for an assault.

Erich’s company had paid a high price for their victory. Aside from von Schleinitz, two men had been killed in the desperate fight played out in the corridors once stalked by Philip the Fair. Sergeant Borck maintained his unlucky habit of being wounded in every engagement he undertook, and his lucky one of surviving each time.

But the real price, Erich knew, had not been paid in casualties. He had gone beyond the boundaries of honourable warfare, and he had not done so alone. Veringen had enthusiastically joined him in shooting down Lauchenlanders, including the one he had tracked into the woods. And later Erich had looked from the window of the house to see Veringen shooting into the bodies of the fallen to make sure they were dead.

He and Veringen had both done what they had needed to do, and what the circumstances had demanded of them. But it had made them monsters.

Wysslin sat away from the rest of the men, whittling a stick with the knife in his pack. He had taken part in the executions—however unwillingly and however peripherally—and while Erich knew that Veringen would find a way to justify this afternoon, such peace would prove elusive for Wysslin. He walked towards him, put a hand on his shoulder.

Wysslin looked up.

“Sir?”

“Nothing, Wysslin.”

“I thought you were going to offer some consolation,” said Wysslin, standing up, “or some justification. I am glad you are not.”

He tossed his carved stick towards the fire and walked off into the darkness. 
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Weinbach

Lauchenland
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The Schloss Marienburg in Weinbach had once afforded glorious views over the Old City and protection to those who lived below. On this sweltering summer morning, however, it offered neither. Its owner, Count Gregor von Stierler, had been forced to yield it up as the Imperial army advanced, and the only panorama before it was the smoking ruin of the Old City. Unlike Nicherzstein, Weinbach had chosen to resist, and the result was the almost complete destruction of the old town.

General Kurzbach stood on the balcony of his chambers—formerly Count Gregor’s—and looked out over the city. He turned to his orderly. “Convey my compliments to the count, and ask if he would be so good as to join me for lunch. We have guests arriving later.”

The orderly saluted and made his way to the guest quarters where Count Gregor enjoyed an unobtrusive, if nonetheless rigorous, house arrest.

“Why so glum, von Eck? The war is all but over,” said Kurzbach.

Erich roused himself to a smile. “And that cannot come soon enough, sir.”

“You have been downcast for some time, Erich. You are a decorated officer who has given great service to the emperor. You can be proud of your valour and achievements.”

Erich indicated the pall of smoke rising above the town. “This was one of the great cities of Lauchenland.”

“And it could have made an honourable surrender. All this destruction, all this bloodshed, could have been avoided. And never forget, Lauchenland declared war on us.”

“Of course, you are right, sir. I had just never imagined quite how grubby war would be. I knew there would be blood and death, but I did not think it would be so unclear how to behave honourably.”

Kurzbach took his pipe from his tunic and struck a flint, drawing in the smoke with every sign of satisfaction.

“Honour is the first casualty of war, I am afraid. On the battlefield it comes to kill or be killed.” He pointed to one of the medals on his chest. “In the First Air War, I was a captain, like you. I won this for taking a village outside Isenheim; I offered the burgomaster safe conduct for parley, took him prisoner when he presented himself, and threatened to hang him from the nearest tree. I could not pretend that was honourable conduct.”

Erich swallowed. “And did you hang him?”

Kurzbach blew out a plume of smoke. “Of course not. It would never have been necessary. The villagers saw me making the arrangements, pegged me for a villainous dog, and surrendered forthwith. Nobody lost out: I got my village, and my medal. All the villagers survived, as did my men, and the war went on.”

“I had never thought of it like that.”

“I notice that you do not wear your medal, von Eck. Your bravery in taking the guns above Diemersfeld fully merited it, and saved time, treasure and lives.”

Erich looked down from the balcony into the courtyard below, where preparations were on hand for a feast later.

“I do not feel I won it honourably, sir. There were certain actions, by myself and my men—”

Kurzbach held up a hand. “There are things that happen in battle, von Eck. They stay on the battlefield, if you are wise.”

Erich took a deep breath. “Frankly, sir, they would be crimes if committed outside of war. I should be grateful if you would hear me out, sir.”

“I shall do no such thing, von Eck,” said Kurzbach with a frown. “If your actions are as heinous as you suggest, you make me an accessory by confessing to them. In practice, I am sure, it is simply the rapid and sometimes harsh decisions which must be taken in the heat of combat. War is not won by over-scrupulousness. You must have seen this over the past year.”

“At Isenheim,” said Erich, “Count Maximilian intended to kill the prisoners after the Black Albrecht was brought down. You intervened to prevent that, which I greatly respected.”

Kurzbach tapped the tobacco out of his pipe on the balcony rail. “That would have been murder, no other word for it. The men were at his mercy, unarmed and represented no threat. There was no need to kill them and it would have been simple barbarity.”

“So killing unarmed men—”

“I have told you once, von Eck, that I will not discuss what happened at Diemersfeld, and I sense this is an indirect approach.” He stood straight, smoothed his uniform tunic. “Whatever happened that day, you must learn to make peace with it. If I want to know what happened, I look at your citation for valour, which makes no reference to any untoward happening. That is based on your own report, which is similarly free from taint. No more needs to be said.”

“Yes, sir,” said Erich in a flat voice.

“And when you appear for luncheon, be sure to wear your decoration. We will be taking the burgomaster’s surrender of the city, and full protocol will be in order.”
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The tables in the courtyard were set up for luncheon. The top table was reserved for General Kurzbach, Count Maximilian and Colonel Lucius for the Empire, and Count Gregor and the burgomaster for Lauchenland.

Erich presented himself a few minutes early in his white dress uniform, medal and ribbon unmistakeably present. Kurzbach was talking to Count Gregor, a portly man in his forties.

“I regret the necessity for this, my lord,” said Kurzbach. “It is enough that we requisition your palace, without parading you at the surrender.”

Count Gregor looked at him from behind hooded eyes. “The von Stierlers were subjects of the emperor for six hundred years. I deplore the damage you have done to our great city, but I cannot deny the emperor’s right to inflict it.”

Kurzbach inclined his head. “I am not sure I should be so magnanimous.”

“The true traitors have been apprehended and punished,” said Gregor, sweeping an arm in the direction of the gardens, where a gallows had been erected and three of the most senior Volksbund officers hanged. “I have regrettably had to trim my sails and accommodate these low-born dogs over the years, but I cannot view the fall of the Volksbund with any sorrow.”

“The emperor will require loyal men and true when he comes to rebuild this tattered land,” said Kurzbach. “He will be heartened to count upon your fealty.”

“I know the tenor of my people, General. I speak not only for myself but the city of Weinbach when I say the Emperor Albrecht will know no truer subjects.”

Kurzbach bowed.

“And when,” continued Gregor, “do you think a peace will be signed?”

“The war is effectively over now. We control Weinbach, we control the approaches to Eisenstadt, and the Lauchen army is trapped in Stramfeld. There is no force which can now stop us advancing on Braussedorf and Eisenstadt. President Hardenberg’s best course is to sue for peace immediately, before more lives are lost.”

“The traitors will not surrender, for they will be hanged.”

“If Hardenberg surrenders now, thereby shortening the war, I suspect the emperor will offer clemency. He does not wish the Volksbund to fight like rats in a trap. An exile in Avigny or the Green Isles with a small pension is a small price to pay to conclude the war.”

“No doubt you are right, General. And I have not had the opportunity to thank you for ensuring my wife and children safe passage to the Green Isles. I hope now that they will soon be able to return home.”

“I am glad to have helped, my lord. War on a city is no place for women and children.”

At Kurzbach’s shoulder an orderly coughed gently. “Sir, Burgomaster Dalt and Commandant Bech are here.”

“Excellent! Bring them in immediately.”

––––––––
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The luncheon was not a convivial meal. There was a marked lack of cordiality at the top table, where General Kurzbach’s attempts to engage Burgomaster Dalt in pleasantries met with little response; although the most marked antipathy seemed to subsist between Count Maximilian and Colonel Lucius, despite both men fighting on the same side.

Colonel Lucius’ skill and valour in reducing Weinbach to a smouldering wreck with minimal Imperial casualties had only deepened Maximilian’s jealousy. Maximilian’s feats in subduing Isenheim, Nicherzstein and Diemersfeld shone less brightly in comparison. He responded to any conversational gambits from Lucius with the self-assured indifference of basking cat, and directed his observations to Count Gregor, nominally his enemy but at least his social equal.

Events went little better on Erich’s own table. Commandant Bech, his Volksbund armband proudly on his uniform sleeve, was unable to view the event as anything other than further humiliation. Erich felt a degree of sympathy for him.

“You should not blame yourself, Commandant. No man could have preserved Weinbach against the Empire’s numbers and artillery.”

Bech sipped carefully at his soup. “War is not a game where gentlemen shake hands afterwards and all is good fellowship.”

“Surely that is exactly what it is. Who would wish to remain among these hostilities any longer than necessary?”

“My city is all but destroyed. Many of its inhabitants are dead and far more now homeless. You will go back home—although forgive me, I do not know if that is the Altenkirch or if you now live in Beruz—and polish your medals. You will marry some well-bred virgin and all will be as before.” Bech’s mouthed crooked into an involuntary grimace. “Worst of all, the people of Lauchenland have failed the Volksbund, and we shall be absorbed once again into the bosom of the Empire.”

Erich coughed. “Lauchenland has failed the Volksbund? Your perspective is unorthodox, for surely the Bund took Lauchenland into a war it could not win, and the present conflagration is of your own making.”

“And are you speaking as a Lauchenland citizen—albeit a traitor—or a lackey of the emperor?”

Erich pushed his soup bowl away as Count Gregor’s servants, now co-opted by the Empire, began to clear the table. “I am speaking as a man who has seen too much death and destruction—of women and children, and the homes they lived in. I am speaking as a man who won a medal for an act of no valour, who sees nothing glorious in fighting a war which could and should have been avoided.”

Bech took a deep drink from his glass of wine. “We of Lauchenland believe our revolution to be something worth fighting for. In the First Air War we won a magnificent victory, and in the Volksbund we know we will in future win again.”

“It is now the ‘Second Air War’ if you will, and you have not won this time. Your cities lie in ruins, our armies control your fertile farmland. Last time you had Avigny to fight your battles. Where are the Avignese now?”

Bech shook his head. “You will never understand that however much the Imperial armies trample our lands, they will never trample our spirit. If we lose today, we fight again tomorrow!”

Erich sighed. “Your spirit does you credit, Commandant. It is regrettable that your intelligence does not. As soon as luncheon is finished, your burgomaster will surrender Weinbach; within days, President Hardenberg will sue the emperor for peace. The terms will be just, but not easy: some rigour will be necessary to ensure that the most warlike elements of Lauchenland—frankly, the Volksbund—will never so readily lead your citizens to war again. And President Hardenberg, if he wishes to remain in office, will acknowledge Emperor Albrecht as his overlord.”

Bech rose from his seat, rather more roughly than he intended, and his chair toppled backwards. “Normally I would scorn to offer a traitor the opportunity to salve his honour through combat. Your language is so egregious, however, that I demand satisfaction, either through the pistol or the rapier, at your choice.” Flecks of spittle jumped from his moist mouth.

“If we must, although your name suggests a man who works on my father’s land rather than a fellow officer. I should simply horsewhip you and leave it at that.”

A hand landed on Erich’s shoulder. “That is enough, Captain von Eck.” He looked up into the face of Colonel Lucius, which as always seemed far too young for a senior officer who had gained his rank through merit rather than patronage. “Today is intended for the cessation of hostilities, not to breed fresh ones.”

Erich flushed. “My apologies, sir.”

Bech smirked. “Always obedient to your Imperial masters, Altenkirch—a dog that ever comes to heel.”

“And you, Commandant, may be assured that if we were not concerned with higher matters today, I should cheerfully join in the horsewhipping myself. I doubt, however, that your fate as a defeated and disgraced Volksbund commander—the man who lost Weinbach—will be a happy one, so I am content to let matters take their course. Von Eck, perhaps you will join me at General Kurzbach’s table. The capitulation is about to be signed.”

Erich gave a crisp nod and they walked off.

“You should not let such a man provoke you,” said Lucius in a conversational tone. “You will know better than me that the average Lauchenlander is honest and decent, but the Volksbund are fanatics. They cannot be reasoned with and they cannot be accommodated.”

“In Ludingerode they largely left us alone.”

“Once the surrender is signed, which I am given to understand will be within the week, it will be necessary to suppress the Volksbund. General Kurzbach has suggested that I might accept that assignment myself.” Lucius gave a disarming smile.  “Apparently my name strikes fear into maidens from Eisenstadt to Isenheim.”

“I cannot deny that the Bund is a great pestilence on Lauchenland.”

“If General Kurzbach honours me with that commission, I will have need of good men who understand Lauchenland and its people. A man of your background and talents would be invaluable—and could be guaranteed a promotion.”

Erich said nothing.

“You would be doing Lauchenland a great service,” said Lucius. “I hope you will consider the possibility.”

“Of course, sir.”

A chill came over Erich and a moment of darkness. He shivered—but it was only an airship gently blotting out the sun.

“Ah!” said Lucius. “Look at the finials on the Black Albrecht. It is one of the emperor’s personal regiment. They have come to watch Weinbach capitulate.”

Erich looked up at the ship. He could never see one without thinking of Saskia. With the end of the war in sight, might she yet survive? If the posting with Lucius inside Lauchenland came to pass, he would be well placed to ensure her safety and disentangle her from the evil grip of the Volksbund.

Lucius clapped him again on the shoulder. “Hurry, or we will be late. Look, the general already has the papers out!”

Together they quickened their pace to stand before the table as Burgomaster Dalt, with a glance of bovine helplessness around the company, took the pen in his hand to sign over the ruins of Weinbach to its conquerors.

Meanwhile the airship let down a rope ladder, and an officer nimbly descended. He came over to the ceremonial table and saluted. “Pilot-Lieutentant Schmiegel, Emperor’s Own Standard, at your service.”

“Welcome,” said General Kurzbach with an airy wave. “You are too late to see this phase of the war end. Burgomaster Dalt has shown wisdom and statesmanship in ending hostilities.”

Erich felt that Dalt had had no option, but it cost nothing to preserve his dignity.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” said Schmiegel, handing over an envelope. “This command comes directly from His Imperial Majesty: the emperor craves your immediate counsel in Beruz. You are to leave Weinbach in the hands of your most trusted subordinate, and attend with your own staff immediately. This airship stands ready to depart.”

Kurzbach took a step back. “What is the meaning of this, Lieutenant? There is a war underway, and I command this army.”

“I cannot say more, sir, if only because I know no more. I simply hand over the emperor’s command, and surely no more needs to be said.”

“No, no—of course it does not. Lucius, I leave you in command here. Count Maximilian, Captain von Eck, you will accompany me to Beruz.”

Maximilian’s lips narrowed. “I am not commanded to Beruz! Should I not take command of our army in Lauchenland? I outrank Colonel Lucius.”

Kurzbach frowned. “You are both colonels.”

“But I am a count and the son of an archduke.”

“And I am sure, Count Maximilian, that your father will be overjoyed to see you in Beruz so unexpectedly. My orders are clear. I would suggest you return to your quarters to pack the items you require for your journey.”

“As you say, General,” said Maximilian, immediately turning and stalking off.

“Colonel Lucius,” said Kurzbach. “Do not forget, while I am away, that we are still at war. Please ensure you offer Schloss Marienburg’s hospitality to the burgomaster and commandant, on Count Gregor’s behalf, of course. None of them are to leave until I return.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And if in doubt, it is better to be too harsh than too lenient.”

Lucius nodded. “Captain von Eck,” he said. “When you return I hope you will have considered the matter we discussed.”

Erich bowed before making for his own quarters to collect his gear.
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CHAPTER IV
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Beruz

Beruzil Empire

––––––––
[image: image]


The temporary residence of the Emperor Albrecht, Schloss Windischerkamm, was not the most desirable residence in Beruz. That distinction was reserved for Wilderness, the seat of Archduke Leopold. When the emperor was forced by the impertinence of Lauchenland airships to quit Jaszvar, it was inconceivable that the emperor and archduke should share a palace. The archduke, with a poor grace barely concealed behind a mask of courtesy, therefore yielded up Windischerkamm for the duration of the emperor’s stay.

No expense had been spared in furnishing the emperor’s new surroundings, and to Leopold’s chagrin he found the bulk of the cost falling on himself. Imperial grandeur was not a cheap pursuit, but this did not mean the emperor must finance it all from his own purse.

Erich, in spite of himself, was impressed. The Altenkirch noble was essentially a farmer, albeit one with vast lands and many peasants to cultivate them. But Windischerkamm was more impressive than any building he had seen in Lauchenland or the Empire—and this was only Leopold’s second residence in Beruz. The quarters assigned to Erich the previous evening were not palatial, but even as a humble guest he had a set of chambers more impressive than his own at Ludingerode.

He was summoned to breakfast by a servant outfitted in a livery more elaborate—and more expensive—than his own dress uniform.

“There you are, von Eck!” exclaimed General Kurzbach. “I thought you had become lost on the estate.”

“My quarters are somewhat more remote than yours, General. Can I assume that Count Maximilian’s are further flung still, since he is not among us?”

Kurzbach gave a wintry smile. “The count spent the night in Wilderness at home. I am given to understand that his father did not give him the warmest welcome. The archduke is not the easiest man—as you may find out for yourself, as I understand he joins us today.”

“Along with the emperor?” Erich looked down at his uniform, still creased from travel. He was beginning to feel distinctly underdressed.

“Do not worry about him,” said Kurzbach. “He has regality enough he does not have to insist upon it. He prefers to speak plainly, and hear plain speech in return.”

“I am not wholly reassured. One does not meet the emperor every day.”

As they finished their breakfasts—a meal more opulent than most dinners—a pair of servants appeared noiselessly, with Count Maximilian in their wake.

“Gentlemen, if you will pardon me,” said one of the servants. “I am instructed to take you to the Presence Chamber, there to await the pleasure of His Imperial Majesty.”

They strode along the corridors, boots echoing from the high ceilings. Count Maximilian displayed a brooding self-absorption which suggested that his reunion with his father had not been cordial. Kurzbach, Erich noticed, had somehow acquired a fresh dress uniform—all braid and frogging—since yesterday.

The servant opened a door with noiseless hinges and smoothly ushered in the three men. “If you will be good enough to wait here, His Imperial Majesty will see you at his convenience.”

Erich looked around the Presence Chamber. The ceiling was so high as to be barely visible, a pastoral scene painted with great care on the plaster. There would, he thought, have been room to fit in airship under the ceiling.

Two men sat on chairs of elegantly tooled comfort. One read a Green Isles newspaper, the other sitting unoccupied but with complete composure. He rose when he saw the visitors.

“Count Maximilian! What a great pleasure! I do not believe I have seen you since your stay in Chorgues from what, seven years ago?”

Maximilian nodded his head and shook hands. “A pleasure to see you again, Ambassador.”

“And your companions?”

“This is General Kurzbach, and his aide-de-camp Captain von Eck. General, may I introduce the Sieur Dusoulier, King Louis’ confidential ambassador.”

Dusoulier gave an elegant shrug. “You do me too much credit. His Majesty is kind enough to entrust me with the occasional trifling errand. General Kurzbach, your fame goes before you. Even in Avigny we tremble at your exploits.”

The other man folded his newspaper shut with a snap. “Really, Dusoulier, as ever you must give everything an Avignese flourish. All men of sense will have heard of the general, but you move from diplomatic flattery into hyperbole.”

Dusoulier gave a melodious laugh. “All me to introduce Sir Jasper Maskelyne, who conducts much the same business for the King of the Green Isles as I do for the King of Avigny.”

Maskelyne, tall, dark and cadaverous, rose to shake hands with the company, and then made to return to his newspaper.

“Maskelyne objects to sharing the room with an Avignese. He feels that old enmities run deep.”

“Nonsense, Dusoulier,” sighed Maskelyne. “Admittedly I never thought to find myself in the emperor’s palace making common cause with an Avignese ambassador, but my interest in the newspaper relates primarily to the horse-racing reports from Castlebridge. I had a considerable wager on the performance of Blind Man’s Folly, and I wonder whether the result has made this edition. I have been away from home too long.”

Dusoulier shook his head ruefully. “And there you have the Islanders, gentlemen. War rages all around us, and threatens to engulf the civilised world, and Mr Maskelyne is most concerned to note if his twenty-note wager has come home.”

Maskelyne removed his spectacles. “I can assure you, Dusoulier, the wager was rather more than that.”

Erich could not hide his confusion. The Avignese and the Islanders had been foes for half a millennium. Avigny had been a friend to Lauchenland since its inception, while the Green Isles had in recent times been a partisan of the Empire. Yet here the two ambassadors traded genial banter while they awaited an audience with the emperor. He had nothing to add to the situation, and so he kept his own counsel. No doubt all would become clear soon enough.

There was a faint movement of air, and he became aware of a quiet presence entering the room. General Kurzbach immediately dropped to one knee, followed by the two ambassadors. Count Maxmilian joined in appreciably later; Erich felt Kurzbach nudge him, and he too fell to one knee.

Before them stood the man who could only be the emperor. He was attired in a simple black uniform which seemed to draw in the light.

“Stand, I beg you,” he said in a calm and well-modulated voice. “I am grateful, General Kurzbach and Count Maximilian, for your attendance on me at such short notice, and such inconvenience. And I see a new face.”

Erich flushed. “I am Captain Erich von Eck, Your Imperial Highness.”

“‘Sir’ is quite good enough for these informal surroundings, Captain. Your name is known to me. I understand you risked much in leaving your home in Lauchenland to enter my service, and rendered great help to the general in our recent campaign.”

“My family has long served the Empire, sir.” Except for my sister, who bombed you out of your castle in Jaszvar.

“It gratifies me more than you can know,” said Albrecht, “to see the bonds of loyalty so many in Lauchenland continue to show their true emperor.” He shot Dusoulier a side-glance.

“Perhaps,” he continued, “we can continue our conversation in my retiring room—although I notice we are not all present.” His gaze turned to Maximilian.

“My father the archduke comes as fast as he can. Age and infirmity slow his steps.”

“I see.”

“His rheumatism hobbles him somewhat.”

“More than any human agency has ever managed. We will proceed anyway.”

He turned and opened a door at the back of the room and ushered his guests into a study which was, by the standards of an Imperial palace, almost claustrophobically small.

“Please be seated,” he said, indicating a range of chairs and chaises arranged around the rooms. “Hankinson will see to your refreshments and then depart, for we have much of a confidential nature to discuss.”

An almost invisible butler glided into life, distributing a range of beverages and ensuring each gentleman’s comfort before oozing away on oiled feet.

Albrecht took a glass and moved with an unobtrusive grace to stand at a marble mantelpiece before an unlit fire.

“Sieur Dusoulier, Sir Jasper: you have previously given me some indication of your undertaking. I have summoned the Offtringen family and my most trusted general to hear what you have to say. I will take their counsel and then we will discuss your proposals.”

Dusoulier leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs.

“Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty. I have heard that you favour plain speaking, so I will not sugar my words.

“Your armies, led by General Kurzbach, and no doubt driven by the valour of men such as Captain von Eck, have rolled across Lauchenland with little opposition. I understand that the general has been brought here upon the surrender of Weinbach. There are now no serious obstacles to a complete Imperial military victory. My sources inside the Volksbund tell me that President Hardenberg will sue for peace almost immediately. General, would you concur with that assessment?”

Kurzbach cleared his throat. “Lauchenland can fight on, but they will only destroy more lives and property. Their only rational option at this point is to seek terms.”

Dusoulier nodded. “We can speak, of course, of the Aerostatic Corps, which continues to bombard your cities. It is by no means defeated.”

“Nonetheless, Sieur, it cannot continue to fight on alone.”

“I do not demur, General. My conclusion is that the military defeat of Lauchenland is now inevitable. I congratulate you and your men on a most professional and soldierly campaign.”

Albrecht put his glass on the mantelpiece with an audible thump.

“I am here today to state the Avigny cannot allow this situation to persist. The destruction of Lauchenland is not in King Louis’ interests.”

“I do not think matters quite so amenable to his desires, Sieur Dusoulier,” said the emperor levelly.

“You will remember that Avigny fought alongside Lauchenland from the outset in the First Air War, and this alliance was victorious.”

“Matters are somewhat different now,” said Albrecht with a suave smile. “Avigny chose not to intervene—and how could she, for Lauchenland started the war? Now it is late to complain, for as you acknowledge, my armies control Lauchenland.”

Dusoulier took another sip from his glass. “His Majesty King Louis would be immensely gratified if, nonetheless, you were to desist from further hostilities.”

“I should be loath,” said the emperor, “to discommode a fellow monarch. Nonetheless, I must consider my national interests paramount. King Louis’ counsel on the nature of any final settlement would be welcome, of course, but I cannot rationally go any further.”

“It will not surprise Your Imperial Majesty to learn that I had expected a response somewhat along these lines. I had hoped not to have to proffer my next gambit.”

Albrecht narrowed his eyes but said nothing.

“If you are unwilling to cease this war, return your troops to your sovereign territory, and make an honourable settlement with President Hardenberg, King Louis will have no option but to enter the war on the side of Lauchenland. This would naturally involve deployment of Avignese troops in Lauchenland and, in due course, the Empire.”

Silence fell like a coating of oil, slick and repulsive.

Albrecht pursed his lips and walked to the drinks tray, from where he filled his glass.

“You refer, Sieur Dusoulier, to my sovereign territory. You will be aware that the Beruzil Empire dates back over two thousand years. My concept of the Empire’s territory derives from that tradition, and by definition encompasses Lauchenland. I do not conquer, but simply recover what was always mine by right.”

“Avigny has recognised the sovereignty of Lauchenland since its revolution, Majesty, as I am sure you are well aware.”

“It is hateful to speak of force and threat, Sieur. However, you must be familiar with the considerable forces at my disposal. The army with which I have subdued Lauchenland is but a fraction of my power. I also, of course, have taken pains to secure a defensive alliance with the Green Isles, an old ally of the Empire.”

Maskelyne had been following the conversation intently. “Your Imperial Majesty, you rightly state that our alliance is of a defensive nature. You now wage a war of aggression, and King George wishes it to be known that he does not feel bound to offer his assistance.”

“And how is the Empire the aggressor, when the bandit regime began this war?” Albrecht spoke with unusual emphasis.

“You could easily have chastised President Hardenberg without destroying his country. Regardless of the rights and wrongs of the matter, which could be debated endlessly, the Green Isles does not consider the annihilation of Lauchenland to be desirable. A nuisance to the north-east of the Empire and Avigny to the west maintains a balance of power which we can only consider beneficial.

“King George regrets,” said Maskelyne, “the necessity to abrogate our treaty. However, you must be free from doubt that no military aid will be forthcoming, and we will not attempt to hinder Avigny if she enters the war.”

Albrecht made to knock back his drink, hesitated and instead placed it down with a soft snick.

“Sieur Dusoulier, Sir Jasper: I am grateful for your candid outline of your nations’ positions. In many ways I take it as a compliment to the power of the Empire that you feel compelled to band together like frightened children rather than let a ragtag clique of rebels feel my wrath. Nonetheless, I find your words in each case strongly offensive.” He shrugged. “This is diplomacy, and I do not expect to find true friends outside my own borders. I would have counsel from my advisors. Count Maximilian, you represent the second family in the realm; General Kurzbach, you are my finest general.”

Maxmilian cleared his throat. “These dogs have not dared show their teeth until they are cornered. They had expected Lauchenland to do their work, and now that has failed they prate and beat their drums. I say send them packing back to their masters, and we will proceed to recover Lauchenland.”

“Bravely spoken,” said Albrecht in his old smooth manner.

“I would like to give the same counsel,” said Kurzbach. “I should note, however, that the Avignese Corps Dirigibile is manifestly superior to our air forces. Were the Avignese navy to land troops in Lauchenland, we would be hard-put to rebut them while retaining control of the fractious Lauchenlanders. It would also be necessary to tie up considerable manpower on the Avignese border. I do not say we could not win such a war, but the cost in blood and treasure would be high. You will know better than me the extent to which you can rely on the neutrality of the kalif in al-Humrah, but there must be a risk that he would create mischief in the south. My advice would be to make a settlement now, while we still have unbroken armies in the field. We will not have reabsorbed Lauchenland, but we will surely have damaged the Volksbund rebels.”

Albrecht nodded. “The ambassadors hinted at their plans to me last night, so I have had time to reflect upon this possibility. General Kurzbach, I regret that your prudent counsel fits the circumstances better than Count Maximilian’s more red-blooded advice. I will instruct my ministers to make an end to the war and open negotiations with Hardenberg.”

Erich spoke into the pregnant silence. “Sir, may I offer an observation?”

“Enough, von Eck!” barked Maximilian. “His Imperial Majesty does not need advice on statecraft from a captain of infantry!”

Albrecht held up a hand. “If he is willing to fight and die in my service, sir, the least I can do is allow him to address me. Go on, please, Captain.”

“Sir, I joined your forces some years ago out of loyalty to our long tradition of service. At that stage war was not inevitable, but I could not bring myself to serve the Volksbund, who at once represent and manipulate the rabble. Last year I found myself stationed in Gelnovak, the guests of a kind family, including a doctor who once treated your late sister. While I was there, the Lauchenland Aerostatic Corps launched a cowardly attack on the city and elsewhere in the Mitte. The friends with whom I stayed suffered grievously—a mother and daughter killed under the rubble of their home, the survivors forced at great loss to flee the city. I swore to that family that I would not rest until I had helped bring justice to a regime that murdered women and children. Sir, this accommodation you describe does not seem to me like justice.”

Albrecht clasped his hands before him and bowed his head. On looking up, he said: “I see you wear a medal for valour, Captain. I can be sure that your service to me has been motivated by loyalty and a desire to punish the wicked.”

Erich thought back to the hunting lodge at Diemersfeld and said nothing.

“You have been far away from the evasions and compromises that define modern statecraft. Diplomacy requires that sometimes we must do what we do not like now, that we might in the fullness of time achieve our goals. Against the enmity of Avigny—and do not pretend you are anything else, Sieur Dusoulier—and the neutrality of the Green Isles, I cannot hope to reabsorb Lauchenland. I must, instead, work towards conditions where Avigny is once again neutral and the Green Isles an ally. You have spoken like a soldier, Captain von Eck, and one who is brave and true. You would be surprised to learn how much I would like to trade places with you; but God has given me a different destiny. One day, I promise you, in both our lifetimes, we will once again take up this noble struggle.”

There came a rap at the door. A footman smoothly opened it inwards to admit an elderly man, leaning on an ebony cane with a silver handle. He had scanty reddish hair and piercing eyes of the coldest blue.

The footman intoned: “Your Imperial Majesty, the Archduke Leopold.”

Leopold looked around the company. “My lords, please excuse my tardiness.” He waggled his stick to indicate its agency in his lateness. “I do hope that I have not missed anything of significance.”

He made a show of positioning himself on one knee, grimacing as he did so.

“Come, Leopold,” said Albrecht. “Such formalities are not necessary here, especially in view of your infirmity. Your fealty to our cause is well enough known.”

Leopold nodded briskly. “You are ever the considerate lord, Majesty.”

Erich scrutinised the famous archduke—the commander-in-chief of his regiment. Though Leopold was stooped with age, he was still the tallest man in the room. Two deep lines were incised into his cheeks, but otherwise his face was unlined. How did such an impressive figure come to have a son like Maximilian?

“I believe we have concluded our business with the noble ambassadors,” said Albrecht. “Sieur Dusoulier, Sir Jasper, you have our thanks. I trust I will see you at the banquet I have arranged tonight?”

The ambassadors bowed low.

“Your hospitality is unsurpassed, Your Imperial Highness,” said Dusoulier. “I hope you will never find me unwilling to appreciate it.”

“You honour me, and thus King George,” said Maskelyne. “I shall of course be delighted to attend.”

The ambassadors glided from the room, and the emperor himself quietly closed the doors behind them.

He picked up his glass from the mantelpiece. “Gentlemen, if you wish to replenish your glasses, please do so. Hankinson has been an exemplary valet to me, and I thank you for his service, Leopold, but he does not need to hear deliberations of state.”

Albrecht sat coolly in the chair beside the fire. For a few moments there was silence as glasses were charged. Erich contented himself with soda-water.

After a pause, Maximilian offered a gambit: “This is truly outrageous, sir! Our armies stand triumphant in the field, yet we are compelled to let those treacherous curs away with a reprimand!”

“So much is obvious, Count. It is called diplomacy, and as an intimate counsellor to the throne, I must expect you to be familiar with such things,” said Albrecht with a testiness he had kept well under control until now.

“With your permission, Majesty,” said Leopold with a mild expression. “Am I to understand you have been prevailed upon to suspend hostilities?”

Albrecht rose from his seat. The glass in his hand cracked as he clenched his fist, and he casually tossed it into the fireplace.

“Had you been present for the discussions, Chancellor, you might have a better understanding of the circumstances. Against the overt opposition of Avigny, with the Green Isles unwilling to stand by us, we have no option but to make peace.”

Leopold shifted in his chair and winced. “This is ill-news, Highness. Surely we may rely on our allies in Terravecchia and Ibalin? And my recent embassy to Zelandra undoubtedly bore fruit. Even Avigny would not wish to vex such a coalition.”

“Come, Leopold! You know Terravecchia could put fewer men in the field than one of my regiments. And the rabble that passes for Zelandra’s army is worse than useless.”

“Nonetheless,” said Leopold, “the sanction of the Father of the Church in Terravecchia must have counted for something. I merely suggest that other expedients might have been considered before submitting to the provocative insolence of the King of Avigny.”

“And how convenient, Chancellor, that you were absent for the counsels where this course was agreed upon. You may now put it about that the decision was made without your knowledge, and present the emperor as a weak-livered old maid, and the archduke as a prodigy of valour.”

Archduke Leopold smiled to reveal exceptionally white teeth which reminded Erich of Doctor Brinkmann. “Of course, I should never do such a thing, Your Imperial Majesty. I hope that the value of my son the count in your counsels to some extent offset the inconvenience of my absence.”

“I am grateful as ever for Count Maximilian’s wisdom,” said the emperor, “as of course I am for yours, Chancellor. I trust you will be on hand to share your insights at tonight’s banquet.”

“Alas, Majesty, my indisposition grows more severe. At my age a hot posset, a blanket, and early rest is all the evening hours permit me.”

Albrecht allowed the remark to fall into quiet air.

“I thank you for your attendance on me this morning,” said Albrecht. “You may all now go about your business.”

The emperor’s counsellors quit the room with quiet efficiency. Erich could not help but notice that Archduke Leopold demonstrated considerably more vigour than he used in entering it.  
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Kurzbach pulled Erich aside into an ante-room off the corridor. “It should go without saying, von Eck, that what you saw and heard this morning is to be shared with no-one.”

“Naturally, sir—although surely the conclusion of the war will be back with our troops before we are.”

“That matter clearly requires confidentiality,” said Kurzbach, “although I was referring more specifically to the relations between emperor and archduke.”

Erich rubbed his chin. “They were certainly less cordial than I expected.”

“I had not seen such open disagreement previously,” said Kurzbach, “but it is perhaps understandable. Leopold grows no younger, his son lacks even a seasoning of good judgement, and some frustration is perhaps to be expected. I was somewhat surprised by the boldness of Leopold’s opposition. He is a wily man, and although I should not say it of our commander, he gives every impression of a man who is plotting something.”

“You can be assured of my silence, General.”

––––––––
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As he was walking along the street back towards his quarters, Erich noticed a covered black cariolo drawn by two horses pulling up alongside him. It was beginning to drizzle, and to Erich’s surprise the window slid down.

“Get in, Captain,” said a smooth voice. “Once the rain starts it will not relent today.”

Erich thought to recognise the voice and was not immediately enamoured of his choices.

“Hurry up, Captain! Affairs of state will not wait all day.”

The window lowered to its fullest extent and Erich saw, as he expected, the acquiline profile of Archduke Leopold. The coachman hopped down from the platform and opened the door. Erich leapt into the carriage, bowed and sat down.

Leopold offered him a white-gloved hand to shake, and peered through a monocle which had not been evident at the earlier conference.

The cariolo resumed its gentle movement. “We had no opportunity for a formal introduction previously,” said Leopold. “Since you fight—no doubt bravely—in my regiment, I should at least thank you for your service.”

“It appears, sir, to have been wasted, based on this morning’s conference.”

Leopold crossed his legs with practised urbanity. “For a man of your age, what does not happen today will happen tomorrow. As one reaches my years, that is a smaller consolation.”

Erich did not feel equal to continuing this debate. After a short pause, Leopold said:

“Tell me, Captain, have you ever taken an interest in demonology?”

Erich blinked at this non sequitur. “I cannot say I have, sir. The days of the demonologists are long past.”

Leopold nodded. “So they are, although to my family they are ever present. It is hard to forget the last Offtringen emperor was an adept of the arts, to his and our house’s destruction. Perhaps as a result, I have always maintained an amateur interest, and have a modest collection of artefacts.”

“I am sure, sir,” said Erich as the rain beat against the window, “that any such collection is more than modest.”

“A man in my position finds it difficult to secure such trifles discreetly. The name of the archduke is regrettably guaranteed to raise prices, and I am at heart a parsimonious man. Or on occasion a treasure is located in an obscure location, which I can scarecely visit myself.”

Erich again felt that silence was his best course.

“I am familiar with reports of your character,” continued Leopold. “General Kurzbach speaks highly of your merits, which is to your credit; my son is equally vehement in defaming you. This inclines me even more in your favour. In short, Captain, I should be delighted if I could count on you to undertake the occasional errand for me.”

This was not a commission Erich could readily decline—and the patronage of the father could be helpful in offsetting the vindictiveness of the son.

Leopold did not wait for assent before saying: “I am close to learning the whereabouts of a most valuable item, which I have sought for many years. Once I am certain of its location, your discreet assistance would earn an archduke’s gratitude.”

“You are the commander-in-chief of my regiment, sir. You need only state your requirements.”

Leopold rapped on the floor of the cariolo with his silver-tipped cane to bring the carriage to a halt. “I will be in touch further, Captain.”

The coachman appeared once more to open the door, and Erich clambered out into the driving rain.
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CHAPTER VI
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Mezistek

Beruzil Empire

––––––––
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General Kurzbach had suggested that Erich take a few days’ leave before returning to his unit. There was no longer a pressing haste as the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers would be advancing no further; all that remained now was to ensure a smooth and efficient retreat back to Imperial territory.

Erich considered returning to Ludingerode, but the war was not yet formally at an end, and he preferred to avoid the danger of falling into the hands of the local Volksbund. Their power now would be unchecked, even augmented since the Avignese intervention, and it would be well to let matters settle for a while.

He was not overwhelmed with other invitations, so he decided to stop off at Mezistek to visit the Glasenapps. He had not left under the most cordial of circumstances, although he had received one carefully polite letter from Marieta and a couple of somewhat less coherent effusions from Elfriede. There were plenty of good hotels in the city if lodging with the doctor proved inconvenient.

So it was that one evening he knocked at the door, his luggage safely stowed at the railway station. The elderly retainer, Gerstner, opened the door with a saturnine impassivity.

“Captain von Eck. A pleasure to see you.” No active pleasure was evident in Gerstner’s face or tone, but displeasure was equally absent. “I will inform Doctor Glasenapp of your arrival. The family is just sitting down to dinner with Doctor Brinkmann.”

Erich nodded curtly and followed Gerstner into Doctor Glasenapp’s study. A newspaper lay on one of the chairs and he scanned the front page.


AVIGNY ENTERS WAR AGAINST EMPIRE

Lauchenland Seeks Honourable Peace—Green Isles Affirm Neutrality

Lauchenland “Now Chastised” says Emperor

Kurzbach Returns to Weinbach

Preparations for Troop Withdrawal Underway



Erich sighed and set the paper down. It said nothing he did not already know, or that he had not witnessed first-hand.

Doctor Glasenapp entered the study and Erich rose to shake hands. Glasenapp looked much healthier than the last time he had seen him.

“Captain! You oblige us so much with your visit, especially at such a time. You are welcome to join us for dinner, and of course to stay for a few days if you are not already lodged? I see from the paper that your regiment is in Weinbach. Have you come straight from Lauchenland?”

“No, I accompanied General Kurzbach to Beruz, and I now return to my regiment.”

“Beruz! You must have some tales to tell of life in the Imperial palaces—you can tell us all over dinner.”

“Much of what I experienced must necessarily be confidential, but I will be glad to share my impressions.”

Glasenapp beamed. “And you show such good breeding in attending us to congratulate Marieta on her betrothal. I believe you once showed some partiality yourself; both Marieta and Doctor Brinkmann will be gratified at your magnanimity.”

Erich took a step back. He could feel the blood drain from his face. “Betrothal?” He picked up the newspaper to occupy his hands. “I am sorry—I knew nothing—although of course I offer my heartiest congratulations.”

He licked his lips and swallowed with difficulty.

“Oh, Captain, forgive me!” cried Doctor Glasenapp. “I imagined that Marieta or Elfriede had written to you, and that was the reason for your attendance.”

Glasenapp blushed, the first time Erich had ever seen him embarrassed. He would not have thought him capable of the emotion.

“I merely thought to pay my respects on my way back to Lauchenland.”

“You will still, of course, join us for dinner? My daughters would be so delighted to see you.”

Erich doubted this, at least in Marieta’s case, and he could think of few ways he would rather spend the evening than congratulating the odious Brinkmann on his good fortune. There was no way of declining the invitation, however, that did not make him look both boorish and jealous, so he would have to make the best of it.

“Lead the way, sir,” he said with a starched smile, and followed Doctor Glasenapp.

––––––––
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At this time of year the temperature was still warm, and no fire was necessary. Erich nonetheless thought to feel a chill as he entered the dining room. There was a moment of contemplative silence as everyone prepared suitable expressions. His eye first caught Brinkmann’s, who favoured him with an insolent grin, his arm draped across Marieta’s shoulders.

“Von Eck!” cried Elfriede as she jumped from her seat to embrace him. “I am so happy to see you!” She kissed him quickly on the cheek; her lips seemed almost feverishly warm.

“Enough, Elfriede,” said Doctor Glasenapp in gentle reproof. “The captain will not wish to be slobbered over before he has even been seated.”

Elfriede seemed unabashed but returned to her seat. Marieta rose more gracefully and approached him. “Erich! We have all read about the terrible fighting in Lauchenland. We are so glad to see you safe.”

Erich took her hand and kissed it. “Your concern flatters me, madam—particularly when you have had such dramatic events in your own life to occupy you. You have my deepest congratulations, of course, Marieta, and my wishes for a long and happy life—to you and your fortunate husband.”

Marieta averted her gaze, but Doctor Brinkmann filled the breach. He gave Erich a firm—over-firm—handshake. “Your good wishes are balm to our hearts, Captain. I well remember from your previous visit your benevolent concern for these motherless daughters. You cannot imagine my delight that you now bless our union!”

Erich gave a bleak smile. “I would certainly be both distressed and angered at anyone who caused unhappiness to either of them—and the anger of a crack shot is best avoided. How fortunate, then, that Marieta is betrothed to a man of such true heart and probity.”

Brinkmann narrowed his eyes. “We will talk of such manly things when the ladies leave us after dinner. My happiness is complete to know that the man who is almost a brother to these girls is here to share our happiness.”

He sat down. “I’m sorry, Elfriede. Did you say something? I did not quite hear you.”

“You are mistaken, Doctor. I merely intoned a blessing for the food we are about to eat.”

“Ah.”

“If I had made a remark intended for your ears, you may be assured it would have been sufficiently audible.”

“Elfriede!” said Doctor Glasenapp. “You are cantankerous tonight. You are over-stimulated by Captain von Eck’s arrival, or is it perhaps an ‘inconvenient time’? In either case, it may be for the best that you retire early tonight. I will ask Meinfrau Reichert to run you a tepid bath after dinner.”

“That will not be necessary, Papa. You will see me on my best behaviour.”

“Hmmf. Captain von Eck will not wish to be bothered with your girlish high spirits, and for that matter neither do I.”

Elfriede had clearly absorbed the principle that, if she had nothing good to say, she should say nothing at all, for she did not say a word for the rest of the meal. Her disapprobation for her father, sister and future brother-in-law were instead confined to her expression, which escaped explicit reprimand. It was with some relief that Erich saw the ladies retire once the plates were cleared away.

Doctor Glasenapp moved deliberately to the sideboard, and brought out a decanter of brandy, three glasses and a box of cigars. He sat down and loosened his belt.

“It does me good to see you, von Eck,” he said with a great exhalation. “It was only a year ago you saw us all but destroyed in Gelnovak. Irmegarde would be so proud to see her daughter betrothed so soon.”

Brinkmann puffed on his cigar with every appearance of satisfaction, regarding Erich from the corner of one eye. “I am sorry never to have met your late wife, Glasenapp. A mother to such lovely daughters must have been a remarkable woman.”

Glasenapp sighed and shook his head. “It does not do to dwell on such things. Here I am, with new friends, in a new city, with a trousseau to fund. The good Lord has plans for us all.”

Erich struggled to contain a snort. “The Archduke’s Own Fusiliers has spent the past year fighting inch by inch from Isenheim to Weinbach, and once we are on the verge of victory, we suddenly accept a peace. I am at a loss to see divine providence in that.”

“The emperor announced,” said Glasenapp with a complacent smile, “that our foes had been shown the error of their ways, with a complete military defeat. To underline that lesson further would only have cost many more lives. Now the Empire and Lauchenland can live once again in amity, and in due course no doubt Lauchenland will petition to rejoin the Empire. You can be proud that you have so bravely fought for our honour.”

Brinkmann set down his cigar with a smirk. “You forget, Glasenapp, that von Eck was in Beruz when the peace was concluded. You can teach him nothing of the workings of statecraft.”

“I did not learn anything to the point,” he said. “Doctor Glasenapp’s analysis is as pertinent as any other.”

“Did you then,” asked Glasenapp, “meet the emperor?”

“Briefly. And the archduke also.”

“What can you tell us of them?”

Erich gave a wry smile. “The emperor was cool and businesslike. I would not have liked him for an enemy. The archduke played on an infirmity I took to be largely assumed.”

“You may remember, von Eck, that the emperor’s sister Princess Viktoria—”

“Yes, yes, Glasenapp, digestive pastilles. I cannot believe there is a man in the empire you have not reminded,” interjected Brinkmann.

Glasenapp drew back like an affronted snail. “It may be as you say, Brinkmann, but these are great moments for a physician. Even with your al-Humrah learning, you cannot claim as much.”

Brinkmann glanced at Erich to see if he had an ally; Erich carefully kept his expression composed. Glasenapp was an old fool and a bore, undeniably, but there was something offensive about the negligent mockery Brinkmann offered him in his own home.

“It is good to retain some goals for the future,” said Brinkmann. “Having now secured the affections of the lovely Marieta, my domestic felicity is assured; I must therefore retain some ambitions in the professional sphere.”

Glasenapp nodded at his future son’s profundity.

“There are many doors into society,” continued Brinkmann. “Von Eck, I believe you are intimately acquainted with the archduke’s son?”

“Count Maximilian is my commanding officer,” Erich said in a neutral tone. “We are not boon companions, and in any event I have been attached to General Kurzbach’s staff.”

“Kurzbach? No family to speak of, I think, but a man of influence. Perhaps you could effect an introduction? Personal physician to such a renowned general could advance my—our—affairs somewhat.”

Erich grinned. “I have heard the general say he would welcome the attentions of a field surgeon should he require an arm or leg removed; until that point he wants nothing of a sawbones or quack.”

Glasenapp sniffed. “In this he shows only his ill-breeding. If Princess Viktoria could—”

“—I am sure you have some influence with him, von Eck. He is not as old as all that, and I can think of several elixirs which would stiffen the sinew, if you catch my meaning.”

Erich considered introducing Brinkmann to the general. The results would undoubtedly be amusing. On the other hand, the poor opinion Kurzbach would form would to some extent encompass Erich as the facilitator of the interview. Regretfully he set the idea aside.

“I believe the general imminently returns to Lauchenland, if he is not there already. Once peace is concluded he will winter on his estates, I am sure.”

“Nonetheless, perhaps you will keep the idea in mind. And what do you intend to do once we are no longer at war?” There was a malicious gleam in Brinkmann’s eye.

“My plans are not fixed. I retain a commission in the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers, as I had before the war. There is no imminent pressure for me to decide my future.”

“I am sure your family will be interested in your marriage prospects, for you are a suitable age. I hope that the better families in the empire will not hold your Altenkirch heritage against you—indeed I am sure they will not! And in Lauchenland, I am sure you will find without too much difficulty a father willing to overlook the fact that you fought against your own country. Certainly a father with money and poor connections would regard you as an excellent match for a modest dowry. Truly, your prospects are not as bleak as they would first appear!”

Erich narrowed his eyes. “I am gratified by your confidence, Brinkmann.”

“Glasenapp is fortunate that he has one daughter already betrothed. He need not settle for less than a splendid match for his second. She, at least, will not need to worry about marriage to a half-pay infantry officer. What do you say, Glasenapp—a baron’s son, at the very least?”

Glasenapp blinked with mild eyes. “I had not calculated in such a precise fashion.”

“Come now, Glasenapp!” said Brinkmann with a bluff laugh. “Your elder daughter is to marry—so I flatter myself—for love, fortunately accompanied by excellent prospects. This union, you have told me yourself, gives you great comfort in your declining years. You can afford, then, to aim high for Elfriede. Her husband can be a man of birth and wealth. She will not marry a duke’s heir, of course, but a second or third son would be just the thing. Our partnership might then expect commissions in the highest ranks of society. The man who once treated Princess Viktoria—you would revel in such a connection. In this, daughters are such a blessing, for a pretty face and a good heart can capture any man!”

“No doubt you are right, Brinkmann. You have a most penetrating mind. I am glad you are so confident of von Eck’s prospects too. I had never before considered they might be blighted, but you have already set my fears at rest.”

“Ah, it is difficult to be on the losing side in war, but doubly so when you have turned your former allegiance away from the victors. Anything Glasenapp or I can do to assist your prospects, it goes without saying, you need only mention. We will both be most active on your behalf, should you choose to stay in the archduchy. If you choose to return to your roots in Lauchenland, alas, our influence will be somewhat more limited.”

“I will naturally await my orders before deciding on my future. For now I must report back to Weinbach, and in any event I am in no hurry to marry.”

“Very wise,” said Brinkmann with a smile. “Until you know your future, it would be unfair to ask any woman, whatever her birth, to share your fortunes. You have always been the most upright of gentleman, von Eck. You have my admiration.”

“Then my time in Mezistek has not been wasted. If you will forgive me, gentlemen, the hour grows late and I should find a lodging for the night.”

“Nonsense, von Eck,” said Glasenapp. “Surely you will bide here, for tonight at least.”

Erich was not elated at the prospect, but it would be impolite to refuse, and finding a reputable hotel so late at night might not be straightforward.

“Very well, sir. I am grateful for your hospitality.”

“Excellent! You may use the same chamber as last time—you remember the way?”

“I do, sir.”

After a cordial round of ‘good nights’, accompanied by Brinkmann’s shark-tooth smile, Erich made his way from the company and up to his chamber. No sooner had he entered than there was a knock on his open door.

“Elfriede! You should not be here at night.”

Elfriede sniffed. In the gloom it was difficult to be certain but it seemed she had been crying. “I will not come in, and the door is open. I do not see the impropriety.”

Erich sat down on the end of the bed with a sigh, while Elfriede stood in the doorway a few feet back.

“I am sorry you had to learn of Marieta’s betrothal this way.”

“And I am sorry to say it did not surprise me.”

Elfriede smoothed her dress. “I take it you are no lover of Doctor Brinkmann.”

“I leave that to your sister.”

“Do not—you should not be bitter, Captain. Marieta does not deserve you, but Brinkmann is a low schemer. I wish there was some way you could help us.”

Erich stood up from the bed. “When I was here last time I suggested a duel, a hint I renewed this time. I find it unlikely he will consent. But if Marieta truly has feelings for him—”

“She does not know what she feels, Captain. Doctor Brinkmann is charming—superficially at least—handsome, and he is at the house all the time. He greatly helped Papa by taking him into partnership. It is hard for Marieta to resist him. She is not, as you must know, a steady character.”

He turned to the lamp on his table and turned the wick up. “In truth I do not know her character as well as I thought.”

“I had hoped at one stage,” said Elfriede with a glance at the carpeted floor, “that you and she were secretly engaged, for then she need not have endured his suit.”

“In that event, I fear he would have turned his attentions to you. Your father’s reputation, and your dowries, make you attractive marriage prospects.”

“I would hope,” said Elfriede with a touch of hauteur, “that our natural gifts would also have featured in your reckoning.”

Erich laughed. “Sometimes you seem much older than your years, Elfriede.”

She set her mouth in a thin line. “And how old do you think I am, Captain?”

“I know you are eighteen.”

“That is not a girl. Many women are betrothed, or even married, at that age. You act and talk like a such a man of affairs, and you cannot be more than one-and-twenty yourself.”

“Twenty-two, to be precise, but the past year has made me feel much older. I can tell you all the stories of Count Maximilian’s buffoonery, but the real stories—what happens on the battlefield, the choices we must make—I would not share with anyone. It is those things which age us.”

Elfriede stepped into the room, then caught herself. “If it is events which give us maturity, this past year has made me more than eighteen too. The bombing, Mezistek, Doctor Brinkmann. And Marieta and I were like sisters should be. Now she hardly talks to me, since soon the conversation turns to Doctor Brinkmann and we quarrel.”

A tear spilled onto her cheek. With one finger she wiped it away. “I swore I would not cry, and I would not inflict my troubles on you,” she said. “Do you know I prayed you would come back? That was selfish of me, for I knew Marieta would only cause you pain.”

Erich was conscious of an unwise compulsion to take her in his arms, and he knew she would not resist. Eighteen, as she had said, was not as young as all that. He swallowed and took a step back.

“I hope you know you can always talk to me, Elfriede,” he said in as level a tone as he could master. “All of our lives became entwined that afternoon in Gelnovak. I do not wish to see Marieta unhappy, of course, but your own happiness is also important to me.”

“When do you return to Lauchenland?”

“I will need to be in Weinbach by the end of the week, so I should try and find an airship tomorrow or the day after.”

“So soon?” Her eyes once again filled. “You cannot imagine how dull Mezistek is—the dreariest town in the empire—and the only thing worse than being ignored by Marieta is being pitied by her.”

“I am sorrier than you know for your sadness. I wish I could tell you Doctor Brinkmann is a better man than you credit, but I do not believe it. I do not leave the Glasenapp household with a light heart.”

“Do not go tomorrow,” she said. “If you can catch the airship on Wednesday, you are at liberty tomorrow. Papa knows I am melancholy—I will ask him to let me show you the city, and he will be sure to agree. After all, your character is beyond reproach!”

Erich knew this was, for several reasons, a highly unfortunate scheme. Still, what awaited him in Weinbach except the drudgery of preparing his embittered troops for their withdrawal from Lauchenland? Once he was back there, he would regret not taking the chance of spending an agreeable day with Elfriede. It might be some time before he could devote himself to any pleasurable activity. And it took two to create an impropriety, so regardless of what fancies Elfriede might entertain, he would not allow them to come to anything. Indeed, he could use the occasion to make it clear that any aspirations beyond friendship she might entertain could go no further. Seen in that light, an excursion tomorrow would in fact be praiseworthy and not in the least reprehensible.

He nodded. “Very well, Elfriede. Speak to your father and you may show me the attractions of the dreariest town in the empire.”

Elfriede grinned and, springing forward, kissed him gently on the cheek. “Sleep well, Captain, until tomorrow.”

She skipped back off towards her own room without a backwards glance. Erich could not suppress a rueful smile as he turned the lamp back down and prepared for bed.
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CHAPTER VII
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The morning dawned cool but sunny, the promise of a fair day ahead. Doctor Brinkmann had gone home the night before, and Doctor Glasenapp was off about his calls—although not before giving his permission to Elfriede’s plan. Marieta sent word downstairs that she was indisposed and required breakfast in her chamber.

Erich was sorry that his presence caused her such discomfort. He had done nothing to earn it. He could see how her betrothal to Doctor Brinkmann caused her embarrassment in his company, but after all, there had never been any understanding between her and Erich. The sudden eruption of war had put paid to that, and he had been in no position to offer more than light flirtation. Back in Ludingerode, his aunt kept a book of suitable brides in Altenkirch society; returning betrothed to a doctor’s daughter from the Mitte did not bear thinking about. He could hardly say that to Marieta, though, so he had to allow her to continue to think he felt cruelly spurned. Perhaps, many years in the future, she would tell her children with a smile that she had once captured the heart of an Imperial Altenkirch officer.

“What are you smiling at, Captain?” said Elfriede with sparkling eyes.

“You would not thank me for telling you,” said Erich as he reached for the coffee pot. “Let us just say that I was feeling more magnanimous towards your sister than you might feel she merits.”

Elfriede smiled brightly. “That must mean she has done no lasting damage to your affections. This can only be seen as good news.”

“Quite so,” he said, refilling her cup. “Now, where are the local attractions which cannot be missed?”

––––––––
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The sights of Mezistek proved as unmemorable as Elfriede had predicted. St Eberd’s Cathedral, while impressive, differed in no material way from the cathedrals he had seen in Jaszvar, Nicherzstein and Eisenstadt, and the ecclesiastical structure brought back to him powerful and unwelcome images of the blazing spire at Isenheim. The view over the lake, however, was undeniably appealing.

Any deficiencies in the backdrop of Mezistek were more than offset by the charm of Elfriede’s company. Freed from the gloomy confines of home, she blossomed in the early autumn sunlight. As they strolled through the first falling leaves of the season in a pleasant park, she slipped her arm through his. Erich had a moment of wonderment remembering a similar moment with Marieta—her sister, after all—only a year ago.

“What will you do once the war is over, Captain?” she asked, looking up into Erich’s face.

“Doctor Brinkmann asked me the same question last night,” said Erich. “He was keen to point out the disadvantages of my situation, which he implied were considerable.”

“That was not my intention,” said Elfriede softly.

Erich smiled. “I never imagined it was. He was simply a dragon baring his teeth to protect his territory. He seems to imagine my best option is to return to Lauchenland and marry a girl my aunt chooses from a catalogue.”

Elfriede’s eyes widened. “You cannot mean to follow that course,” she said in a small voice.

Now was the time for Erich to suggest that this was exactly his plan, true or not. “I have no appetite to return to Lauchenland at the moment. The Altenkirch is not a haven of loyalty to the Bund, but even in Ludingerode it is likely to be noticed that I fought for the enemy.”

“So you intend to stay in the empire?” she asked with a gleam.

No. “Yes.”

“I am glad.” Erich considered the remark superfluous. 

“I have a commission with the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers, a regiment that has existed for over two hundred years. I doubt it will be disbanded. Count Maximilian many be glad to see the back of me, but General Kurzbach will ensure I am not cashiered. Colonel Lucius offered me a position when it seemed we might win the war.”

“So you intend to retain your commission?” The prospect seemed to gratify Elfriede.

“I will need to return to Ludingerode in the future, if only because I am heir to the estate. But my father is in excellent health and the house of von Eck is long-lived.”

“Tell me about your estate,” said Elfriede with a sly smile. “I have always wanted to see the Altenkirch.” She squeezed his arm.

Erich laughed. “That I doubt, Elfriede! It is freezing in the winter and autumn, cool and rainy in the summer. Eulenschloss was never a fine palace, and now is little more than a large and run-down farmhouse. We spend most of the year on the estate, and the occasional ball in Altenkirchen is not exactly an affair of Beruz sophistication.”

“I swear you are trying to discourage my interest, Captain.”

“I am merely pointing out that the life of the Altenkirch aristocrat is glamorous only in comparison with that of the Altenkirch peasant, who experiences all the same disadvantages, with none of the corresponding boon of land ownership.”

“Your aunt and sister must be fine ladies, surely!”

Erich withdrew his gaze. “My sister—well, if she has survived the war, she is at least on the winning side, but she is nobody’s idea of a fine lady. As for my aunt, she has been known to don oilskins and assist in lambing in a storm.”

“I did not mean to pry about your sister,” she said. “Have you heard nothing from her?”

“Not since the start of the war,” said Erich in a tight voice. “One hears rumours, of course. I am given to understand that as recently as the summer Saskia was still alive. I can only hope that she has survived these past three months. A friend of our family, Colonel von Fähnrich, tried to have her assigned to an Altenkirch squadron, where her background would count against her less. She turned him down flat, of course.”

“You must worry.”

Erich paused. “Yes, although it is not that simple. I have seen the terrible damage the airships have done, starting in Gelnovak. You do not need me to tell you that. They have bombed cities and cathedrals, killed my troops. The Aerostatic Corps are our greatest enemies, and they have enabled Lauchenland to make war. I hate war from the air as every right-thinking soldier should, and yet I love Saskia. She is not a cruel or evil person, but I know she must have done cruel and evil things.”

Elfriede took Erich’s hand. “I cannot imagine how you feel. I am only glad it is over.”

“I cannot condemn her. I have done things myself—God knows, have I done them—which I would never wish to relive. That is what war does to us all. One day, perhaps, we will be back in Ludingerode together, and we will never speak of the war.”

They walked along in gentle silence for a while. “When your regiment is back in the empire, you will be given a period of leave, will you not?”

“Yes, of course. We have been in the field for a year with hardly a break. I would expect several months once we are home.”

“Will you spend some time in Mezistek?” She did not look at Erich.

“Your sister would not relish the prospect; even your father might find it a familiarity too far now that you are so settled in your new lives.”

“It is not they who are asking you! Doctor Brinkmann will roar his foolish dragon’s roar, of course. You need not stay with us—there are many grand lodgings in the city, and an infantry captain in a fine uniform will not need to look far.”

“I thought this was the dreariest city in the empire? Surely there will be many more attractive destinations. Beruz, perhaps, or Jaszvar.”

“I hope that not everything in Mezistek is dreary, Captain. There must be some attractions.”

“You are incorrigible, Elfriede.”

“I hope so!” she beamed. “And you must call me Effie, for all my friends do.”

Erich smiled in spite of himself. “And you must call me Captain von Eck, for I am an officer and a man of importance.”

She gently punched him on the arm. “Very well, Captain von Eck. I spy an intriguing café ahead where we can plan your itinerary for when you return.”

“I do not remember—”

“Tush, Captain von Eck. You will be returning to Mezistek and that is settled.”

––––––––
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Well, I made an excellent job of discouraging her attentions today, he thought later, as he walked her back to Doctor Glasenapp’s house. She was young, and it could not be imagined her attachment would run deep.
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CHAPTER VIII
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Weinbach
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Erich disembarked from the airship and reported to the command post at Schloss Marienburg, otherwise known as Count Gregor’s dining room. Gregor and Count Maximilian were sitting in armchairs smoking cigars.

“I had orders to report to General Kurzbach,” said Erich.

Maximilian waved a negligent arm. “Do you see him here?”

“Obviously not.”

“He has been recalled to Beruz. The emperor wishes him to make Jaszvar ready for his habitation once more.”

“Did he leave orders for me?”

Count Gregor said: “Sit down, Captain. The war is now over.”

Erich perched on the edge of a couch. “Nonetheless I remain under orders.”

“We are evacuating Weinbach,” said Maximilian. “Most of the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers are now at Diemersfeld; we will retrace our steps south. My orders were to wait for you and then join them. You are to take the last twenty men here and accompany Colonel Lucius in a withdrawal via Stramfeld. You can pick up a ship at Porrenkirch.”

“I am not coming with the rest of the regiment?”

“If you had returned sooner you could have debated your orders with the general. I do not know what took you so long.”

“I had business in Mezistek,” said Erich. “The general authorised it.”

“Be that as it may; I travel south with my regiment. You retreat via a different route to ensure the natives see soldiers in as many places as possible. The general does not wish it to seem we are slinking away like a whipped cur.”

“Your retreat is with an entire regiment, mine with twenty men?”

Maximilian shrugged and blew out a large malodorous cloud from his cigar. “I may have co-opted some of Colonel Lucius’ escort; the general gave me operational freedom.”

“‘Some’?”

“Fourteen hundred, to be more accurate. It is necessary that as an archduke’s heir I have an escort appropriate to my status.”

“Colonel Lucius has agreed this disposition?”

“I am acting within the parameters the general gave me. I believe Colonel Lucius has asked for clarification; since the general is in Beruz, this will take some while to arrive. In the meantime, I march out tomorrow. You can leave with your company and Colonel Lucius at your leisure.”

Erich sat forward. “We are expected to march north, through hostile territory, with only twenty men?”

Maximilian sat back and smiled. “You heard Count Gregor. The war is over; there is no more hostile territory.”

“You do not think Lauchenlanders might wish to take retribution against the soldiers who despoiled their country?”

“You are seasoned warriors, Captain, not a church party of old women. As long as you pay for your food and lodging I am sure no ill-feeling will arise. Although—”

“Yes?”

“Naturally I am taking the regimental treasury with me when I leave tomorrow. No doubt Colonel Lucius will be resourceful in arranging credit locally.”

Erich looked at the ceiling. “General Kurzbach will be displeased to hear of your actions.”

“Perhaps, although I suspect he will be too busy rebuilding Jaszvar to care. And he will soon realise that in peacetime, any authority he exerts over an archduke’s son is at best nominal.”

“Permission to speak freely, sir?”

“Permission denied. I can guess the direction of your thoughts, which are of only the most tenuous interest in any event. All I wish to know is whether you understand my order to report, with your company, to Colonel Lucius at 0800 hours tomorrow.”

Erich stood and saluted. “Yes, sir.”

“Excellent! Then you are dismissed. Count Gregor won a substantial wager over the billiards table last night, and I am keen to recoup my losses and my honour.”

Erich turned on his heel and walked to the doorway. Over his shoulder he said: “I imagine the former will be easier than the latter, sir.”

The next morning, Erich stood on a balcony with Colonel Lucius, watching the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers march, muskets over their shoulders, south-west out of Weinbach. All that remained was Erich’s own company, whose men had chosen to absent themselves to avoid a repetition of Erich’s ill-humour from the previous evening, which had resulted in a number of demerits.

“So he has really done it,” said Erich.

Lucius permitted himself a wry smile. “Did you ever doubt it? It is exactly the kind of pettiness he is known for, and General Kurzbach’s authority was the only thing keeping it in check. He hates the Altenkirch officers, he hates Kurzbach and he hates me. Here he has managed to pay himself off against us all.”

“Do you have a route in mind?”

Lucius walked back into his chamber and returned with a map.

“As long as we are not too blatant or foolhardy, we should be relatively safe. I do not wish to risk the forests, but neither do I want to march through the major cities. We will cut north and west of Diemersfeld and hug the foothills of the mountains. We’ll fare north from here, skirting Stramfeld, and then across country to Porrenkirch.”

“Could we not commandeer a train with twenty men now?”

“Ha! The Black Albrechts have been too successful. There is not fifty unbroken miles of rail in the whole Lauchenland.”

“That will not make us any new friends on our way home.”

“Just so, von Eck. Caution and vigilance will be our watchwords.”

“I will go and inform my men.”

“Do not dally. I do not wish to remain in Lauchenland a day longer than necessary. We leave immediately after luncheon.”
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The company had been marching north-west for no more than an hour when the engine of the large steamwagon began to misfire. Colonel Lucius dismounted from the only horse and grimly inspected the green-painted locomotive. Jetting, who had been driving, leapt down from the steering platform.

“Should it be making that noise?” asked Lucius. “It does not sound healthy.”

“I am no expert, sir, but it sounds to me as if the Kresky valve is damaged. It is common with this class of engine.”

Lucius sighed. “Von Eck, do you have an engineer in your company?”

“They have all gone south with Maximilian. Jetting here is probably the nearest we have.”

“Jetting, can you repair the Krasky valve?”

“Kresky valve, sir. I can have a look, but I suspect we may need a spare.”

“How long can we keep going with the engine as it is?”

Jetting shrugged. “It could last ten minutes, it might get all the way to Porrenkirch.”

“Sir, might I suggest...?” said Erich. “We have a horse. Someone could ride to the next large town—”

“Birsdorf,” interjected Wysslin.

“—secure a new part, and return here. I am sure Jetting could fit a new Kresky valve.”

Lucius shook his head. “We only have one horse, and I don’t want anyone alone out here, particularly not in an Imperial uniform.” He pulled his map from an inner pocket.

“We are not far from Eisenlingen. We will see if the steamwagon gets us there, and if not we can leave it with guards. We may even get a Kresky valve there.”

“I doubt that Maximilian has left us the best equipment,” said Erich. “It may be quicker to abandon it.”

“We would have to carry all of our supplies, weapons, bedding, and we would not be able to take the rail gun. If we must, we must, but let us try and fix it first.” Lucius vaulted back on to his horse. “Jetting, get the steamwagon moving and we will press on.”

As the afternoon wore on it began to drizzle, and the sun was beginning to set as they arrived at the town of Eisenlingen.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER IX
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Colonel Lucius rode at the head of the company into the town. Wysslin and several other soldiers remained behind to guard the steamwagon. As the company marched up the main street, people on the pavement watched them pass with sullen attention. Lucius rode past a woman who drew her two children back; he reined in his horse with obvious irritation.

“Good evening, Meinfrau,” he said. “Does this town have an engineering shop?”

The woman glared up at him. Erich could not help but feel Lucius had not chosen the most co-operative or knowledgeable informant.

“I am speaking to you,” said Lucius, conscious now that he had to proceed or lose face.

The woman lowered her head to the level of her two children. “Udo, Bertha—run home to your father now.” Bertha scrutinised her mother, then Lucius. Evidently disliking what she saw, she remained where she was. “Bertha, take your little brother home. Now.” She swallowed visibly.

Erich stepped forward. “Meinfrau, we mean no harm. We simply require a part for one of our machines.”

A crowd—maybe ten or a dozen—was beginning to congregate.

“Bertha!” shouted the woman. “Go!”

From the gathering crowd a voice called: “Meinfrau Dangott, my lad has gone to fetch your husband. Bertha, Udo—come here.”

“Go on,” said Meinfrau Dangott in a faltering voice. “Go and stand with Meinherr Baum.”

The crowd was now larger. A dozen had become twenty or more. From the corner of his eye, Erich saw Otto and Veringen unshoulder their rifles.

“Otto,” he snapped. “That will not be necessary.”

The crowd was only muttering at the moment, but its mood was darkening.

“—Leave her alone—”

“—Imperial scum—”

“—good riddance—” 

“Meinfrau Dangott,” said Erich, “We are simply asking for information. Where is there an engineering shop?”

A man pushed forward from the crowd. “There’s no such thing here. Eisenlingen is only a small town; if we want such goods we go to Weinbach, and I suggest you do the same.”

Veringen took two steps forward to look the man in the face. “I don’t like your tone, Lauchenlander.”

The man licked his lips. “And I don’t like your army. But here it is anyway.”

Veringen took a final step forward and tensed his right arm. “Veringen! Stand down!” said Erich.

From a window above the street, an object fell with considerable force: thrown and not dropped. It narrowly missed Veringen’s head and rolled into the gutter. Veringen unslung his rifle and pointed it in the direction of the throw. Several others did the same.

“Private Veringen!” said Lucius in a quiet but penetrating voice. “Are you truly afraid of a turnip?”

Veringen coloured and there was some muffled laughter from the crowd.

“Come now,” said Erich, hoping to capitalise on this moment of humour. “Tell us what we need to know and we can all be about our business.”

The man who had spoken before said: “I did not deceive you. Any fancy engineering work we need we send to Weinbach for. I’d give you the same advice, and not just to get rid of you.”

Jetting pulled the cracked Kresky valve from his pocket and peered at it. “I imagine a blacksmith would do just as well. You cannot tell me you do not have one of those.”

“Georg Wernitz is the man you want, then.”

“And where might we find him?” asked Erich.

“He might not be so keen to see you. His forge was requisitioned for railway repairs.”

Meinfrau Dangott interjected: “Do not be such an ass, Vogt! The sooner Wernitz does what they want, the sooner these Imperial devils go.”

Vogt shrugged an indicated a side street. “This way, if you’re coming.”

“Von Eck, take Jetting and a couple of other men and get this Wernitz to fashion a new valve. We will find a tavern.”

Meinfrau Dangott winced. “My husband is the innkeeper.”

“Excellent,” said Lucius. “Now you and I are acquainted, you can introduce us. We will pay for any ale we consume.”

Erich strongly doubted this, since he was not aware the company had any coin, but this was not the time to raise an objection. “Jetting, Borck, Veringen: with me. We have a blacksmith to visit.”
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Dusk was falling as Vogt led the Imperial soldiers up to the forge. “Georg!” he called. “You have a commission.”

From within came a bellow. “Is that you, Vogt? I’m closed for the evening. Come back tomorrow, for I’m ready for my dinner now.”

“You’ll want to stay open for this.”

Georg, a burly black-headed man, issued from the forge with apron and tongs. On seeing the soldiers he drew back.

“What is this, Vogt?”

“Meinherr Wernitz?” said Erich smoothly. “I am Captain von Eck of the Imperial army. I am hoping you would oblige us by forging a replacement part.”

Jetting brought forth the valve from his pocket.

“And is Lauchenland not at war with the Empire, Captain Fancypants?”

“Strictly speaking, an armistice is in force, and you cannot be keener for us to leave Lauchenland than we are to quit it.”

“Here you are nonetheless.” Wernitz wiped his hands on his apron.

“We are making our way home. One of our machines has broken and we will need a new part.”

“And of course you will pay me, double time plus the cost of the iron.”

Jetting’s eyes flickered.

“I can offer you a note of hand, drawn on the Bank of Beruz.”

“And what use is that to me, in the middle of Lauchenland? I do not even know what a ‘note of hand’ is, but I do know my chances of getting to Beruz to cash it.”

“Any bank will cash it. You do not need to go to Beruz.”

Wernitz dropped his tongs and folded his arms. “You can try all your city tricks, Captain. But the only money I recognise is silver. And if you come here at night wanting me to make you a part, I reckon you must want it pretty bad. That means I can name a handsome price.”

“You have more in common with the Bank of Beruz than you realise,” said Erich. “The fact remains that I, and my twenty soldiers, need that part, and we do not intend to leave Eisenlingen without it.”

Veringen grinned and unshouldered his rifle.

“So you are going to shoot me?” said Wernitz with a sneer. “And then who will make your part?”

“Not you,” said Veringen, pointing his rifle instead at Vogt. “You don’t want to see him dead because you wouldn’t make us a piece of metal.”

Erich cursed inwardly. The situation did not need violence to resolve, but Veringen was making it more likely. “That’s enough, Veringen. We aren’t shooting anyone.”

Veringen paused for a moment and lowered his rifle. “Yes, Captain.”

“The fact remains,” said Wernitz. “Until I see the colour of your money, my forge is closed.”

Veringen struck Vogt a crunching blow in the face with the stock of his rifle; Vogt gave a wordless cry and slumped to the ground. “No shooting, the captain said,” grinned Veringen. “There’s still a lot I can do to your friend.”

Borck pointed to the forge’s roof. “That’s a very nice thatch, Captain. They can be flammable in the right conditions, though. The one in our village burned up a few years back.”

Erich looked speculatively at the roof. “A sound observation, Sergeant. It would be unfortunate if a similar situation arose here. Meinherr Wernitz, Sergeant Borck has given you some valuable information on the risks of a thatched roof. Such information is worth money, and I would suggest it is equivalent to the cost of our new part. If you agree, there will be no need to conduct a fire test on your roof.”

Wernitz spat on the ground, just far enough from Erich’s feet not to constitute direct insult. “And you people wonder why we rebelled against the Empire—not that your voice sounds Beruziln. You come from much closer to home, my lad.”

Erich tensed his jaw. “Are you going to make the valve or not? You must see your alternatives are worse.”

“Do you think he has a wife, sir? Or daughters perhaps?” said Veringen with an insinuating leer.

“I am quite civilised, for a soldier,” said Erich. “You will notice that the same does not apply to all my men.”

Wernitz stepped across to Jetting and snatched the valve from his hand.

“It will be quicker and easier to repair the crack in this one,” he said tonelessly. “Without a mould I could not quickly fashion a new piece. A repair won’t be as good as new, but it will be good enough.”

Veringen sneered again. “Good enough to get us out of your town, maybe, and then twenty miles down the road it cracks again. You must take us for idiots.”

Jetting ran a hand through his hair. “He’s right that it will take time to make a new one from scratch. If this one gets us to Birsdorf, we can get a new part there—it’s a much bigger town.”

Veringen narrowed his eyes. Erich said: “How long to fix it?”

“Half an hour,” said Wernitz. “Or a whole day to make you a new one, if it goes right first time.”

“Veringen, watch over him to make sure he’s not slacking. Borck, keep an eye on Vogt; I am not ready for him to return to the town yet.”

Vogt’s nose was clearly broken, and his face bloody. It was definitely for the best he remained where he was for the moment.

“Well, Meinherr Wernitz?” said Erich. “What are you waiting for?”
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Erich made his way back to the tavern where the rest of his men were waiting. He did not find the idea of being intoxicated in a hostile town attractive, so he nursed a weak ale while eating a highly-spiced sausage. Eisenlingen, he reflected, was under twenty miles from Weinbach—many more remained before they reached the coast and Porrenkirch. The locals here had not been violent, but their mood was ugly, and it would not have taken much to tip them over into outright attack. With twenty armed men, a rabble of villagers could probably be subdued, but it did not augur well for the leagues ahead. Zwingenstein was sizeable, and it was not the only town in their path.

Lucius clapped him on the shoulder. “Cheer up, von Eck,” he said. “By morning we will be on the road again.”

Erich looked up from his beer. “Until the next time the steamwagon breaks down.”

“Once we are back in the Empire, I will arrange with General Kurzbach for your transfer to my command, with any subordinates you choose. We may not be ruling Lauchenland but there will be plenty of opportunities for young and ambitious men—if you are prepared to leave your Altenkirch estates behind for a while.”

“No difficulty there. I am in no hurry return, and I do not expect a warm welcome from the local Volksbund.”

Lucius pulled at his moustache. “We will have to deal with the Volksbund before we next attempt to regain our territory. I understand the emperor is looking for men who may be able to destabilise them—another way in which someone of your background could be useful.”

“Once my sister is out of their reach I will feel more comfortable about such activities.”

Lucius nodded. “Now hostilities are over we should be able to establish her whereabouts rapidly enough. What happens then is up to her.”

The door burst open and a swirl of cool night air rushed the tavern.

“Jetting!” cried Lucius. “Do you have our valve?”

Jetting gave a strained smile and pulled an object from his pocket. “As good as new, sir.”

“Excellent! And yet you look as if you have found a silver florin and lost a gold mark.”

Jetting glanced across at Veringen, who was standing with a clearly feigned nonchalance. “There were some difficulties with the locals, Colonel.”

Erich felt a gripping sensation in his bowels. “What kind of ‘difficulties’, Veringen? Where are Vogt and Wernitz?”

“They attacked us,” said Veringen in a flat voice. “I shot them.”

“They attacked two armed men? Vogt was barely conscious.”

Veringen shrugged. “Wernitz came at us with his blacksmith’s hammer. I feared for our lives.”

Erich stepped across the room towards him. “He waited until after he had repaired our valve? That is curious timing.”

“Perhaps he thought to surprise us, sir.”

“Jetting, is that what happened?” 

Jetting turned a moist glance to Veringen. “Yes, sir. It is as Veringen said.” He stared at the stained wooden floor.

Erich looked at him a long moment. “When we are back in barracks, Veringen, we will examine your account more closely.”

“Yes, sir. I am sure there are many incidents we would wish to reconsider. I will take my turn along with everyone else.”

Lucius interjected. “Where are the bodies, Private?”

“In the stream, sir, weighed down with stones.”

“They will be discovered there soon enough. Von Eck, get your men together. We leave tonight.”

“Sir?”

“Do you want to be here when the bodies are discovered? I want us on the road north in one hour.”

“Yes, sir. You heard the colonel,” Erich said to the company. “We leave now.”

“What about the landlord?” said Borck, looking back at the bar where Meinherr Dangott remained motionless.

Veringen raised his rifle. “That problem is easily solved.”

“Stand down, Private Veringen,” said Lucius in a level voice. “Killing civilians is not the way an Imperial army behaves.”

“He will rouse the village against us, sir,” said Veringen as he lowered his rifle.

“Bring him with us,” said Lucius. “We can release him in the morning.”
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CHAPTER X
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The next few days were accompanied by a steady drizzle which was in keeping with the company’s mood. The repaired Kresky valve functioned impeccably, even though the steamwagon was now laden with provisions looted from the inn at Eisenlingen. Dangott had made no objection to his stores being emptied—he was understandably preoccupied with whether his captors planned to shoot him. In the end Lucius had his bonds untied some three miles outside the town and, propelled by a kick to the rear from Veringen, he set off back down the road with a cringing scurry which in other circumstances would have been comical.

At Waedenswill, some three days further down the road, supplies once again ran low. Lucius despatched Erich and an escort into the town, to find the populace more organised than at Eisenlingen. The Volksbund in their black uniforms were out in force, and there was more than a scattering of fully armed soldiers.

Erich and his men were disarmed at the gate. “You two, follow me,” said an unsmiling Volksbunder, indicating Erich and Borck. “The commandant will see you in the Rathaus.”

Borck looked at Erich who gave a stiff nod, and they set off down the street.

The Rathaus was an appealing confection of spires, balconies and cupolas, distinctly Old Imperial in style. Erich doubted that their surly escort had much interest in architecture, so he kept his thoughts to himself. Black banners with Volksbund logos hanging either side of the doorway detracted from the building’s aesthetic appeal, but undeniably increased its menacing grandeur.

The commandant, whose office overlooked the town square, was a man in his mid-thirties, well-fed without being fat.

“Sit down, gentlemen,” he said, his grey eyes cold and expressionless. “I am Commandant Talhain. I am interested to learn the reason for your presence in Waedenswill.”

“Now that the war has concluded,” said Erich, “my unit is making its way back to home territory. We are running short of supplies, and hoped to resupply here.”

Talhain sat back in his chair with a smirk. “‘The war has concluded’, eh? You mean the Empire is scuttling home with its tail between its legs.”

“Our army, which was undefeated in battle, is now leaving Lauchenland, which I imagine is greatly to your satisfaction.”

Talhain’s smile was now broad. “Undefeated you may have been, Captain, but here you are, scurrying away with Lauchenland still standing tall. Under the leadership of the Volksbund, it will always be so.”

“With all due respect,” said Erich in a tight voice, “we are unlikely to agree in our analysis of the conflict. Where we both agree, however, is that our presence here is unwelcome, and a smooth passage to the Empire to be desired.”

“Why should I not,” said Talhain, leaning forward and cracking his knuckles, “simply string up you and your men? The citizens of Waedenswill would surely profit from the example.”

Erich looked around the office, gestured out of the window. “It does not seem as if the war has greatly touched Waedenswill,” he said. “I do not know how many armed men you have, but mine are battle-hardened. We fought every step of the way from Isenheim to Weinbach. My escort and I may be unarmed, but the rest of my company most definitely are. If you do not consider the war to be over, you may be sure that I too will not.”

Talhain leaned back. “I merely outlined a hypothesis—admittedly a pleasing one. You may go on your way.”

“With our supplies?”

“We have heard,” said Talhain in a leaden voice, “of how you resupplied yourselves at Eisenlingen. Two men dead, a tavern looted. It is not how a defeated army in enemy territory behaves. You may be sure there will be no looting and no free supplies here, Captain.”

“We are able to pay,” said Erich. 

“I was given to understand from your exploits in Eisenlingen that you were without funds.”

Erich reached into his tunic and pulled out a pouch which fell to the table with a satisfying thud. “There is more outside.”

For the first time there was a glimmer in Talhain’s eye.

“So you can pay for your goods?”

“If they are fairly priced.”

“It may be our merchants do not wish to sell to you.”

“This purse is not for them,” said Erich. “Consider it an agent’s fee, for ensuring the necessary transactions go through. And I am indifferent as to how much of the remainder goes to the merchants as long as we get our supplies.”

Talhain coloured. “You think I can be bribed?”

“I did not use that term, Commandant. To my mind I am paying to achieve efficiency and rapid service. No doubt this will put you to a degree of inconvenience, for which I am prepared to recompense you.”

Talhain picked up the purse and loosened the drawstring. He seemed content with what he found inside, for he said: “Leave a list of your requirements with my clerk downstairs. Your goods will be with you by nightfall.”
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“I have to say,” said Erich as he sat next to Lucius on top of the steamwagon that evening, “that I did think for a while he was going to hang us. The Volksbund is not known for the rationality of its decision-making.”

“No,” said Lucius, handing him a chicken leg from the new supplies, “but you can rely infallibly on their greed. No Bunder, and especially not one that senior, is going to turn down unearned money simply to make a political point.”

“And the fact that it was not our money is neither here nor there, I suppose. Emptying Dangott’s strongbox was a sensible move.”

“Silver does not belong to anyone,” said Lucius. “It simply has a series of temporary custodians. These coins have rapidly gone from Dangott, to us, to Commandant Talhain. We have all, in our way, made some use of it.”

“Dangott, who laboured to earn them, perhaps less than most.”

“That is the way of the world,” said Lucius. “And in any event, he remains alive, when many do not. There could have been worse ends to his guardianship of the coins.”

“Very true,” said Erich, standing and leaping down from the steamwagon. “I am going to check that my men are not suffering from their temporary custodianship of the beer barrel.”

Both Lucius and Erich were unsettled by the reception they had received in Waedenswill, and resolved to avoid the larger towns where possible, and stretch their supplies more thinly. Zwingenstein lay on their route, but had the reputation of a partisan Volksbund town. After some deliberation, Lucius decided to drop to the south, into the foothills of the mountains, passing by the smaller town of Erdorf.

“We are less than a third of the way to the border,” said Erich one cool morning, his breath condensing in the air. He walked with Lucius as they patrolled the border to the camp.

“Once we are past Erdorf we can follow the road to the coast. We will be in Porrenkirch in a week.”

Erich snapped off a stalk of couch-grass as they walked. “We cannot be certain the road is clear.”

“Your man Veringen was thorough in his interrogation of the man we captured.”

“The prisoner would have told Veringen anything by the end. Torture is not a reliable means of securing information. And the courier might not have known anything anyway.”

“It would have been better if the courier had not died,” admitted Lucius. “It is now impractical to pose supplementary questions to a corpse.”

“I would prefer not to employ Veringen on such duties in future.”

Lucius looked at Erich from the corners of his eyes. “We cannot be too squeamish. Our own lives are in danger, and we will never recover Lauchenland if we are over-scrupulous.”

“I know, but—”

“I understand that at Diemersfeld, you were forced to take measures of an extreme nature.”

Erich flushed. “That is why I am so opposed to them now—and to Veringen’s interventions.”

Lucius stopped walking and looked Erich in the eye. “You won a medal for the action. Your company neutralised a most dangerous threat, and saved many lives in the taking of Diemersfeld.”

“I am not proud of my actions, nor those of some of my men.”

Lucius put a hand on his shoulder. “You should be, Erich. Wars are won by men who can be cruel when the time comes. You leave the cruelty on the battlefield, and pick it up again when you return to battle.”

“I will not hide the fact that Private Veringen has never in my experience set aside cruelty.”

“He is a dangerous man, for certain,” said Lucius. “That is no bad thing in a soldier.”

“The other men do not like him. Frankly, I do not like him. He clearly murdered two men in Eisenlingen, which has made our subsequent journey that much more perilous.”

Lucius pulled his moustache. “We will not get home because Lauchenlanders love us,” he said. “We will get home because they hate and fear us. Once we are home, if you feel Veringen is a malign influence, you transfer or discharge him. Your men are tools, Erich. If you want the steamwagon mended, you use Jetting; if you want to eat a hearty meal with only turnips and offal, then Wysslin is your man; and equally, if you want to inflict pain and terror, you will turn to Veringen. Such a man will never lack for employment, regrettably.”

Erich tossed his grass stalk to the ground. “And what about me, Colonel? What kind of tool am I?”

Lucius sighed. “You should not be so prickly, Erich. You are an invaluable battle officer, a seasoned commander. Your knowledge of Lauchenland will prove most useful to the emperor over the coming years. You need not fear your utility is at an end.”
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Jetting jumped down from the cockpit of the steamwagon and looked up at the mountain road.

“She will not go up there, sir,” he said. “The steamwagon performs solidly on level ground, but iron is heavy and her steam engine is not that powerful. If we want to take that route, we must all travel on foot.”

Lucius looked around and stroked his moustache. In one direction lay the steady winding track into the mountains; to the other the road to Erdorf.

“We will not need the steamwagon for much longer,” said Erich. “Once we are at Porrenkirch we cannot take it further.”

Lucius grimaced. “True, and the mountain trails are safer, if more roundabout. On the other hand, the steamwagon has not only our supplies, which we could carry, but the rail gun, which we could not. It has considerable stopping power, and even greater deterrence.”

“To retain it means we will need to approach, maybe even enter, Erdorf.”

Lucius shielded his eyes. “I am more concerned about Zwingenstein. If we skirt Erdorf and retain the machinery, we will be at Porrenkirch at least a day earlier, and in force. If we arrive there on foot, we may find the garrison has not heard of the armistice.”

Erich nodded at the force of this argument. Lucius said to Jetting: “Back aloft—we will turn and head for Erdorf.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jetting, climbing back aboard the steamwagon.

Above them, thickening autumn cloud blotted out the hazy sunshine.
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CHAPTER XI


[image: image]


Erdorf
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The road sloped into the distance. On either side of the path pine trees crowded in. Although it was only mid-afternoon, the heavy cloud cover and dense tall trees took out much of the light. At the head of the column Colonel Lucius sat astride his horse. Jetting brought the steamwagon up close behind. Erich ensured that his column did not become too far detached, for the woodlands had a stillness he disliked. The faint trilling of birdsong, rather than brightening the afternoon, seemed to mock the seriousness of the soldiers.

Ahead the road forked, the left-hand path continuing into the town, while the right side curved away to the east. Colonel Lucius slowed as they approached the junction. He rose in his saddle and pointed right.

From the trees, stark against the gloom, came a series of flashes, then crackles. There was a cry as Jetting crashed down from the seat of the steamwagon, and suddenly Lucius too was sprawling on the ground.

“Attack! Take cover!” cried Erich, diving for the protection of the steamwagon as he pulled out his pistol. 

The men skittered into the trees on the opposite side to the gunfire. For a moment there was silence. Jetting lay unmoving on the road while Lucius was crawling for the steamwagon. Two other men lay motionless in the road.

“Fire at will!” called Erich, and his men blazed away into the trees on the far side of the road. No enemies were visible in the densely-packed wood. He beckoned to Borck and Veringen. Silently he indicated the far side of the road, and set off with them close on his tail.

“We need to find out how many and where they are,” whispered Erich.

They crept over the fallen pine needles, their slow steps echoing in Erich’s ears like the earlier gunfire. If they ran directly into a group of Lauchenlanders they were dead men, but it was imperative to learn the size and location of the enemy.

Deeper they forged into the woods, but there was no sign of any attackers. They were local men, and they knew the terrain.

From the other side of the road came more gunfire. Erich could not tell if it was his own men or another group of Lauchenlanders. Next to him, Veringen’s rifle came up and swiftly discharged two rounds. There was a stifled cry and a body crashed to the needle-strewn ground. Crackling in the undergrowth indicated others fleeing. If Erich did not know how many Lauchlanders were here, the opposite must also hold true.

Borck crawled across to the prone enemy, drew a finger across his throat to indicate he had found a corpse. “Volksbund,” he whispered, tapping his biceps to indicate an armband.

Erich looked back to the road to see a group of black-clad soldiers emerge from the trees onto the road. They fired a volley towards the Imperials as they ran back down the road. From the steamwagon came the rapid raking fire of the rail gun: it looked as if Wysslin had made it to the gun platform. His shooting appeared inaccurate, for none of Lauchlanders fell as they ran back down the road. As they got to the fork, they broke left back down towards Erdorf.

Otto’s squad made to chase after them. “Stand down,” called Erich. “We don’t know how many they have in the town, and in any event we know where they are.” He gave a grim smile. “We can visit them in force later. For now, look to the wounded.”

Count Maximilian had not left them with any medical staff, but for three of the four men hit by gunfire, this was irrelevant, for they were dead. Erich examined them all, and closed their eyes. Jetting, the only man who properly understood how the steamwagon worked, was among them.

Colonel Lucius, who lay on the ground in a pool of blood, was not among the dead. He had been hit in the neck and the torso, but remained conscious.

“Sir, can you hear me?” said Erich.

Lucius nodded weakly. Erich was no judge, but the wounds appeared grave. Private Schwab walked towards them. “I am no doctor, sir, but I was a butcher in civilian life. If it is not disrespectful, there are some similarities.”

Erich nodded. “Take a look.” He cradled Lucius’ head in his lap as Schwab inspected the wounds.

“He needs proper medical attention,” said Schwab. “The bullet is still in his belly, and probably some of his uniform too. I could not repair the wound safely, even if I had instruments.”

Erich pursed his lips. “We will have to take him into Erdorf. They will have doctors there.”

“They also tried to kill us, sir.”

“The Volksbund may have done. I cannot believe the citizens of the town to be so bloodthirsty.”

He leaned over to Lucius. “Colonel—we are going to take you into Erdorf for proper treatment. Your wounds require attention.”

Lucius shook his head. “No,” he breathed. “Waste of time—too late for that—”

Erich caught Schwab’s eye; the butcher’s expression suggested he agreed.

“One way or another we are going to Erdorf,” said Erich. “To find a doctor, and in turn burn out this nest of Volksbunders.” He laid Lucius’ head gently on the ground and stood up.

“Sergeant Otto! Form the men up! We march for Erdorf! Wysslin—start the steamwagon, and Borck, you man the gun platform. I do not want anyone in that village thinking we are pleading for assistance. We are taking it, and anyone who prevents us dies.”

He leapt up onto the steamwagon with Wysslin and Borck to survey his soldiers. They were in a mood for dark deeds. “Veringen!” he called down. “You lead the way. If you see anything suspicious, shoot it.”

Veringen grinned and saluted. “Aye, sir.”
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The steamwagon rolled down the road, flanked on either side by soldiers with rifles at the ready. Erich stood next to Wysslin as he steered the clanking wagon along the road. Behind him lay Lucius, with Schwab doing what he could to staunch the bleeding. It seemed to Erich that the colonel had lapsed into unconsciousness.

As they drew closer to the town the road acquired a name—Marktstrasse—and began to wind back on itself. It provided, Erich thought, all too many opportunities for ambush, but whoever had attacked them previously had no appetite to renew hostilities against armed and trained men in open terrain.

They came around the last bend to a gate before them. It was readily defensible, and a makeshift barricade had been set up, seeming to consist of little more than a few planks hastily nailed together. If there were also defenders they were well hidden.

Erich turned to Borck. “Give them a taste of the rail gun.”

Borck cranked the aiming mechanism down to sit parallel with the road and fired a burst of a few seconds. In the quiet afternoon the sound ruptured the illusion of peace; the barricade disintegrated into splinters. Borck continued to fire into the stonework surrounding the entrance, chips of flint flying up into the air.

Erich held up one hand. “Enough.”

The steamwagon once again started up and rolled through the gates. Far from being defended, Erdorf seemed deserted.

“They are not keen to fight us, sir,” grinned Borck.

“In that they are wise,” said Erich. “Wise indeed.”

“That looks like an inn, sir. I’ll wager there are people in there know where a doctor can be found.”

Erich nodded crisply. “Sound thinking, Borck.” He looked around the men. “Veringen! With me. I find myself with a thirst.”

Veringen stepped forward as Erich leapt down to the pavement. Borck swung the rail gun round to face the inn.

Veringen kicked at the solid wooden door with the sole of his boot; the door remained firm. Erich tried the handle, found it unlocked and, with a snort, stepped through the door.

The dim saloon was crowded, mostly with women and children. Veringen fired his rifle twice into the ceiling, and the room filled with screams as people flung themselves to the floor. Erich jumped up onto the bar.

“I am Captain von Eck of the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers of the Imperial Armies. If you listen carefully to my requirements, there is no need for anyone here to be hurt.”

Veringen stepped behind the bar, swung the stock of his rifle down and dragged out the cowering innkeeper. “I prefer you where I can see you,” he said.

“My men were recently attacked by cowardly scum of the Volksbund hiding in the woods,” said Erich. “There will necessarily be a reckoning with these men; more importantly, however, I require the services of a doctor, as one of our officers is severely wounded.”

He glanced around and noted the eyes of the room were on him. “Who will fetch the doctor?”

A woman on the floor nervously raised a hand. “Doctor Felsing’s surgery is only next door,” she said.

“Get him. Now. Be warned, there are armed men outside, and any attempt at trickery would be unwise. The wounded man is on the steamwagon.”

The woman gathered her skirts and scurried off.

“While we wait for the doctor, we can turn our attention to the Volksbund. A group of considerable size retreated this way. Where will we find them? I am keen to learn why we were attacked as we peacefully made our way back to the Empire.”

The innkeeper scrambled to his feet. “They were not from Erdorf,” he said, licking his lips. “We only have a small Bund office here. The men you are looking for came from Zwingenstein.”

Veringen backhanded him across the face. “That would suit you just nicely,” he said. “Send us haring off to Zwingenstein. We are not so stupid as you think.”

The innkeeper dabbed at his bleeding mouth. “Nonetheless it is true. We never asked for war, and we want only to see it out.”

“You did,” said Erich. “The war is over, and you won. How does victory feel?”

The innkeeper chose to say nothing. Veringen punched him in the stomach. “Answer when an officer speaks to you.”

“I meant no—” He paused to gather his breath. “I meant no disrespect. War has not touched this town yet, and we do not want it to do so now.”

“The Volksbund should have thought of that before they ambushed us.”

“I tell you, they were not from Erdorf.”

“I assume there is a local Volksbund commander in the town.”

“Yes, but—”

“But?”

“He is not a military man—he is just a merchant.”

“I think we shall hear what he has to say,” said Erich grimly. “I am keen to learn how he accounts for the Volksbund’s actions. Veringen, go outside and organise his arrest.”

“Sir.”

A woman with a baby stood up. “Captain,” she said. She looked tired, Erich thought, but not cowed.

“Yes, Meinfrau.”

“The man you are looking for is my husband. He is an ordinary man, who joined the Volksbund only to advance his career. I am sorry your comrades have been wounded, but do not punish my husband, for he is guiltless of any crime.”

“Approach,” said Erich. “Come, you have nothing to fear. I do not know what you have heard about the Imperial army, but we do not murder women and children.”

She walked with a careful grace towards him, watchful as Erich clambered down from the bar. Although cautious, she retained a self-possession Erich could only find admirable in the circumstances.

“I do not wish to inflict more suffering than I need,” he said. “There has been enough death and destruction already. But the war is over, and my men were treacherously attacked. I will have justice—or retribution, if you prefer.”

“We have laws in Lauchenland, Captain, as I suppose you do in the Empire. Report the incident to the authorities, and go on your way.”

Erich gave a harsh bark of laugher. “You are naïve, Meinfrau, to imagine that matters are so readily resolved. I should report to your husband and leave him to take the appropriate action? I imagine his redress would be rather less than I am seeking.”

“The men you are looking for are not here, Captain. Meinherr Tornau was correct that they came from Zwingenstein, and that is where you must seek them.” She seemed almost to smile.

“I hold the Volksbund collectively and individually responsible,” he said. “An exemplary punishment will be necessary, both to assuage my men’s anger, and to ensure we are not further molested on our journey. I regret that your husband may face the consequences of his choices after all.”

“I will not beg for my husband’s life, or my own,” she said. “The powerful will do as they choose, be they Volksbund or Empire. That lesson I learned long ago.”

Erich felt a prickle of guilt. The woman was innocent of any malign act, and her husband was probably little more than a puffed-up local functionary. But to leave Erdorf without some demonstration of power—and more importantly, of ruthlessness—was an invitation to any other band of Volksbund between here and Porrenkirch to set upon them. Veringen would have no hesitation in stringing men up at random if necessary, but surely he himself retained some scruples? Wars are won by men who can be cruel when the time comes. Colonel Lucius had said as much only the previous day.

She laid a hand on his arm. “I am truly sorry for your losses, Captain,” she said softly. “I care nothing for war, and my only prayer over this past year has been that my brother returned from it safely, regardless of who won.”

Erich drew his arm back. “Your brother is in the Volksbund too? You are perhaps not the innocent you appear.”

She drew herself up to her full willowy height. “My brother hates the Bund and all it stands for, but like everyone else he fights for his land and his honour.”

The door crashed open, two men roughly propelled in at the point of Veringen’s bayonet.

“I think these are the men you are looking for, Captain.”

Erich drew back his shoulders. “Approach!”

The two men looked at each other. One, in a torn Volksbund tunic, blinked behind his glasses; the other, in grubby white shirtsleeves, gave Erich a glance of cool appraisal.

“Identify yourselves,” said Erich as they stood before him. 

The first man licked his lips. “I am Meinherr Grünlich. I work on occasion in the local Volksbund office.”

Erich stepped a pace closer. “‘Work in?’ I am given to understand you are the town’s Volksbund commander.”

Grünlich glanced at the woman with the baby. “If you insist on precision, yes, but the office has only five staff.”

“Veringen,” said Erich in a cool voice, “I feel we may need to have a more comprehensive conversation with this one. Have him bound. He looks the sort to sidle off when our attention is elsewhere.”

The second man failed to suppress a snigger. Erich turned to face him. “You are a calm one, Meinherr, to laugh at such a time.”

The man rubbed his chin. “Truly, sir, there is little enough amusement in the situation. I merely smiled at how accurately you had captured Meinherr Grünlich’s character.”

Erich felt a fluttering of unease at the man’s self-possession. He held all the cards—and weapons—but this did not daunt the man before him.

“Name yourself,” he said. “You too may find you have questions to answer.”

“My name is Voss. I do not conceal that I am an Air-Captain in the Lauchenland Aerostatic Corps.”

“‘Voss’?”

“The name is not unusual.”

Erich swallowed. “My name is von Eck. Does that mean anything to you?”

The man, Voss, blanched. “Yes. Yes, it does.”

“Veringen! Maintain order here. I will not be long.” Erich reached out for Voss’ collar and dragged him through to the shabby room where the innkeeper sat in quiet hours.

“Sit,” he said brusquely. Voss complied and Erich sat on the room’s only other seat. “My name seemed familiar to you, Meinherr Voss.”

“My navigator was Saskia von Eck. I believe that is your sister.”

Erich felt an overwhelming tightness in his chest. His shoulders slumped. “‘Was’? She is dead, then?”

Voss gave a tight grin. “Not the last time I saw her, although she may have wished to be. She was in military detention at Grinzwald, having been found guilty of a raft of offences. She was sent to the fortress at Drachenschloss. I have no idea where she is now.”

“What has she done?”

Voss shook his head and smiled wryly. “You know your sister better than I do. It will not surprise you to know she questioned orders, quarrelled with her superiors—but most of all she was guilty of being an Altenkirch aristocrat.”

“No, that does not surprise me.”

“She was also a peerless navigator and a good friend.”

“Forgive me,” said Erich with a cold smile, “but you do not appear a man Saskia would be friends with.”

“Then maybe you do not know her as well as you think. The war has changed us all.”

Erich sighed and crossed his legs. “Yes. Yes, it has. I thank you for the news of Saskia—and as her pilot, for keeping her alive.”

“And now, Captain,” said Voss, “what do you propose to do here? There is surely no need for any more killing. Grünlich is an odious lickspittle, but that is not a capital offence—and he is married to my own sister.”

“I simply want to return my men to Imperial territory, and save the life of my colonel. Your Volksbund bandits shot him.”

“You might be surprised how closely I agree with you about the Volksbund, Captain. No doubt Doctor Felsing is healing him as we speak. Come, let us return to the saloon in amity.” He held out his hand and Erich, after a brief pause, shook it.

Erich followed Voss out into the main room. Voss held up a hand.

“Let us be calm,” he said. “Captain von Eck requires only medical assistance for his wounded, then we will see them safely on their road to Porrenkirch. No more blood needs be shed.”

He looked expectantly from Veringen to Erich, who nodded. “Lower your rifle, Private. I am going to check on Colonel Lucius.”

Veringen, if not strictly lowering his weapon, at least ceased to point it directly at Grünlich. Erich walked outside, shielding his eyes from the low evening sun. He climbed to the platform of the steamwagon and knelt down by Lucius. “Well, Doctor?”

Doctor Felsing grimaced. “Your colleague is gravely wounded. He is losing a great deal of blood and I cannot safely extract the bullet from the wound.”

Lucius lay unresponsive. His skin looked like translucent parchment.

“There must be something you can do for him?”

Felsing indicated his bag. “I have given him laudanum for the pain. For more than that, I will need a hospital, and even then his chances are not good.”

Erich stood up. “Why then is he not already in hospital?” He turned as Voss and Grünlich climbed up.

“There is no hospital in Erdorf,” said Felsing. “The nearest is in Zwingenstein and he may not survive the journey.”

“He will die here, will he not?”

Felsing nodded.

“Then we must try for Zwingenstein, surely.”

Voss cleared his throat. “We did not lie when said the men who attacked you came from Zwingenstein. You and your men would be in some danger there.”

“What would you have me do?” said Erich.

Grünlich stepped forward. “Your comrade is in God’s hands now, Captain,” he intoned. “It is not safe for you or your men to travel to Zwingenstein. The local Volksbund is strong and loyal.”

Voss raised a hand. “Bendix, this is not the time—”

“Be silent, Heinrich! I will not be talked over. Enemy troops stalk Lauchenland, and when they are checked they cry foul and demand we act as their servants.” His voice rose to a shrill pitch. “It is this very attitude, this arrogance, which brought the Volksbund to power and causes all right-thinking folk to despise the Empire.”

Erich could feel the heat rising in his cheeks. “You, sir, in your black uniform and your smug address—what do you know of warfare? Voss here I can respect as a fellow soldier, but you—it is you who displays the arrogance of power.”

Grünlich drew himself up. “Doctor Felsing, desist your treatment now. There is clearly nothing more you can do here, and I forbid any attempt by these soldiers to march to Zwingenstein.”

Voss spoke again. “You fool, Bendix. Do you think von Eck’s men are the least concerned by your ‘forbid’ and ‘desist’?”

“You are an old woman, brother. The Volksbund rules here, and my word is law.” He gestured to encompass the crowd of village folk surrounding them. “Let them defy the Volksbund if they will!”

Voss tried to catch Erich’s eye, but it was too late.

“Doctor Felsing,” Erich said, “I believe you have taken an oath to preserve life to your uttermost power. Kindly continue with that activity.” He drew his pistol and pointed it at Grünlich. “And you, sir, will step down from the platform now.”

Grünlich folded his arms. “I fancy you will not shoot an unarmed man, Captain, least of all a Volksbund officer.”

Voss stepped forward. “I apologise, von Eck, for my brother’s crassness. I hope it does not provoke you to harsh measures.”

Erich gave a harsh grin. “Neither of you understand what I am capable of.” He placed the barrel of the gun under Grünlich’s chin. “You do not want to test me.”

Grünlich swallowed and took a step back, then scrambled down from the platform. Voss and Erich followed.

The square was full of muttering villagers. Erich recognised their febrile mood. This appeared to intoxicate Grünlich, who went to stand among them.

“Now, Captain,” he called, “you will round up your rabble of troops and quit Erdorf immediately!”

Erich’s voice was quiet but it carried across the square. “And my wounded?”

“As I said, God will decide their fate, as he does for us all.”

Felsing looked down from the platform. “I regret to say he has already done so in this case. Your comrade was too gravely injured for me to save. I am sorry to say that he is dead.”

Erich felt the sweat prickling at his collar. He could hear the blood pounding in his head.

Grünlich folded his arms and nodded with satisfaction. 

“Now, as I commanded, you will quit this place.” The dying sunlight gleamed on his spectacles. “Unless you wish the village militia to place you all in custody.”

Erich looked coolly into Grünlich’s face. “Borck, fetch rope from the steamwagon. Veringen, bring Meinherr Grünlich to me.”

“Wait—”

“You have said enough, Grünlich. More to the point, you have done enough. Borck, where is that rope?”

Veringen hauled Grünlich from the crowd, knocking his spectacles askew. Borck reappeared with the rope.

“Make a noose,” said Erich. “Sling it over the lamp post, which will make as good a gallows as any.”

“Von Eck—” said Voss.

“No!” cried Grünlich’s wife.

Grünlich staggered and Veringen had to hold him upright. “The people of the village will not let you do this,” he gasped.

“Look around you,” said Erich. “I see, what, three hundred villagers and only fifteen of my men. But I don’t see any of them trying to save you.”

Borck had quickly fashioned the noose and deftly slipped it over Grünlich’s head.

Grünlich’s wife dashed from the crowd and threw herself on the ground at Erich’s feet. “Please, Captain, I beg you—do not do this!”

“Liesl,” called out Voss, “come away. You can do nothing. Von Eck, think about your sister—would she really want to see this?”

Erich blinked slowly and walked over to Voss. “My sister...” he controlled himself with a visible effort. “My sister dropped bombs on Jaszvar, on Gelnovak, on Varvaros. Even if she were here, I would take no lectures from her. If it were not for these parasites, this so-called Volksbund, none of us would be here, and many more of us would be alive. Borck, tighten the noose. Veringen, help him haul Meinherr Grünlich aloft.”

Voss shook his head. “You are become like them, Captain.”

“Heinrich, save me!” babbled Grünlich. “They cannot—”

His words were choked off as the rope pulled him off the ground. He clutched at his neck, scrabbled at the noose. Erich’s gaze never wavered.

Eight feet off the ground, Grünlich’s legs flailed helplessly. Veringen gave the rope an extra tug and Grünlich thrashed even more. A grotesque gurgle came from his throat, but still he clawed at the rope.

Borck stepped away, leaving Veringen holding the line. He pulled a pistol from his belt, aimed carefully and shot Grünlich twice in the chest.  He looked at Erich.  “I couldn’t let him just...”

Erich nodded back at him. The leech was dead; that was all that mattered.

He turned to the crowd. He knew if they charged his men they had no chance, even with their rifles. “Go home,” he shouted. “The Volksbund are no friends to you, nor ever were.”

“You heard him,” said Voss. “This ends here. Let us go back to our homes before anyone else dies.” He put an arm around Liesl. “Mother will be worried. I’ll take you back home.”

Liesl sank bonelessly against her brother, and Voss had to hold her upright.

Borck called out some orders and the men snapped into formation. He leapt aboard the steamwagon. “Ready to depart, sir.”

Erich pointed to the city gate. “The northern road.”

Voss looked expressionlessly at Erich. “You did not have to do that, von Eck.”

Erich held his gaze for a second. “Maybe I did not, Voss. But after all we have seen, all we have done—what is one more life? Especially a life such as that?”

“It is not for me to judge you, or any man,” said Voss. 

“If you see Saskia,” said Erich, “tell her I hope to see her in Ludingerode one day.”

“I do not expect to see her again,” said Voss. “But I will remember the message.”

Erich turned with a crisp nod and stepped towards the steamwagon which was gathering speed as it left Erdorf behind forever. Behind them, what had once been Bendix Grünlich swung gently in the breeze.
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In this history, I have shone the light of my enquiry primarily onto the previous centuries of the Empire. I have not devoted more than a few pages to the bandit regime of the so-called Republic of Lauchenland. When writers of future generations come to pen their own histories, this brief period of intransigence, soon enough to be suppressed, will be of little interest.

I hope I will be permitted a few remarks of a personal nature, drawing on my own experience on the battlefield and in the negotiating chamber, without compromising the impartiality of this history. The giant figure of these times will be seen, of course, to be the Emperor Albrecht, not yet forty years of age, and already through diplomacy able to keep the envious forces of Avigny, the Green Isles and Calabadag at bay. As a soldier I have had the great fortune to serve under both this emperor and his father, the Emperor Manfred. I have also had the honour of the late Archduke Leopold as the commander-in-chief of the armies I led in the Second Air War. 

If his son, the present Archduke Maximilian, is on occasion described by ill-wishers as a hypocrite, a poltroon, the bungling spawn of a once great dynasty, this a clearly a compliment of an inverse sort to the accomplishments of his noble father. One cannot expect a son and heir immediately to command the full powers and respect due to such a superlative parent. Before his accession to the archduchy, the son was the Count of Morievuc and the colonel of a regiment under my command. I find it hard to recognise the hysterical and inflamed criticisms that we have come to hear all too frequently. Certainly, Count Maximilian had little military genius about him, and the vindictive persecution of certain subordinates is difficult, with the benefit of hindsight, to esteem. Never, however, did he fail to understand and insist upon the full dignity of his lineage and position. He recognised that in a case where a man of high breeding lacked any real personal distinction, this was a matter of almost no consequence. Such a man would, instead, point to a peerage stretching back to the emperors of old and console himself that the modest nature of his own gifts were, in the grand sweep of centuries, no more than a ripple on the surface of a lake.

—A History of the House of Emmerich by Egidius Kurzbach, Volume VIII
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Erdorf
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Heino found it hard to grieve Grünlich’s death. He had not liked the man, and it was no surprise to see him bring about his own demise through foolishness and arrogance. These qualities would have led him to ruin on another day if not the one in question. His only concern was for Liesl, left a widow with a baby at far too young an age. Even so, he suspected Grünlich had not been the most satisfactory husband and, after an appropriate period of mourning, Liesl might well find her lot improved. He hesitated to raise the matter with her; for a fact Liesl was soft-hearted and would be unlikely to take a measure of good cheer in the spirit intended.

On the day of the funeral, overhung by bleak leaden skies, he therefore felt he had little to contribute to the proceedings, and as soon as the formalities were over he took himself to the inn for a period of quiet reflection accompanied by a cleansing ale. Felix, crisp and sober in his Volksbund uniform, shot him a glassy look of dislike as he made his excuses.

He removed his jacket to sit before the warm inn fire in his shirtsleeves. Soon enough he would have to return to the house, but Erdorf had never felt like home and he ached to be away. In a little over a month he could return to his unit, although even here his future with the war over was uncertain.

A figure hidden under hood and muffler against the cold appeared from behind and set down two tankards on the table, pushing one towards Heino. “May I sit down?”

Heino could not place the voice, but the timbre was somehow familiar and, most importantly, there were two full tankards. “Be my guest.”

The figure sat down with a sigh and removed the hood and scarf. “Ah! That is much better.”

Heino peered in the gloomy light of the tavern. “Of course. Meinfrau Jeschke. You will forgive me for not remembering our previous meeting with affection.”

Jeschke sat back and sipped her beer. The firelight gleamed on a commissar’s insignia at her neck. “Your reaction is understandable, but consider: I advised both you and Navigator von Eck as to your best course of action. If you had followed it, you would both have spent the past months more productively.”

Heino drained his the last of his original ale. “You are a long way from Grinzwald, Meinfrau Jeschke, and Erdorf is not a place one visits for pleasure, or stumbles across by accident.”

“And the railways are largely destroyed. I had to ride an airship which, with all due respect to your profession, I heartily disliked.”

“That does not explain why you are here at all.”

“Cannot I simply have wished to pay my respects at the funeral of a respected Volksbund colleague?”

“I highly doubt you knew Bendix—else you would not describe him as ‘respected’—and I did not see you among the mourners.”

Jeschke raised her hands in submission. “You have me, of course, Air-Captain. I came, in fact, for the pleasure of a conversation with you.”

Heino narrowed his eyes with a sigh.

“Your period of rustication is shortly to end, Air-Captain, and your usefulness to the Volksbund and Lauchenland will once again rise. Indeed, there is a specific activity which you might usefully undertake, to restore you to the good graces of those whose opinions matter.” 

“I am listening,” said Heino, reaching for his new tankard.

“For now, I cannot be more precise. Initially, the Bund’s requirements are straightforward. You would welcome a respite from Erdorf, I think?”

“So much is obvious.”

“Chill fresh air would do you good. It would refresh your body and mind.”

“I anticipate my return to Grinzwald with enthusiasm.”

“There are many other places with air every bit as bracing. I am told the breezes on the north-east coast are invigorating as winter approaches.”

“You are suggesting I holiday in the Altenkirch?”

“Just so. More particularly, I recommend Ludingerode.”

Heino’s hand shook as he lifted his ale. “Ludingerode is the seat of the von Eck family.”

“Just so, and their residence Eulenschloss has many interesting architectural features. I really do most strongly recommend a visit, and since you already have acquaintance in the area you need not even worry about accommodation,” beamed Jeschke.

“You wish me to visit Ludingerode and stay at the von Eck schloss? For what possible purpose?”

“The former Navigator von Eck was released from gaol last month. Her prospects are sorely diminished, and I am sure she would welcome some friendly company.”

“I doubt that encompasses me,” said Heino with a bitter smile. “At our last meeting she excoriated me and called me a son of a whore and a dog.”

“Biologically, at least, that seems improbable,” said Jeschke, “so we may assume she spoke in exaggerated terms. In any event, would you not like to repair your friendship with such a valued comrade?”

“Of course, but I am uncertain if presenting myself at Eulenschloss is the way to achieve it.”

“She will be avid for news of her brother, I am sure.”

“That he hanged my brother-in-law in the street? I cannot imagine those will be welcome tidings either.”

Jeschke sat up straight. “You are throwing up unnecessary obstacles. Both of your fates are tied unbreakably to Erich von Eck’s. You will need to share your knowledge with her, and soon. I cannot say more at this stage.”

“You do not appear to be giving me much choice.”

Jeschke smilingly shook her head. “I am merely dispensing advice. Although I would remind you how poorly matters proceeded the last time you disregarded it.”

Heino glanced into the flickering fire.

Jeschke reached into her jacket. “I took the liberty of booking you a passage on an airship to Altenkirchen tomorrow lunchtime. The railway is undamaged so far north, and you can take the train to Ludingerode.”

“I am not sure what to say.”

“Then say nothing,” said Jeschke with an urbane smile. “I am embarrassed by effusions of gratitude and invective alike.”

Jeschke rose and put the tickets down on the table. “And Air-Captain—”

“Yes?”

“Pack your uniform, and pack for a long absence.”
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The parlour of the little home in Erdorf was crowded when Heino returned. His mother and her friends were clustered around the fire chirping like agitated birds. Felix sat glowering in the corner. Liesl and the pastor were at the table seemingly praying. He did not relish the idea of presenting himself in Ludingerode, but could it be worse than staying here?

Felix roused himself from his grim torpor. “Where have you been?” he said.

“I went for a walk to clear my head.”

Felix narrowed his eyes. “And the air was so much clearer in the tavern?”

Heino looked around the room. “In a sense, yes.”

“How can you leave your sister alone on such a day?”

“Liesl is hardly alone here,” said Heino.

Pastor Hartknoch looked up. “Heinrich! Will you not join us in prayer for the soul of poor Benedict?”

“If he needs my prayers that badly, Pastor, then I fear there is no hope.”

“We are all sinners, Heinrich.”

What does this old fool, sitting in his church and his parlours, know of sin? Has he bombed cities into the dust? Has he bombed a hospital?

“Another time, perhaps. For now, I must pack. I am recalled to service.”

Felix rose from his chair. “And you learned this in the tavern? A curious place for your orders to be sent.”

“I do not account to you, Felix.” He beckoned the maid over from replenishing Meinfrau Voss’ cup. “Bernadette, kindly step down to the post office and arrange a carriage to Zwingenstein. I need to catch tomorrow’s airship.”

Bernadette scurried out and Heino went to his room to pack his bag and a trunk. Soon there was a knock on the door, and Liesl stepped in.

“Heino?”

He embraced her, feeling her slender body trembling against him like a frozen kitten.

She looked up into his face. “Must you go?”

“I really was recalled in the tavern. The Volksbund sent someone directly with my orders.”

“The Bund? Not your unit? I do not like that, Heino. Did the Bund protect Bendix?”

Heino was not enthusiastic to review the culpability for Grünlich’s death yet again. He sighed.

“I don’t trust them, Liesl, but in truth I have little choice.”

She went to sit on the wing chair in the window. “Where are you going?”

Heino looked away. After a pause, he said: “It is a secret.”

Liesl jumped from her seat and looked out of the window. “From your expression, it seems a disreputable one. And where the Bund is concerned, I am not surprised. But how can I write to you if I do not know where you are? And I must write, Heino. I will die of pain if I cannot.”

Heino pursed his lips. In a level tone, he said: “You may write to me, care of Eulenschloss, Ludingerode.”

The colour rose in Liesl’s cheeks. “Is that not the schloss of—”

“Yes. My old navigator, Saskia von Eck.”

Her lips were a thin cold line. “And the man who killed my husband.”

“I—ah—doubt that Erich von Eck will be there. I heard that he had safely arrived at Porrenkirch and taken passage home. He will be back in the Empire now. I think it will be many years before he can return to Eulenschloss.”

“Oh, Heino! What can you be doing there? This cannot be a good deed.”

“In truth, I do not know. My orders are not explicit beyond presenting myself at Eulenschloss. I do not like it, but there has not been a day I have not ached for the way I betrayed Saskia. If nothing else, I would like to see her and apologise, whether she can accept it or not.”

“I fear for you, Heino.”

“Do not, sister. There is nothing that can happen in Ludingerode I have not deserved a hundred times over.”
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Ludingerode

Altenkirch Reach

Lauchenland
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If there was an ideal way to approach the coastal town of Ludingerode for the first time, it was not on a train in midwinter. The clouds hung so heavily in the sky it looked as if the sun had not been seen for months, and a persistent drizzle, whipped up by a gale, obscured the carriage windows. Heino had the compartment to himself; it seemed there were few others with business in the town at such a time.

Eulenschloss, the seat of the von Ecks for eight hundred years, was on first sight no more impressive than the town it overlooked. A reddish circular tower looked down over the town, with scattered outbuildings off into the distance. Standing in his overcoat before the door, his luggage waiting at the railway station, Heino wondered again why he had come. Paint which might once have been a vibrant green flaked from the door. He pulled on the bell-cord.

From inside came muffled clattering and cursing. Eventually the door swung open to reveal a scruffily attired servant. He turned the wick on the door lantern to cast a pallid cream light and peered into Heino’s face.

“What do you want? We require no religious tracts at Eulenschloss and our taxes are up to date.”

Heino frowned. “I am neither evangelist nor tax collector. Perhaps you might take me to the master of house, that I might conduct my business as one gentleman to another.”

The servant gave a wintry chuckle. “The master of the house, eh? And why would he want to see a grinning jackanapes like you? Open your coat!”

“Ah—”

“Open it, I said!”

“This is not the welcome I expected. You can be sure Baron von Eck will hear of this.” Nonetheless Heino unbuttoned his coat, if only to conclude this bizarre interview.

The servant reached out and fingered Heino’s lapel. Heino was at least grateful he had chosen not to wear his Aeronautical Corps uniform.

“Hmmmf,” sniffed the servant. “No Volksbund badge, then. At least I don’t have to fetch my shotgun.”

“This really would be much easier if you would simply take me to Baron von Eck, then you can return to whatever disreputable pursuits you were undertaking before my arrival.”

A female voice came from inside the house. “Who is it?”

Heino could not see past the servant, but his stomach lurched as if at sudden turbulence in the air. Surely it wasn’t too late to return to Erdorf.

The servant looked over his shoulder. “A peddler or mountebank of some sort. I was just about to kick his arse back down the hill.”

“Papa, really! Just leave this to me.” She stepped past the servant—servant? She had called him ‘Papa’—onto the doorstep.

“Dear God! Heino!” said Saskia von Eck, her hand flying to her mouth. “What are you doing—you cannot be here—you have no right to—”

“Saskia!”

The servant—or, as it was now becoming apparent, Baron von Eck—stepped between them. “Saskia? What is the meaning of this? You cannot know this moon-faced clown?”

Saskia recovered her composure. “As it happens, I do. I cannot account for his presence, for he is the last person in the world I would expect—or want—to see at Eulenschloss.”

“Saskia—”

“Heino, if you know any words other than my name, now may be the time to unfurl them. You have time to explain your extraordinary arrival before catching the night train to Altenkirchen. Papa, go back into the house and I will deal with this.”

Baron von Eck appeared to be battling with overwhelming complexity. Saskia stood in front of him. “We will take a turn around the grounds, Heino, while my father recovers himself.”

The baron shuffled back into the house and closed the door. Saskia let out a long breath. “It is customary after a long absence to express satisfaction at meeting again. In this case, I am experiencing only anger and disgust, which I will not magnify with falsehood.” She folded her arms across her chest, shivering slightly in a loose-fitting man’s jacket.

“I am sorry, Saskia. I understood I was expected.”

She began to walk away from the house, and Heino was forced to follow her. “I made it clear at Grinzwald I never wished to see or hear from you again. Yet here you are. Why would I be expecting you?”

“Meinfrau—now Commissar—Jeschke gave me to understand—”

“Jeschke! And what would that bitch—”

“She said she had written to your father.”

“Do you think we open correspondence from the Volksbund here? If it ever arrived we would have burned it unopened.”

Heino said nothing.

“So you are still doing the Volksbund’s bidding, then? Jeschke says to come here, and you just obey? It should not surprise me that you have learned nothing.”

“I am not even sure why she sent me.”

“That makes your actions even less praiseworthy. You are a tool, a lackey.”

Heino sat on a cold iron bench which had hoved into view. “I did not come here to Ludingerode to learn your opinion of me, Saskia. I had no doubts of that since I saw you last.”

Saskia sat down behind him and put her head in her hands, then sat back straight. “Meinfrau Jeschke does not care about your welfare, and she certainly does not care about mine. Yet for some reason she wants us both here. Do you have any idea why?”

“I can only assume it’s to do with Klosterkitzfeld. It’s the last mission we flew together, and it was unreasonably important to the Volksbund.”

Saskia looked off into the distance. “And did you ever find out what was so important about a hospital and a former monastery that it warranted the longest mission of the war?”

“I know no more than you, Saskia. I have spent the intervening months under virtual house arrest in Erdorf. I will not plead for your sympathy, but the Volksbund see me as an enemy too.”

She gave him an expressionless glance. “Now is not the time for us to establish who has been the more harshly treated. The Volksbund want something from us, and I would rather know before they tell us. It is unlikely to be to our advantage.”

“The only other matter of relevance: I met your brother, last month, in Erdorf.”

“Erich?” she cried, and sprang erect. “He is safe, and well?”

Heino pursed his lips. “He was both of those things when I saw him; and I understand he is now back in Beruzil.”

Saskia scuffed back towards the house. “I do not forgive you, Heino, and indeed I cannot forgive you, but my father and I must know everything. We have not heard from Erich for months. You must tell us everything before you return. Come, it will be dinner soon.”

“Are you sure this is wise, Saskia?”

She set her mouth into a thin line. “You have tidings, and we must have them. You and I—let us talk later. I suppose I owe you that much.”

She increased her pace and walked back to the house in the gathering gloom.
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Baron von Eck shooed the housekeeper out of the tatty dining room when she came to remove the plates.

“I cannot believe what you are saying, Meinherr Voss. Erich would surely never behave the way you describe.”

“I believe it, Papa,” said Saskia sadly. “For all Voss’ flaws as a friend, he is honest, and he was on the scene. I know myself how easily war makes monsters of us.”

“But, Saskia... to hang a man in cold blood...”

Heino sat back and said nothing. He had relayed the details without exaggeration or emotion. The news was understandably unwelcome, and nothing would be gained by reiterating the facts. Saskia and her father would have to come to terms with it in their own time, and in their own way.

The baron sat back thoughtfully in his hard wooden chair and sipped at the sour white wine which had accompanied their meal.

“You will forgive me, sir, if I appear disrespectful: I have known my son for over twenty years, in which time he has never contemplated a mean or dishonourable act; you have been my acquaintance for under two hours, before which I knew you through my daughter’s description, which was highly unfavourable—”

“Papa!”

“Shush, Saskia, you cannot deny what you said. Meinherr, you will understand why I find your report difficult to credit.”

Heino picked up his wine, then thought better of it. “I can add nothing to my previous remarks, sir. Your son found it necessary to hang the local Volksbund commander, who also happened to be my sister’s husband.”

“But why? Your story makes no sense.”

“I will not speculate on his motives, sir, since they are open to debate. I merely report the facts, which are unequivocal.”

“And how are you able to identify that he is now safe in Beruzil?”

“Papa, Voss has already told us once. Further questioning will not change matters. Commissar Jeschke, with whom I am familiar, told him directly.”

The baron narrowed his eyes. “And this Jeschke, is he trustworthy?”

Saskia permitted herself a smile in Heino’s direction for the first time. “‘She’, rather than ‘he’. I can scarcely imagine a less reliable source.”

“Commissar Jeschke is more slippery than freshly landed herring, Baron.”

“Why then should we believe her?” cried the baron.

“I do not present it as fact,” said Heino. “But your son’s men were well-armed and determined. There was little to stop them on the road to Porrenkirch. There is nothing implausible in the commissar’s account.”

Baron von Eck rose from his seat, brushing crumbs from his breast. “You have brought tidings I grieve to hear, Meinherr. You have traduced my son for reasons I cannot fathom, and my daughter has previously denounced you as a false friend and tool of the Volksbund. I do not imagine, therefore, that you wish to remain at Eulenschloss a moment longer than you must. You have my gratitude for coming out of your way with your information, but I would not wish to detain you any further.”

“Papa—!”

“I will be happy to lend you a lantern to light your way back to the railway station, if you would be good enough to leave it with the stationmaster when you leave.”

Heino stood. If these were the vaunted manners of the aristocracy he was happy to be a half-pay pilot and the son of a dry goods vendor.

“Papa, this is nonsense,” said Saskia with that thin-lipped determination he had so frequently encountered. “There are no further trains tonight, and Voss has considerably inconvenienced himself by visiting us, especially as he must have known his welcome would not be cordial. He must stay the night, and we can decide on our course tomorrow.”

The baron’s bushy brows met in perplexity. “But you despise this man, child?”

Saskia shot Heino an apologetic glance. “I would not go quite so far, Papa. I have little cause to commend his recent conduct, but I would not throw a cat out into the street at night. Voss shall stay.”

“Very well, Saskia. If you insist, let Meinfrau Vockel find him some linen and he can stay in the guest wing. I am much fatigued, and you will excuse me if I retire.”

Without giving Heino or Saskia a chance to respond, the baron stalked from the room.

“Don’t mind him, Voss. He is old and cantankerous; the latter, at least, is a characteristic of all the von Ecks.”

Heino looked around the room. The guttering firelight cast ambiguous shadows on the walls.

Saskia sighed. She indicated a pair of grubby armchairs by the fire. “Sit down, Heino. If you are going to stay, we should talk. The parlour should be more comfortable but the damp in the walls is oppressive. We can talk perfectly well here.”

She picked up their wineglasses and brought them over to the seats. “Whatever I may have said last time we were together Heino—and I meant every word of it—I am glad you have come to no harm.”

“And I have wanted to say, Saskia...” He looked away into the fire. “I am sorry for my part in the way things turned out. My advocate, von Gauzenhaat, suggested that I could not save you and would only harm myself if I failed to denounce you. I understood the logic of that approach then, but I have bitterly regretted it ever since. I should have stood with you, and shared your fate.”

“And you expect me now,” said Saskia, grimacing as she tasted her wine, “to say that I understand your behaviour and that you were right to behave as you did?”

“No, I—”

“Good, because I will not. I fully agree with your characterisation of your conduct.” Her voice dropped and Heino could barely hear her. “You betrayed me, Heino. After all we had been through together, all we had been to each other, you betrayed me. And that hurt more than the gaol and the discharge and the disgrace.”

“Saskia—”

A single tear rolled down her cheek. “Do you understand what you did, Heino? Do you understand now you see me here, stuck in Ludingerode forever, in a house that is falling down around us?”

“For a fact,” said Heino with a brittle smile, “I did not imagine Eulenschloss’ grandeur to be of quite such a tragic variety.”

Saskia wiped her eye with a careful finger. “Taxes, and a negligent owner, will rapidly ruin the grandest house.”

Heino impulsively grabbed her hand. “I am so sorry, Saskia. We both know how wrong my conduct was at the court-martial. I hope you can forgive me, for I have never forgiven myself.”

Saskia withdrew her hand and laughed weakly. “I do not know what that scheming minx Jeschke meant by sending you here. I doubt she was motivated by altruism, or a desire for our reconciliation. For that reason alone, I forgive you. My forgiveness is my own, and even Maxine Jeschke cannot command it.”

She looked into his face. “And Heino—even when I hated you, I missed you. I missed you so terribly.”

She burst into a wracking sob, and somehow she was in Heino’s arms weeping on his shoulder. Heino, through the prickling of his own eyes, was not so certain this had not been Commissar Jeschke’s intention all along.
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Later, as the fire burned down and the miserable wine sat untouched, Saskia said: “I must find Meinfrau Vockel to get you some dry sheets. Do not be offended by the state of the guest rooms. You will have to take my assurance that the family ones are if anything worse.”

She slipped neatly out of the room with the unconscious grace Heino remembered so well. He jabbed the dying fire with a poker. He felt immeasurably relieved to have mended his breach with her, but he knew that the commissar would have a bill prepared for that service, and she would soon submit it. 
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Heino was late down to breakfast the next morning. Tired as he had been, the chill of the room and his unsettling reunion with Saskia had kept him awake until the early hours. On arriving in the dining room, he was surprised to see not only his former navigator but his old classmate, Harald von Fähnrich.

“Good morning, Saskia,” he said. “And Har—Colonel von Fähnrich.”

Saskia contented herself with a restrained nod. Von Fähnrich shook his hand with a marked lack of cordiality.

“I had not realised you would be in bed all morning,” said Saskia as Heino helped himself to stewed apple and equally stewed coffee. “Harald has not only arrived mysteriously from Altenkirch, but would reveal nothing of his business until you appeared.”

“You should have woken me,” said Heino, sipping the coffee with a grimace.

“Enough,” said von Fähnrich. “You are both here now.” He crossed from the fireplace and sat down at the table with the others. “I have orders from Eisenstadt: you are to be conveyed to my squadron at Altenkirch, and flown from there to Grinzwald and Beruz.”

Saskia’s hand twitched. “The city we bombed on our last mission?”

“There is only one Beruz that I am aware of,” said von Fähnrich. “We are no longer at war; the journey will present no difficulty.”

“But why?” asked Heino. “Who wants us in the Empire, and for what possible reason?”

Von Fähnrich took a cigarette from a silver case and lit it. “This is not Interrogation Techniques practice at Rauenschau, Voss. You cannot trick information out of me which I do not have.”

“I am gratified you remember the occasion, Colonel. I had imagined with your rapid promotion those days were long forgotten.”

Von Fähnrich took a long drag on his cigarette. “Saskia is no longer a member of the Aerostatic Corps, Voss, and thus not under my orders. I understand that you are merely on extended leave, and I am still your superior officer.”

Heino struck his fist to his chest in salute.

“Heino! Harald! That is enough from both of you. Harald, if you do not know why we are here, you cannot give us that information. Heino, we will simply have to go where we are told.”

“I do, certainly,” said Heino. “But as Colonel von Fähnrich made clear, you are a civilian. You can do as you please, which I doubt encompasses a trip to the Empire in the middle of winter.”

Von Fähnrich blew out a cloud of smoke. “I assume I was instructed to carry out this visit for a reason, rather than simply sending my adjutant. That reason was to persuade you, Saskia, as an old friend of the family, that it was in your interests to accompany Voss to Beruz.”

Saskia frowned. “In my interests? How? I have never visited the city other than in an airship—something I imagine neither I nor the Empire wish to revisit.”

Von Fähnrich sighed and stubbed out his cigarette. “To be more precise, then: not so much your interest, as your brother’s.”

“Ah,” said Heino. “The brother in the Archduke’s Own Fusiliers. That would suggest that he, at least, is already in Beruz.”

“Harald?” said Saskia in a high voice. “Is that true?”

“Believe me when I say I know no more,” said von Fähnrich. “I received orders from a high Volksbund official to convey you to Beruz as quickly as possible, on a matter that concerned your brother’s welfare.”

“And why,” asked Heino, “would the Bund be in the least interested in the welfare of a man they style a traitor? Forgive me, Saskia, but they do not care for you or Erich.”

“No,” said Saskia in a soft voice. “No, they do not. Whatever they have in mind, I doubt it is to any of our advantage.”

“The choice is yours, Saskia,” said von Fähnrich in a softer tone than Heino was used to hearing. “I can, and will, order Voss to accompany me, and we will of course report any information we discover. But it is your brother who was sent to fight for the Empire. Can you afford to take the risk?”

Saskia sighed and stood up, smoothing her breeches. “No, of course I cannot. If the Volksbund wish me further harm, they can inflict it more easily at Eulenschloss than sending me halfway across the continent. I will go and pack now, and no doubt Heino will do the same.”

“My baggage is still at the station,” said Heino. “We need merely collect it on the way through.”

Saskia stepped smartly from the room.

“I do not know what to make of this, sir,” said Heino when she had gone.

“Since we were at the Academy together, you may call me Harald when we are alone. I cannot pretend to approve of what I learned of your conduct, but if Saskia bears no grudge, I should not. And for whatever reason, you are intimately bound up with what is ahead for the von Eck family. I should not wish to trust my salvation to you, but a starving man cannot disdain old fish.”

“Thank you, Harald. I am conscious that I have not deserved Saskia’s friendship. I am merely grateful that I have it.”

Von Fähnrich gave a brisk shake of the head. “‘Friendship’? The von Ecks were Knights of the North Shore when your forebears were grubbing turnips in Zwingenstein. Friendship between such degrees is not conceivable; you might more accurately describe it as patronage.”

“And the von Fähnrichs were similarly Knights of the North Shore?”

Von Fähnrich drew himself up. “Of course. For nearly eight hundred years.”

“Loyal servants of the emperor, then,” said Heino. “How times have changed for us all since my ancestors were tilling vegetables. If you will excuse me—I must say my farewells and thanks to Baron von Eck.”

––––––––
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Heino spent most of the train journey from Ludingerode to Altenkirch in silence. Von Fähnrich monopolised Saskia’s attention and Heino had little opportunity to interject. He was not in any case inclined to scrabble for Saskia’s favour, or to put their reconciliation under more strain. He contented himself with the soothing clack-clack of the train and, as far as possible, screened out von Fähnrich’s inanities. As far as he could tell, Saskia did not appear any more enraptured than himself.
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At Altenkirch, at least, the Aeronautical Station provided some interest. The city—long the seat of the northern aristocracy with its web of ties to the Empire—was almost stereotypically as Heino had imagined: tall steeples, narrow streets, and chill winds. Heino had not seen an airship at close quarters for nearly a year, and he viewed von Fähnrich’s squadron tethered to its gantries with satisfaction and enthusiasm. Saskia, whose absence from the aeronautical was equally long, looked up at the craft with a sad smile.

“The last time we were in one of these...” she said softly, when von Fähnrich left them alone to roust up an escort.

Heino shrugged. “Do not think of it, Saskia.”

“We could have died that day,” she said. “Better, perhaps, if we had done.”

Even to Heino’s present gloom, this seemed overstated. “Speak for yourself,” he said with a half-smile. “I am sure Kreuzneuve, for one, would swap places with you.”

She looked at him from under one eyebrow. “Or Helga Rennekampf. I am being melodramatic.”

“That is a name I have not heard for an eternity. You did not like her, if I remember.”

Saskia looked away. “That is uncharitable. If you must know, she confessed to me that she was in love with you. I did not imagine that story could have any happy ending, and I was right.”

“I would rather she was still alive and you were wrong,” said Heino in a brisk tone.

“I did not mean it that way,” she said. “It was just a more innocent time, when all we were worried about were silly love affairs.”

Heino let the remark pass unchallenged. Saskia had her prejudices, and given the magnitude of their previous quarrel, this did not merit a reproof.

Von Fähnrich sprang back over. “See aloft the Klosterzis! It conveys us to Grinzwald within the hour. Hirsch and Lank are securing your baggage. Voss, you may wish to change into your uniform once we are aboard; I understand your leave is now at an end.”

“Are you accompanying us to Beruzil, Harald?” asked Saskia.

Von Fähnrich preened. “I should imagine so. I would appear to have an important role in proceedings, since I was instructed by the Volksbund Head Office in Eisenstadt.”

“Can your squadron spare you, Colonel?” asked Heino in a level tone.

Von Fähnrich chose to ignore the irony. “The essence of command—as you may learn one day, Voss—is effective delegation. I have highly efficient subordinates and affairs will proceed smoothly enough in my absence. I doubt that our absence will be protracted.”
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The flight to Grinzwald was smooth and uneventful. Heino was lost in the vista below as they flew first over the sun-dappled Lake Bischof and followed the River Thann before their destination, tucked among hills and forest, came into view. Von Fähnrich preferred detailed oversight of his pilot to conversation with Saskia, and the journey offered a soothing restorative to the vexations of previous days. Heino’s heart soared to be aloft; Saskia’s expression conveyed nothing of her emotions. Heino was left in perplexity as to their nature.

Dusk was beginning to draw in as they made fast to one of the landing towers at Grinzwald. Visible at the bottom of the tower were three figures. Heino, who was leading the way down, noted Major Jobst, Einsiedel and—tucked away behind them both—Commissar Jeschke. His pleasure at seeing his former comrades was largely undone by the commissar’s presence.

Heino shook hands with Jobst and embraced Einsiedel; both of them saluted von Fähnrich. Saskia was last down the ladder. She contented herself with a brisk nod at Jobst, before Einsiedel enfolded her in hug. 

“I never thought to see you again, Saskia,” he said with a grin, removing his cap. “Least of all alongside that rogue Voss.”

Saskia gave Heino a sideways glance. “Voss has acknowledged himself to be wholly in error, apologised for his behaviour, and so the matter is now behind us.”

Jeschke stepped forward. “I do so enjoy a scene of amity. It always grieved me that such a great friendship should be ruptured. I almost felt a measure of guilt for my part in the affair.” She offered a wide smile. “Of course the needs of the state are paramount, but I am heartened to see that all is now well.”

“Heartened enough to make a special journey to see it? I understand you were in Erdorf only a few days past,” said Saskia.

Jeschke’s smile was unshaken. “You were ever the cynic, Jungfrau von Eck. You forget that I am based in Grinzwald, even if affairs often take me far from home. It cost me little to stroll up from the town, renew my acquaintance with the station’s officers and welcome you back to your old haunts.”

“And you want nothing else from the occasion?” said Saskia.

Jeschke drew her cloak around her against the evening chill. “You will both be hungry, no doubt, and will wish to break bread with your old comrades—or some of them at least. Once you have done so, you might oblige me with a postprandial drink in the station commandant’s ready room. There are a few administrative matters which merit our attention.”

Saskia shook her head ruefully.

“Naturally,” said von Fähnrich, “you will wish me to join you, if matters of policy are to be discussed.”

Jeschke turned as if in surprise to face him. “Colonel von Fähnrich! I had quite forgotten you were here. No, your part in this affair is done. You have conveyed Air-Captain Voss and Jungfrau von Eck to Grinzwald, for which you have my gratitude. I need detain you no longer, and since your ship is still here, you may return to Altenkirch immediately, unless you wish to stay for dinner. I am aware that the demands of running a squadron are onerous.”

Heino said: “Colonel von Fähnrich has highly efficient subordinates.”

Saskia surreptitiously elbowed him in the ribs.

Jeschke’s smile broadened. “Does he indeed? I cannot doubt it. Nonetheless, even the most efficient mice are placed on their mettle when the cat reappears unexpectedly. I should not tarry, Colonel, lest you find they have eaten all the cheese.”

Von Fähnrich gaped.

“Now,” said Jeschke, “I am famished, and I am sure Voss and von Eck are too. Major Jobst, would you be kind enough to lead the way to the officers’ mess? Colonel von Fähnrich, a pleasure to see you again.”

Heino found it hard to suppress a smirk. For a moment he almost liked the commissar.
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There were some unfriendly stares as Major Jobst led Heino and Saskia through the officers’ mess into a private dining room at the rear. Einsiedel seemed unaffected by the atmosphere, giving airy salutes to those comrades who caught his eye.

Jobst shut the door behind them after sending an orderly away to furnish drinks. The room had a pleasant fug of warmth.

“I thought you would prefer to eat in here,” she said, indicating a bank of comfortable armchairs. “Memories are long here and, I am afraid, the sentiment towards the pair of you is not cordial.”

Saskia shrugged. “My memory is long too, Major. The thoughts I harbour towards most of that common room are equally bleak.”

Jobst sighed as she sat down. “I hoped to find you free of bitterness, at least.”

The orderly bustled back in with drinks. “Do not mistake me, Major,” said Saskia. “I am reconciled to the events of the past year. My incarceration was not onerous. I had access to as many books as I wanted and was able to spend some time studying the mathematical schools of Vettenios and Muzenaynat. Indeed, I discovered some interesting correlations between them, and may publish a paper on the subject in due course. Nonetheless, I cannot look on the behaviour of my former comrades with fond reminiscence.”

Einsiedel crossed his long legs and sipped appreciatively at firewater imported from Vance’s Eyrie. “And Heino,” he said. “How have you been? Are you ready to resume your commission?”

“Well,” said Heino. “I studied no mathematical texts back in Erdorf, a loss I do not lament. The town was dull and stultifying, at least until a company of rogue Imperial soldiers appeared after the ceasefire. The experience reminded me of why I left. As soon as I am assigned duties I will happily take to the air again.”

“Heino is too discreet to mention that the Imperial soldiers were led by my brother, and hanged his brother-in-law.”

Einsiedel looked at her in wonder. “I did not realise spreading mischief and dismay was a family trait.”

Heino said, “Bendix Grünlich brought about his own fate. I cannot honestly mourn him, and we need not dwell on it here.” 

Steaming bowls of a pungent stew appeared, and Jobst led them to a polished dining table. “What are your plans now, von Eck?” she asked.

Saskia sniffed doubtfully at the stew. “They are uncertain. I am already tiring of life back at Eulenschloss. Considerable funds are needed to restore both the building and my father. I am not sure I have the fortitude for either. I had hoped to wait for Erich to return, but what with the hanging and so forth, it may be some time before he can show his face again.”

“It seems,” said Heino, “as if the Volksbund has plans for us. Saskia need make no immediate decisions. You do not, by any chance, comprehend Commissar Jeschke’s schemes?”

Jobst set down her spoon and flexed her metal fingers. “I do not, other than to note they will not be for the benefit of anyone other than Maxine Jeschke. I am not aware that she bears either of you any ill-will, but neither is she motivated by compassion.”

“She undoubtedly requires something of you both,” said Einsiedel. “Nothing comes of nothing, and you should request concessions.”

“Such as?” said Saskia.

“Kurt is right,” said Heino. “What if Saskia’s commission were to be restored? She is an experienced and competent officer.”

Saskia grimaced. “I do not think that would be a desirable outcome among the Grinzwald squadron.”

“You should consider it,” said Jobst. “It would be hard for you to come back here, of course. There is always Altenkirch—”

“And Harald von Fähnrich,” interjected Heino.

“—or one of the units in the north-west, Braussedorf, say, or Obstgarten.”

“Where I am not a pariah?” said Saskia with a thin smile.

“I was merely suggesting you might welcome a fresh start,” said Jobst mildly. “Frankly, I do not know how much influence she will wield, but I imagine if you can convince Jeschke you should have your commission back, it will happen.”

Saskia looked at Heino. “There are not many pilots for whom I should wish to navigate. Indeed, since Einsiedel seems content with Irle’s abilities, perhaps only Voss meets the criteria at this time.”

“In Obstgarten?”

“If necessary. I understand it is not wholly uncivilised.”

“Let us hear Jeschke’s conditions first.”

“The last time I saw you,” said Einsiedel carefully, “I could not imagine von Eck ever speaking to Voss again, let alone wanting to fly together.”

“Voss apologised for being a coward and a poltroon. I decided to show the magnanimity of a true von Eck.”

Einsiedel laughed. “Is that how it was, Voss?”

“I may not have used exactly those words,” said Heino, “but the sentiment is largely accurate.”

“However it came about, I am glad,” said Einsiedel. “The whole affair grieved me greatly.”

“Greatly enough to enquire as to the purpose of our mission to Klosterkitzfeld?” asked Saskia with a stern glance.

Cries went up around the table.

She folded her arms. “Very well! We will not revisit this, for now at least. It may be that information is the concession I choose to extort from Commissar Jeschke.”

Jobst threw down her napkin. “Von Eck, you are the most contentious woman alive. Can you not simply be compliant, resume your commission and leave the past behind?”

The ensuing silence underlined the impossibility of this concept.

“Saskia, someone has to publish your synthesis of western and eastern mathematics. The war is over now,” said Heino. “We must all learn to leave it in the past.”

“You may be right,” said Saskia with a sigh. “But let us see how amenable the commissar is to a gentle probe when we see her after dinner.”

And with that, her companions had to be content. They all knew that when Saskia von Eck was set on a course of action, no rational persuasion could deflect her from it.
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CHAPTER IV
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After handshakes and good wishes, Heino and von Eck stepped out into the chilly winter night, their breath condensing in clouds before them. They dashed across the courtyard and into the main building where Colonel Billerbeck’s ready-room was situated. An unsmiling orderly conducted them inside.

Commissar Jeschke lounged on an uncomfortable-looking chair. Of the colonel himself there was no sign. A dragon’s-head decanter and two glasses sat on the sideboard; a third glass, well-filled, nestled in Jeschke’s hand.

“Air-Captain Voss, Jungfrau von Eck! I trust your dinner and your reunions were satisfactory?”

Heino poured out two drinks. Saskia said, “I imagine you found the only two people on the base who were happy to see us, but yes, I am glad to make their acquaintance again.”

“Excellent!” Jeschke beckoned to the chairs. A slight flush in her cheeks—which might as easily have come from the fireplace—was the only sign she might have been drinking.

“I apologise for the secrecy and indirection I have used to bring you here,” she said. “You will soon understand—and I hope approve—its necessity.” Despite the heat from the fire, a chill seemed to fall across the room. “You are about to serve Lauchenland in a way both perilous and, I hope, stimulating.”

“Lauchenland? Or the Volksbund?” said Saskia in a sharp tone.

“I do not recognise the distinction in this case,” said Jeschke.

“Enough sparring,” said Heino, taking a long pull on his Avignese brandy.

Jeschke gave a half-smile. “Yes, to business. We have all had a busy few days. Jungfrau von Eck, I regret to say that your brother is on trial in Beruz: not merely a court-martial, but criminal charges, with potential penalties up to and including death.”

Saskia gasped.

“He is charged with the murder of Commissar Grünlich, in Erdorf.”

“How—” said Heino.

“Captain von Eck has earned the enmity of his commanding officer, Count Maximilian of Morievuc. How and why is not to the point; Count Maximilian is the son of Archduke Leopold, and one of the most powerful men in Beruzil. He has used his influence to ensure that Erich von Eck stands trial for a war crime.”

Saskia sat in silence. Heino said, “I cannot understand his motivation.”

Jeschke shook her head softly. “There are many reasons, few of them to do with the captain’s conduct. Maximilian proved an indifferent commander during the war. He seeks to forestall any criticism by making Captain von Eck—helpfully, a foreigner—the centre of a scandal. Maximilian will stand, rather than a bungling commander, as a pillar of justice, willing to try even his own officers in his thirst for rectitude. It will stand him in good stead when he becomes archduke, and all the while he settles a score against an irksome subordinate. One might almost admire the uncharacteristic cunning of the plan.”

“Or one might not,” hissed Saskia.

Jeschke held up a hand. “Naturally I do not expect you to take that view, and you will have the opportunity to succour him. You both will, in fact. Where Maximilian takes a risk,” she continued, “is that in arraigning Captain von Eck under civilian process, he also provides him with a fair trial. In Lauchenland, such a thing would never happen.” She crooked her lips in suppressed irony. “If we were trying Erich von Eck, I can guarantee you he would be found guilty. In the Empire, a belief in justice somehow prevails. Your brother will be tried in open session, in the public courts of Beruz. He will be allowed a lawyer, and to call witnesses in his defence.

She paused a moment. “Those witnesses will include yourselves. Jungfrau von Eck, you will be present as a character witness. Air-Captain Voss, you will be present as an eyewitness.”

“To the murder of my brother-in-law? I may not wish to speak in von Eck’s defence.”

“Ah, now, Air-Captain Voss! Let us be frank. You despised and loathed Bendix Grünlich, and hated him for marrying your sister. And”—she beamed at Saskia—“your conduct towards Jungfrau von Eck at the time of her court-martial was so craven, that you would now do anything to retain her good opinion so recently recovered.”

“I only acted as you advised!” cried Heino.

“True,” said Jeschke, leaning back in her chair. “But you need not have taken my advice.”

Saskia leapt up. “You have engineered all this!”

“Of course. Up to a point, anyway. I cannot claim the credit for Count Maximilian’s actions—or at least, only to the extent of supplying a mistress who influences his conduct. But I do not deny I have brought you here, reconciled, that you might go to Beruz and speak at Captain von Eck’s trial.”

“Saskia, sit down,” said Heino tartly. “You are unsettling me.”

Saskia took no notice. “Why are you interested in what happens to Erich, Commissar? To the Volksbund, he is a traitor, and he represents the Altenkirchen nobility you despise.”

Jeschke sipped her brandy. “Frankly, I do not give a whore’s fart for Erich von Eck. He can hang for all I care, although if he survives I can foresee him becoming useful in the future. He must have learned much valuable information.”

“Then why—”

“Why am I sending you to defend him? Now we come to the interesting part of the evening. This is merely prologue. So Air-Captain Voss is right; you should sit down now. I have quite a tale to tell.

“Long, long ago, a penniless servant named Gerlach Emmerich came into possession of a book known as the Daemonologie, previously the property of the Emperor Konrad. It contained detailed, practical, and efficacious instruction in how to conjure a demon. Young Gerlach mastered them, summoned an otherworldly being and bound it to teach him sorcerous arts. Emmerich became transformed into something more—or less—than human. Using his powers, he soon became Beruzil emperor, displacing the Offtringen, and the family retains the throne to this day.

“Gerlach, wisely, decided to destroy the Daemonologie. His new powers were in his blood, and he did not wish such knowledge to pass to others. He had at this point, if you will, two choices: either for the Emmerichs to marry solely among their own blood, like the ancient kalifs of Sardayaan; or to dilute it and avoid the horrors of inbreeding. We know they chose latter, so while successive generations were neither mad nor monsters, their powers waned. This they concealed, of course, until the Defiance of Porrenkirch, when it became apparent that the Beruzil emperor was nothing more than a stage conjuror.”

“So much is widely known,” interjected Heino. “As tales go, it is neither original nor especially entertaining.”

“What, then, if we were to learn that the Daemonologie was not destroyed at all? Either from hesitancy, or some magic weaved into the book, Gerlach Emmerich did not, as he said, burn the precious volume. It survived, and its location recently came to light—to those with ears to listen. Archduke Leopold has been searching for it his whole life. An agent of his learned of where the Daemonologie hid in plain sight. Our own informant was able to secure this knowledge, and stop the mouth of its originator, so that the archduke remains in ignorance. He retains an artefact known as the Codex, without which the Daemonologie cannot be read. Leopold greatly desires to take possession of the text, to unlock the powers once promised to his grandfathers. While this would cause considerable unrest in the Empire, in the longer term it is not in Lauchenland’s interest that such a man should have the means to master the demonic realms. Leopold believed, as did we, that the Daemonologie was hidden in the Imperial capital at Jaszvar. It proved, however, to be in a monastery with many other ancient texts, which no-one ever consulted. That monastery was—”

“The Martyrs Monastery at Klosterkitzfeld!” cried Saskia. “Now Saint Ludwig’s Hospital!”

Jeschke silently applauded. “Quite right, Jungfrau. The hospital you so objected to bombing contained, in a forgotten library, the original, the only, text of the Daemonologie. The few in the Volksbund High Command who knew of this information decided that it must be destroyed at all costs, even down to the obliteration of a convalescent hospital.”

“And now?” whispered Heino.

“And now,” said Jeschke even more softly, “you know, of course. You will both be in Beruz, not a dozen miles from Klosterkitzfeld, for Captain von Eck’s trial. Even the Volksbund would struggle to place an agent so soon after the war. Your presence, however, could not be more natural. Heinrich Voss, Saskia von Eck: you will go to Klosterkitzfeld, and you will finish the mission you started.”

Saskia looked on in wonder. “You wish us to saunter into the ruins and destroy the Daemonologie?”

“If it is amenable to physical destruction, that is one possibility. There is some debate among the learned as to whether such an act is possible, or whether the book is in some way indestructible. However, by far the best course is to bring it back to Lauchenland; more specifically, to me. Succeed, and there may be ways in which we can influence the ongoing trial. If, as I suspect, Erich von Eck is able to abstract the Codex, the full powers outlined in the Daemonologie will be available to the Volksbund. Our revolution will be secure—if we choose to stop at that point. One can easily see how the egalitarian principles of the Volksbund might be applied more widely across the Imperial territory.”

Heino gave a harsh laugh. “And what is to stop one of us simply reading the Daemonologie—if we accept the absurd notion that it is truly there—and securing these powers for ourselves?”

Jeschke ticked off the points on her fingers. “First, there are two of you. I cannot imagine one idly standing by while the other summons and binds a demon of infinite power. Second, the Codex is required to understand the text, and you are forbidden to take that to Klosterkitzfeld; and third, the process is unimaginably hazardous. An amateur attempting the rite would succeed only in provoking the demon to its irritation, and consequent grotesque retribution. I imagine those factors should be enough to deter you.”

“They did not deter Gerlach Emmerich.”

“Three of the four people in the room when the demon was summoned died. Gerlach himself was fortunate enough not to join them. I doubt you would enjoy similar luck.”

“May I ask,” said Saskia, “how you came into possession of this fantastical intelligence?”

“You may,” said Jeschke. “I would not normally dream of sharing it. In this case, however, it may be helpful in allowing you to apply pressure in the right places. The archduke’s butler, Hankinson, has long been our man. An expensive tool, but a vital one.”

Heino flicked a glance at Saskia. “And we, of course, you do not need to pay—in cash, at any rate. Nonetheless, Commissar, we will work better if we are fully engaged in your scheme, and have some stake in its success. I therefore have a non-negotiable concession I will require before we agree to your scheme.”

Jeschke drew herself up in her chair. “We must be completely clear, Voss. You are in no position to negotiate. I have outlined my requirements, and you will follow them. I do not need your enthusiasm, merely your compliance.”

Heino flushed. “But—”

“Nonetheless, had you framed as a request your desire to see Jungfrau von Eck’s commission restored, the conversation would have been more cordial.” She reached inside her jacket and pulled out a paper.

“Congratulations, Navigator von Eck,” she said. “Welcome back to the Aerostatic Corps. We are allies now, and I hope this moment proves it.”

“How did you know—”

“People are as transparent as an icy spring, Voss,” said Jeschke. “There are few things for which you would defy a direct order. For all your follies and vices, you at least are not motivated by avarice, and you despise the Volksbund too much to ask a favour for yourself. From there, it is simple to deduce what you would request. I do not think less of you for it.”

“Thank you,” said Saskia. “I suspect I am paying a high price for the return of my commission, but nonetheless I am grateful.”

Jeschke nodded briskly and rose from her seat. “More detailed written orders await in your temporary quarters. I would suggest you both retire early: you fly at dawn.”
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Beruz

––––––––
[image: image]


Heino’s experience of legal process was largely confined to his court-martial, when he and Saskia had been tried and convicted within an hour either side of lunch. In the Palace of Justice, a steeply gabled building on the banks of the River Blauwasser, matters went rather differently.

The first three days of the trial, with Heino and von Eck seated in the witnesses’ gallery, consisted largely of abstruse debate on the admissibility of evidence and the order of proceedings, conducted between Erich’s advocate von Schulhof and the Imperial Prosecutor, Cardarelli. Erich, slim and erect in his uniform as he sat in the dock, made extensive notes, which Heino suspected were primarily to stave off boredom. Heino was not even clear as to the nature of the charge: murder, treason, insubordination? Von Schulhof’s attempt to have all charges struck out was defeated, but only after some four hours of argument. Once the eventual indictment was settled upon—Erich was formally arraigned for aggravated malfeasance—Heino was little the wiser. Was this more or less serious than murder? Neither von Schulhof nor Cardarelli seemed satisfied, so perhaps a compromise had been reached.

Count Maximilian had been present for the morning session of the first day but, increasingly irritated by the legal debate, soon absented himself. Heino had not formed a positive impression of the aristocratic commander, and he found himself hoping for Erich’s acquittal.

Erich had been released on his pledge of good conduct—neither custody nor bail was appropriate for a decorated officer—and instead he was placed under house arrest at his lodging, the graceful Braustadt Hotel. He was permitted visitors and, every evening, Saskia would go to spend an hour with him. Heino was invited but, although he bore Erich no particular animosity, he could not in good conscience allow himself to socialise with the man he had seen hang his sister’s husband.

On the third evening of the trial, Saskia returned to their hotel so that they could dine together. “How was Erich tonight?” asked Heino as they sat down.

Saskia attempted a smile. “He is becoming weary of the charade. Maximilian aims to see him destroyed, and Cardarelli is esteemed as a lethal prosecutor. The Cardarellis settled from Terravecchia three hundred years ago, and have been friends of the Offtringen since then. Pitro Cardarelli would not normally stoop to prosecuting a case of this nature: he does so as a favour to Count Maximilian.”

Heino indicated the lamb cutlets on the menu to the approaching waiter. “Von Schulhof seems sprightly enough. He has fought Cardarelli to a standstill, if nothing else.”

“I am told he is well-regarded—and successful—as a defender of lost causes. His appearance here already casts Erich as a tragic victim.”

“And the judge?”

“A judge, by nature, favours the establishment. I am sure Schirlitz is no different.”

“You are well-informed,” said Heino.

“Von Schulhof was still present when I visited Erich. He was able to outline the key points of the case.”

“And are you any clearer as to the charge?”

“Aggravated malfeasance has a broad scope,” she said. “If guilty, the penalty could range from execution to a fine.” She looked down at the heavy white napkin before her.

“We need to consider,” said Heino after a pause, “our other concern.”

“I know,” she said coldly. “I had not forgotten. Nonetheless I am not going to forswear Erich. The trial will be in recess over the weekend. Let us both visit Erich then and consider the possibilities.”

“I have already procured a train timetable,” said Heino.

“I do not doubt it,” said Saskia, and the subject was left in abeyance for the remainder of the evening.
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On the Friday evening, soon after dinner, Heino and Saskia presented themselves in Erich’s quarters at the Braustadt Hotel. Saskia and Erich embraced stiffly, and Erich stepped over to shake Heino’s hand.

“Air-Captain Voss,” he said. “I am sorry to meet you again under these circumstances, and that you must winter in Beruz on my account.”

Heino returned the handshake. “I bear you less ill-will than you might imagine,” he said with a grim smile.

“Nonetheless,” said Erich, “I apologise for the harm I have done to your family, for all the good that will do. If I am ever able to make amends to your sister, be assured I shall.”

Saskia interrupted. “I have not brought Voss for tearful reconciliations,” she said. “Court is in recess until Monday, and we have work to do.”

Erich indicated the plush chairs in his suite and invited them to sit. “House arrest is less onerous than it might be. These are more luxurious surroundings than Eulenschloss.”

“We have been given a task by the Volksbund,” said Saskia. She efficiently outlined the conversation they had had with Jeschke.

Erich sighed. “And why,” he said, “should I wish to assist the Volksbund? I have been fighting them for the past year. Despite everything, I am a loyal Imperial officer.”

Heino leaned forward. “Loyal to Count Maximilian and his father? One has put you in the dock; the other could save you, if he chose.”

Erich rubbed his hands across his eyes. “If we are not true to our conscience, what else do we have?”

Heino laughed. “You are surely Saskia’s brother.”

Erich turned to his sister. “You cannot want to give these powers to the Volksbund? Can you imagine the horror they would wreak?”

“I doubt,” said Heino, “that Archduke Leopold would use them any more wisely.”

“If we bring the Daemonologie—and the Codex—back to Lauchenland, the Volksbund will protect you,” said Saskia.

Erich rose from his seat, walked over to the drinks cabinet, then thought better of it. “From everything you have told me about Commissar Jeschke, I doubt that.”

“There is an alternative,” said Heino. “The three of us go to Klosterkitzfeld, secure the Daemonologie, and work together to master the demonic power.”

“Voss, no!” cried Saskia.

Erich shook his head. “We might start with good intentions, but I have seen how easily they are corrupted. I am sure you have too. The idea is tempting, but it is all our ruin.”

Saskia walked to the window and looked down at the bustling crowds on the street below, scurrying about their Midwinter preparations under the gas-lights. “Erich, why do you not see if you can secure the Codex? Then we will all go to Klosterkitzfeld together. At the worst we can find a fresh hiding place for the material. I think we are agreed that this power can be entrusted to neither Archduke Leopold nor the Volksbund.”

Erich sighed. “I do not know where the Codex is, or what it looks like.”

“The archduke’s butler, Hankinson, can answer both of those questions. He is a Volksbund agent.”
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An hour later Erich found himself at Wilderness, the seat of Archduke Leopold. The leaves were long fallen from the trees and the branches stood with stark intensity against the rising moon. The house was smaller and less overpowering than Schloss Windischerkamm, but Erich could see why Leopold had been so loath to quit it when the emperor required a residence in the city.

He was admitted into the presence of Hankinson—a man of whom he had previously taken the least possible notice. Such unobstrusiveness, he reflected, must be invaluable in the espionage trade.

Erich requested an audience with the archduke, and to his surprise was conducted only five minutes later along a narrow corridor back out into the gardens before a footman ushered him into a modest hunting lodge.

Archduke Leopold was deep in conversation with a woman perhaps half a century his junior. Although a comforting fire warmed the room, Erich felt that nonetheless she was underdressed for the conditions.

Erich bowed. “My apologies for disturbing you, Your Grace.”

Leopold patted the woman on the rump. “Run along, Lili. I will be with you shortly. Captain von Eck, this is an unexpected pleasure.”

Erich did not see pleasure evident in the archduke’s face.

“I have awaited your summons, sir, on the errand you previously outlined.”

Leopold’s eyes glinted in the firelight. “Your use to me under house arrest is limited. Indeed, are you not in breach of your parole in coming here tonight?” He briskly indicated the chair in which Lili had just been seated.

Erich sat down on the warm cushions. “I cannot imagine exception will be taken if I call upon the commander-in-chief of my regiment. And I hope you will not take it amiss if I observe that my arrest is solely the result of your son’s malice.”

Leopold steepled his fingers. “I did warn you about Maximilian,” he said. “No-one regrets his petty and vindictive temperament more than his father, I can assure you.”

“Be that as it may, sir, I cannot escape the conclusion that if you intervened to end this travesty of a trial, I could serve you more effectively at liberty than under arrest.”

Leopold sipped from a goblet at his side. “Statecraft is less straightforward than you imagine, Captain. This ‘travesty’, as you so accurately describe it, absorbs a great deal of my son’s limited capacities. While he is thus preoccupied, he is prevented from mischiefs elsewhere. I regret your predicament, for several reasons, but you are mistaken if you think I can involve myself in remedying it. You are, I am sorry to say, on your own.”

Erich rose and bowed. “I imagined you would say as much, sir. I thank you nonetheless for your attention.”

Leopold gave a brief nod. “Good evening, Captain. I wish you well.”

Erich did not reply, and walked back out into the chill night. From inside the cabin he heard a call: “Lili! Where are you?”
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Erich stepped back across the gardens towards the house. He was not dissatisfied with the result of the interview. He had felt a degree of loyalty towards the archduke, and corresponding guilt at the prospect of joining Saskia’s intrigues against him. Leopold’s unwillingness to intervene on his behalf effectively severed the relationship between them. As the archduke had said, he was on his own, and that gave him the licence to act in his own interests.

It was the work of a few minutes only, once back in the main house, to locate Hankinson.

“May I help you further, sir?” asked the butler.

Erich smiled and indicated the nearest chamber. “Yes, Hankinson. I believe you may.”
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After breakfast Heino and Saskia met again in Erich’s chambers. Erich reached into his pocket and threw an object down on the table.

“This,” he said, “is Archduke Leopold’s monocle. It is also, more importantly, the Codex.”

“How—?” said Saskia.

“Hankinson was both knowledgeable and informative. The threat of exposure, with its inevitable consequences, and some intimations of violence, were predictably persuasive.”

“You have done well, von Eck,” said Heino.

“I would note,” said Erich, “how well the Volksbund looks after those who serve it. Hankinson is surely regretting his choices now. Others at the Volksbund’s mercy should reflect.” He looked at Saskia. “I grieve to see my sister in their power.”

Saskia frowned. “That does not make Leopold any better.”

“The brief interview he afforded me last night only reinforced that view. I have no qualms about removing Codex and Daemonologie from his reach.”

“In that case,” said Heino, rising from his chair, “there is nothing to detain us further. The train to Klosterkitzfeld leaves in forty-five minutes.”
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CHAPTER VI
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Klosterkitzfeld
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The previous evening’s rain had become a sticky snow, binding both to the pavement and boots of passers-by. The trains, as ever, continued to run on time, and Heino, Saskia, and Erich leapt aboard the suburban steam train to the north with seconds to spare. The carriage was empty—the ruins of Klosterkitzfeld were not a popular attraction, and the factories further north on the line sat quiet at the weekend.

Heino normally enjoyed a train journey—any mechanical conveyance commanded his approval—but this morning, with a grim task hanging over him, and the ruin his own airship had rained on his surroundings, he would have preferred to be anywhere else. He could not see any possible happy ending to their errand, and he was as aware as Erich of the calamity which would ensue if Commissar Jeschke came into possession of demonological artefacts. But he owed Saskia a debt he could never repay, and if this was what it took to rescue her brother, then he was here until the end.

Erich stared out of the window. “I did not realise how much damage your airships had inflicted,” he said.

“On a hospital,” said Saskia with a bleak gaze. “You forgot to mention that.”

Heino held up a hand. “Von Eck...”

Erich briskly shook his head. “You will rarely hear me defend the Volksbund. But now we know what is here, do you not wish you had made a better job, not a worse one? To do a small evil to avoid a greater one?”

Saskia stood up and went to the window. Outside the tumbled rubble piled in fantastical shapes, oddities of shattered brickwork poking through the snow. “I had a long time to think, at Drachenschloss Point,” she said with a sideways glance at Heino. “None of my reflections made me feel we should have dropped more explosives, ended more lives. Perhaps I am not a soldier after all.”

She turned to face Heino and Erich. “But I am thankful I now have the chance to risk my life to put things right. And that Heino is here too, for we can never undo what we did together. I am only sorry that you must be part of it too, Erich.”

Erich sighed. “I am no innocent either, sister. If the price of ending this is my life, it is not one I can complain at paying.”

Heino rubbed his hands together. “If we treat this as suicide, then it will become suicide. I would like at least to imagine the possibility we will walk out of Klosterkitzfeld alive. Erich, I had not realised quite how similar you were in temperament to your sister.”

Erich laughed. “Well said, Voss! Let us do our work and go home.”

“Home,” said Saskia softly. “Eulenschloss?” 

Her eyes widened in some quiet appeal.

Erich reached out for her hand in a quick gesture. “Let us see when this is over, Saskia.”
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The train drew to a snuffling halt at St Ludwig’s station. As they alighted, it occurred to Heino how quickly the Empire had replaced the railway tracks, for they must have been obliterated in the bombardment. Not for the first time, he thought how relentless an opponent the Beruzil Empire was. It was hard to imagine why they had called for an armistice on the brink of complete victory. If the Volksbund got their hands on the Daemonologie, the emperor would have cause to regret his forbearance. 

They picked their way through snow and rubble, Saskia leading the way. St Ludwig’s Hospital had been erased; what the bombs had not destroyed, the subsequent fires had reduced to ashes. The main building of the Martyrs’ Monastery, set further back on the same campus, had not been so comprehensively pulverised. The shell of the church was undisturbed even as the outbuildings lay around it. A pious man, Heino thought, would have seen it as a sign of divine providence.

“There must be a library here,” he said. “If it has not been destroyed.”

Saskia reached into her satchel. “I vowed never to visit this place without a map again,” she said, pulling out a folded paper. “Maps of the monastery are rather easier to obtain here than in Grinzwald.”

Heino fought down a smile. His own satchel contained some bread, beer, and cheese.

“It looks as though the catacombs under the church are now the library.” She squinted into the low winter sun. “If the church is intact, then there’s every chance the catacombs are too.”

“Catacombs,” said Heino with a wry look at Erich. “The word does not evoke cheerful associations.”

“Fitting enough for the Daemonologie,” Erich replied.

“Are we going inside or talking?” said Saskia. “This will get no easier for waiting.”

Some obscure impulse prompted Heino to step past Saskia and push at the heavy wooden doors. She may have wanted to take all the risk, but he did not have to let her.

The door, deeply grooved wood freighted with the souls of centuries, did not immediately yield. Erich put his shoulder against it and together they pushed. After a final moment of resistance, it creaked and slowly gave way. Behind the door lay some fallen plaster which had stacked up against the wood. Heino saw some cracked faces of the Martyrs on the reliefs and eased them aside with his foot.

Inside was a large and chilly expanse. Once it would have been lit with stained glass windows, but now the wind and the bleak winter light streamed through the holes where the glass had once been. The bombs had not left a single window intact.

Heino was not sure if the church had been in recent use as a place of worship—no doubt Saskia would know, but he did not care to disturb the heavy silence. The last church he had entered had been for Bendix’s funeral, and that had followed the more utilitarian northern rites. The monastery, by contrast, retained an ancient and not altogether welcoming atmosphere. No attempt had been made to clear the largely superficial bomb damage, and he suspected they were the first to enter the building since they had rained high explosive on it.

In this, however, it seemed he was wrong. From behind them came a slight cough. Heino turned to see an elderly man leaning on a stick and approaching Saskia.

“Welcome to Klosterkitzfeld,” he said in a soft voice. “We have few visitors these days. St Ludwig’s hospital is now closed.” He peered at Saskia’s uniform. “But I suspect you knew that.”

Erich unbuttoned his coat to reveal his Fusiliers uniform. “We are not here to refight the war,” he said. “You might think of us as pilgrims.”

An unreadable glimmer passed across the man’s face. “And you may think of me as the Custodian,” he said. “There is little enough to do here these days. Pilgrims, I understand, are searchers after truth.”

“We merely wish to inspect the library,” said Saskia. “I understand there are many valuable and interesting volumes in the catacombs.”

The Custodian’s eyes gleamed. “Interesting indeed. Although you appear unlikely bibliophiles. The ways of the Lord,” he said with a sigh, “are known to be mysterious. It may be you find more than you seek. The catacombs are down that way.” He indicated a door behind the altar.

“Thank you,” said Erich, but through some trick of the light the Custodian had already vanished.
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CHAPTER VII
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Heino was nearest the entrance to the catacombs. He inched across the plaster-dusted floor and eased open the narrow wooden door. He looked back at Saskia and Erich. Saskia gave a brief nod and he struck a light on his flint-box and stepped through the doorway.

The wan light from the flint-box only made the surrounding darkness more pervasive. The worn steps had a greasy slipperiness and he moved downwards with care. There was no railing set into the wall. This was not a staircase designed for frequent passage. Heino did not care to think how long it had been since anyone else had attempted to navigate it—nor their fate at the end.

Saskia bumped impatiently against his back. “Can you not go faster? Let me lead the way.”

“There is not room for you to get past,” whispered Heino. “You will have to trust to my navigation for once.”

Eventually the winding staircase came to an end. It felt to Heino as if they had descended several hundred feet, down to the mouth of Hell. With a shudder he dismissed this as excessive fancy. The catacombs could be no deeper than the foundations, and while the air carried a musty fetor, the whiff of corruption he sensed was surely no more than fevered imagination.

The three of them huddled together at the base of the stairs in the feeble glow of Heino’s flint-box. In the flickering light, two walls packed with neatly arrayed skulls stretched ahead of them; the high ceiling appeared to be vaulted with long bones he did not wish to examine too closely. Set into the walls at intervals were alcoves crammed with volumes.

“I thought the Volksbund Library at Grinzwald was unsettling,” breathed Saskia. “But this—this defines ‘eerie’.”

The air had a stale, dry tang. Somehow it was infused with the memories, the essence, of the hundreds—thousands—of skulls which defined the chamber. It was at once weary, melancholy, and unimaginably old.

“I do not like this,” said Saskia with a shudder.

“Whoever hid the Daemonologie down here would not have wished to encourage visitors,” said Erich. “I imagine few catacombs are appealing locations.”

“Do you not sense evil?” whispered Heino.

“Really, Heino!” hissed Saskia. “That is sheer nonsense, and even if it is not, I would prefer you to keep the thought to yourself.”

“The sooner we start looking, the sooner we can leave,” said Erich. “I for one do not wish to tarry longer than necessary.”

Gingerly Heino stepped over the soft dusty floor to the nearest cabinet and pulled open the door. He half expected it to creak, but it opened noiselessly, if stiffly.

“Hold this.” He passed the flint-box to Saskia and reached for a volume. With one finger he turned the blackened cover as he held it under the light.
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Restricted

Library of Klosterkitzfeld Monastery

Admittance to Adepts Authorised by the Abbot Only

Index of Volumes
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Heino looked at Saskia and Erich. “I am prepared to overlook that you are not adepts, if you will do the same for me.”

Saskia brought the flint-box closer and turned the first page. It appeared to be a crude map of the catacomb. Each section was carefully delineated in red ink. She ran her finger down the left-hand side of the map. Devotional Texts. “We can ignore these.” 

“This appears more to the purpose: Daemons, Apparitions and their Manipulation,” said Heino. 

“I am not certain I wish to learn more on this subject,” said Saskia. “I am by no means devout, but these are not matters in which we should meddle. If these powers exist, they are not for human control—least of all the Volksbund.”

“Or Archduke Leopold,” said Erich.

“This is why we have come,” Heino said. “It is late to develop scruples now. And do you not feel a certain frisson of curiosity?”

Saskia gave her head a brisk shake. “Yes. And that is the worst part of it.” She touched his arm. “It is not too late to go back, and say there was nothing to be found here.”

“They will only send others.”

“Let us go, if we are going.” She stepped in the direction of Daemons, Apparitions and their Manipulation.

Heino skipped to catch up with her while Erich brought up the rear. The air seemed heavier, brooding, as they veered towards the far end of the chamber.

Saskia stopped. “Look at this.”

She indicated the skulls set into the wall. Several of them were elongated; at least two appeared to have short horns protruding.

“Ahhh...” said Heino with a shudder.

“No wonder it is for adepts only,” said Saskia. “No doubt they are trained to control terror. And I do not mind admitting I am terrified.”

Heino swallowed hard. “I wish I could say I am not. But those skulls are nothing of this world.”

Saskia gently reached out to touch the bone. Sharply she drew back with a cry.  “It spoke to me!”

“Saskia!” shouted Erich. His voice echoed off the walls of the chamber.

She shuddered. “Do not touch it. Ancient malice, waiting, waiting. Fire and torment. Glee and anticipation. It is glad we are here, and it purposes only our doom.”

“The sooner we conclude our business and depart, the better.” With a conscious effort, Heino set his shoulders and stepped past the skulls, through the opening and into a narrow chamber. He could hear Saskia breathing steadily as she moved behind him. Erich was now walking backwards, alert for anything on silent feet which might pad up behind them.

Together, since they had only one light, they made their way along the shelves, peering at the volumes crammed within. Daemons: Their Evocation, Control and Banishment; Djinns of Az Haijrah; Annals of the Babouk; Miscellany of the Otherworld; A Taxonomy of Death, and its Reversal; Necromancy: A Practical Study; Curses, Cantrips and Conjuring.

Some of the books gave off a palpable energy, seeming to ooze malignancy, at once repellent and seductive. The chamber was cool, but Heino could feel himself sweating.

Saskia touched Erich’s arm. “Do you have the Codex?” she whispered.

“Of course.”

“I wonder if it might help us find the Daemonologie. They are made of the same stuff, are they not?”

Erich slipped his fingers into his chest pocket, brought out the monocle and put it to his eye. For a moment Heino had to fight an inappropriate urge to laugh.

Erich took the Codex away from his eye. “It is unsettling,” he said. “Somehow my vision is clearer, particularly in that direction.” He indicated the back of the chamber. “You may be right. It is as if the Codex is drawing us along.”

He put the lens back to his eye and moved, with obvious reluctance, deeper into the chamber. He stopped before one slim volume.

“Voss—look at this. Does it say what I think it does?”

Heino brought the flint-box closer. The gilt lettering was partly flaked away from the dark leather binding. “The Daemonologie, by ‘GE’.”

He could feel a faint prickling, not just on his skin, but in the air. “This is it. Emmerich’s Daemonologie. The spells he gulled from the Emperor Kaspar and used to overthrow him.”

Saskia reached out a hand. “Unless you want to...” Her arm fell to her side. Heino took the Codex from Erich and carefully lifted the volume, which was light and flexible. It lacked the sheer horror of some of its companions. He handed the flint-box to Erich.

“Hold the light up,” he said in an unsteady voice, as he flipped back the cover. The title page reflected no more than he already knew, other than a brief legend Printed in Kitztetten. Only copy. The next page was more revealing.


Prefatory



I was once known as Gerlach Emmerich, the Beruzil emperor. This worldly ambition now seems to me the height of ignorance and folly. That I schemed, plotted, dissembled and murdered to achieve it magnifies the offence, although with my present understanding of this plane of existence, these crimes are of no more consequence than the paltry aspirations which brought them about.



This volume is protected by a web of spells which took the equivalent of some four hundred years of this realm to construct. If you now read it, know that it is part of my plan that you do so. Read on, if you will, to learn brief details of my earthly existence and, no doubt to your greater interest, the methods by which demons can be brought into this realm and induced to serve, after a fashion.



Be warned that these beings display the utmost malevolence. They do not serve for goodwill, and neither are they amenable to more than the most cursory control. I who write this volume am now as much the demon Aranoth as the human Gerlach. My lifespan is to all intents infinite, having absorbed much of the stuff of the demon, which is indestructible. Whether I am blessed or cursed beyond the fate of any man yet born, I leave to your own judgement.



My vanity—that is, Gerlach rather than Aranoth—induces me to issue one final caution. The material contained in this volume is efficacious: following the instructions is of no more complexity than cooking a mutton stew. A child could undertake them (the horror of such a fate!). If you choose to proceed, I can guarantee you a level of mastery over this realm at least equal to my own. No material wish, or field of knowledge, will remain closed to you. And yet Gerlach says to you—Aranoth remains at best indifferent—that this is a destiny to be wished on no man. A span of seventy years, a warm fire and a full belly: it is little enough, but it is more than enough.



Proceed, then, at your own peril!



Heino shut the volume with a snap. “I am not clear as to the fate of the first Emmerich, but I am certain I do not wish to share it.”

The light in the chamber was unsteady as Erich’s hands shook.

Saskia’s voice was barely audible. “I fear to make the acquaintance of the demon Aranoth; still less do I wish to hand its control to Commissar Jeschke or the archduke.”

From behind them, a voice creaked with the timbre of ages. “In that, thou art then thwarted. For I am Gerlach von Emmerich, or Aranoth if you prefer.”

With infinite slowness they turned, to see the slight figure of the Custodian before them, eyes agleam. Somewhere away from vision, a hint of something larger lurked. “The three of thou art welcome, particularly thee, Saskia von Eck. I have been awaiting thee; waiting a considerable time.”

By accident or design, the Custodian blocked the narrow doorway.

Saskia flicked a brittle glance at Erich. “And how should we address you?”

The Custodian gave a dusty chuckle. “Ever the aristocrat, my dear lady, preoccupied with etiquette. But the true names of things art important, art they not?”

Heino stepped forward. “I have much less interest in etiquette. For some reason, you have engineered our presence, for reasons which are opaque. The sooner you enlighten us, the sooner we can all be about our business. Although why a being of your infinite power chooses to lurk down here in the dark when there are many more appealing locations escapes me.”

The Custodian shimmered before their eyes, somehow became less Gerlach and more Aranoth. “Thy reputation for cowardice—and yes, Saskia von Eck shares it—is not wholly warranted, it seems. I could smite thee with a billionth of my power, should I tire of thy insolence.”

Heino swallowed. “Yet you do not. You require some service of us, and no doubt it is disagreeable.”

Aranoth—for now there was no Gerlach visible—hissed. “Truly, thou dost not fear me as thou shouldst. And I rejoice, for the coming minutes will be the more satisfying. Aranoth doth, indeed, require service, and hath waited over two hundred years to receive it. My castings had not shown Erich von Eck among us, but such rich blood can only be welcomed.”

Saskia stirred against Heino. “Identify your requirements, and an appropriate fee, and let us proceed. Everyone knows that a demon must be held to a hard bargain.”

Aranoth swelled in the space. “Do not confuse fairy tales with reality, female. Defy me, and die now, in unimaginable agony; or submit, to face a better fate. Those are my terms.”

Saskia licked her lips. “Let us see what is required. I cannot imagine you have waited two hundred years to kill us for no purpose.”

“Follow me,” breathed Aranoth. “We will need space for what is to come. Voss, bring the volume. In the next minutes, I will need a coward, a warrior, and the book. By good fortune all are present. The presence of the brother augments my abilities still further.”

Aranoth by now appeared to give off a palpable heat and a faint glow. Heino snapped shut the flint-box, which was no longer necessary for illumination.

“We could run,” murmured Saskia.

“Thou cannot,” said Aranoth. “Thou wilt do my bidding, and briskly.”

Heino shrugged. “For now, we appear to have no choice.”

Aranoth, who resisted direct gaze, now hinted at being some seven feet tall, with glimpses of scale and tail.

Aranoth moved away, and they followed. There was, after all, no real alternative.

Deeper and deeper they plunged into the catacomb. By the watch, the journey may have taken a minute, an hour, a year: time was nothing, a meaningless separation of infinities. Saskia reached out to hold Heino’s arm on one side, Erich’s on the other. This was no moment to be separated.

Soon enough—or late enough—they came to a large chamber. A pentagram was already inscribed upon the floor, and a sense of malign anticipation hung over the room. From the dark corners came the skreek of rats and who knew whatever other hellish creatures.

“Excellent!” declared Aranoth. “We may now proceed. The part of me that is Emmerich wishes to offer an explanation of what is to come; Aranoth has no objection, having waited this long.”

Heino swallowed. “Our co-operation is not guaranteed. Our preference is to return to the surface, ideally with the volume, although this aspect is negotiable.”

“Nonetheless,” said Aranoth, “thou wilt listen to my words, and do my bidding. It is written.”

Heino shrugged, and Saskia clutched his arm harder.

“Some two hundred years ago, Emmerich was involved in an invocation which brought the demon Aranoth onto this plane, to the ultimate woe of both. The lifeblood of the one he sacrificed, the worthless Alois Goldschmitt, was sufficient to bring forth a demon of modest potency, namely myself. I now desire to return to my own realm—”

“An aspiration we all share,” interjected Saskia.

“Be silent, female!” hissed Aranoth. “A disequilibrium between the planes exists. I amused myself for a period directing the affairs of men through the so-called emperor. This bagatelle soon palled, and I retired to the catacombs to contemplate infinity awhile. That pastime, too, has staled.  It is now time to return when I came. If I am to return, another must take my place.”

“Ah,” sighed Saskia. “Another human sacrifice.”

Aranoth appeared to give a frosty chuckle. “Exactly so. The power of the demon thus summoned is proportionate to the force and vibrancy of the being sacrificed. It is my humour to bring forth a demon of some quality, requiring the blood of a human of rare potential.”

A flick of a half-visible tail, and a brazier of coals sprang alight.

“That, regrettably, eliminates the miserable Voss, a creature of flaws, self-delusion and cowardice. Erich von Eck shows greater potential, but thou, Saskia von Eck, thou art extraordinary. Courage, determination, intelligence. Not one human in a thousand equals thy worth. And so it is thou who must die. And Voss, compliant and craven: thou shalt carry out the deed, and thou shalt live. A worthless, miserable life, granted, and I wonder why thou should wish to elongate it, but kill Saskia von Eck and it is thine.”

Voss broke away and stumbled across the room. “No! I will not.”

“And I will not permit it,” said Erich in a throbbing voice. “If you must sacrifice the blood of a von Eck, take mine.”

Again Aranoth seemed to reflect amusement. “A pro forma objection is necessary to salve thy conscience, Heinrich Voss. It is understood, and indeed anticipated. Nonetheless, thou wilt act as I have instructed. Thou hast betrayed the woman once. Thou wilt do so again. Erich von Eck, thou shalt desist, lest I still thy tongue permanently. Open the volume, Heinrich Voss; it will be the correct page.”

Heino drew himself up. “One moment of weakness and folly does not make a lifetime, or set a character.”

“Thou art naïve and foolish, again as I had expected. Of course it dost. Thy life is defined by the moment thou abandoned thy friend to her fate. Even now, the guilt haunts thee—a guilt that will be extinguished by her death, since her presence can no longer reproach thee.”

Saskia licked her lips. “Gerlach Emmerich! Somewhere behind the demon Aranoth you remain. Do you wish to bring forth a demon more powerful to subjugate you yet further?”

Aranoth hissed. “Emmerich does not decide our actions.”

But Aranoth seemed somehow smaller, less defined.

“Emmerich! Now is your chance! Suppress this being, which you summoned and bound to serve you,” called Heino.

Aranoth stepped back, tail thrashing. The light was sucked from the room.

“Run!” cried Heino, grabbing Saskia’s hand.

They dashed from the room, Erich on their heels, into the dank and slippery corridor. Behind them they could hear crashing and bellowing. There was only one route, and they ran with desperation of a hunted fox. Ahead was a right-angled turn around which they skidded—
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—only to find themselves back in Aranoth’s chamber.

“A commendable ploy,” said Aranoth, the full timbre of his demonic voice restored. “Emmerich retained more strength than I imagined. However, Aranoth is once again in control, and events will proceed in the manner I have outlined. Heinrich Voss, the book!”

Heino looked helplessly at Saskia. “How—”

“For God’s sake, Voss!” cried Erich.

“Do not think to outwit a demon,” purred Aranoth. “I grow impatient. Let us proceed!”

The fire in the brazier cast horrid shadows on the walls. Aranoth loomed in and out of vision. Heino felt a moment of agony sheeting his body. 

“Continue. Or the pain I have just inflicted will intensify. Take the dagger.”

Heino could no longer look at Saskia. “We always knew there was a mission from which we would not return together,” he said. He reached over to the brazier and picked up the blade.

“Voss! You cannot mean to do this!” roared Erich. 

From the shadows Aranoth gave a rolling chuckle.

Heino took Saskia’s collar and forced her down to her knees to gain time as he wracked his brains for the stratagem that would save them all. 

Erich dashed to the centre of the pentagram. He pulled his uniform dagger from its sheath and drew it across his wrist; blood spurted in a crimson jet. “Here is my blood! Here is my sacrifice! You do not need Saskia!”

“Erich!” screamed Saskia, breaking free from Heino and dashing to cradle her brother as he sank to the ground.

The shrieking of the rats grew louder as they sensed the blood pooling on the floor. A few, bolder than the others, ventured from the shadows.

Heino’s mind went back to a long-ago afternoon in Zwingenstein, him and Felix in the countryside catching rabbits for their supper. His arm remembered the fluid relaxation, the sensation of a thrown knife sent spinning through the air to skewer an unsuspecting doe. Without thinking, he took his own dagger and flipped it end over end across the three feet to pinion a rat’s skull.

Aranoth’s attention remained on the von Ecks, Erich holding his arm downwards to speed the blood flow, Saskia sobbing and covered in his blood.

Heino reached out for the stricken rat. With one motion he cast it into the brazier. He put the Codex to his eye, fixed his attention on the Daemonologie and cried aloud the Word.
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There was brief glare of light—Aranoth’s visage did not improve under close illumination—and a flapping sound as something seemed to fall into the pentagram.

“Who summons me?” came a soft voice.

Heino flicked his attention back to the page. “I am Heinrich Voss, and I command your service, which I bind with the blood of a rat. Name yourself.”

“I am the demon Drogmoz,” it lisped. “Thou displeaseth me greatly; my meditations are interrupted by thy crassness, and I dislike this realm of filth and coarseness.”

Drogmoz appeared to be about the size of a house-cat. While its appearance could not be described as pleasing, it lacked the outright terror evoked by Aranoth.

Heino drew himself erect. “Drogmoz, I command you to extinguish the demon Aranoth.”

“Alas,” said Drogmoz. “I am a demon of the Seventh Order, and I may not challenge Aranoth, who is of the Fourth Order.”

“Enough of this foolishness with rats and daggers,” hissed Aranoth. “I no longer care who is sacrificed, and I will take the death of Erich von Eck.” His tail threshed. “I judge this is not to be long deferred.”

Drogmoz made a noise Heino could hear inside his head. 

—I do not wish to serve thee in this realm in perpetuity. It is a place of chaos and dismay. If I assist thee in removing Aranoth, will thou release me?

—If you will also heal Erich von Eck, I will release you. But you are only a demon of the Seventh Order?

—Instruct me to take Aranoth to my own realm. I cannot destroy him, but I can abate his nuisance here.

—Very well, Drogmoz. Perform these two services to me, undertake further never to harm me, Saskia von Eck or Erich von Eck, and I will release you from your bond. And one final service I require.

—The list grows longer, Heinrich Voss.

—You must simply remove the artefacts known as the Daemonologie and the Codex from this realm. They have caused nothing but misery and dismay here.

Heino thought to sense approval.

—Thou showest wisdom, Heinrich Voss. It shall be as thou sayst.
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“Voss! Do something!” sobbed Saskia. Her white uniform breeches were soaked red.

“Now,” breathed Aranoth. “Now is the time. I must hear the Word.”

Heino set down the Daemonologie and the Codex. He no longer needed it.

“Drogmoz! I command you! Heal Erich von Eck. Place Aranoth in the Seventh Realm. Remove for eternity the Daemonologie and the Codex. And go with my thanks!”

“It shall be as thou sayst.”

Aranoth set up a great roaring. “This cannot be! This shall not be! Aranoth cannot be thus pent.”

But it was too late. The being that was Aranoth was no more in the human realm. In its place was a desiccated corpse which, after a shimmering moment, became a pile of dust. The first of the Emmerich emperors was no more.

With a rushing sound, Drogmoz whisked out of perception, and when Heino looked at the ground, the Daemonlogie and the Codex were no longer to be seen.

On numb legs he staggered over to Saskia and Erich. Saskia cradled her brother who was no longer conscious. Heino took his arm and looked at the slashed wrist. There was no longer any sign of a wound.

Saskia shook Erich gently, and he stirred as if from deep sleep. “Saskia? Where am I?”
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The three of them staggered from the catacombs in silence. There was no longer anything to say; or perhaps there was too much. Snow had blown into the church and a drift was beginning to pile against the altar. Saskia took a last look around the building which had caused so much woe. At last she spoke. “Let us leave this evil place behind.”

On the steam train back towards Beruz, they began to thaw out. Heino reached into his satchel and distributed the food and beer.

“Commissar Jeschke will not be delighted to see us,” he said. “We do not give her the power she desires.”

Saskia shook her head. “We were permitted to destroy the material if necessary. When she hears how easily the archduke could have suborned the powers, I am sure we will be forgiven.”

Heino looked sideways at Erich, who was staring from the window. “I am uncertain if that will be enough for the Volksbund to intercede for Erich,” he said.

Saskia closed her eyes. “Then we must resolve matters ourselves. If we can defeat a demon, surely Imperial jurisprudence presents little obstacle.”

Erich turned from the window. “Do not concern yourself with my fate, sister. I am content to take my chances. I am surprised still to be alive.”

“Nonsense, von Eck!” said Heino. “We undertook this mission solely to secure your freedom. And your sister will never suffer you to remain behind.”

Erich gave a wan smile. He did not appear, to Heino, to be fully recovered from his wound or Drogmoz’s intervention.

Saskia leaned forward to look into Erich’s face. “We were promised your liberty,” she said, “and if we have to engineer it ourselves we will. We can change train at Beruz, take the line to Zelandra, to Terravecchia, even to Avigny if you choose.”

Erich shook his head. “I cannot imagine writing to Papa to explain we are in exile. We are the last of the von Ecks.”

A single tear rolled down Saskia’s cheek. “I cannot leave you,” she said, her voice barely audible. “We have been apart for so long. Please, Erich.”

Erich reached out and took her hand. He nodded. “Nothing else will satisfy you,” he said. “I know you when your mind is set.”
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Once they had alighted at Albrechtstrasse Station, Erich insisted on returning to the Braustadt Hotel to collect some clothes.

“Surely you would not have me travel into exile in a conspicuous uniform, and with no clean underwear?” he said to Saskia.

“We can buy more clothes when we reach our destination.”

An icicle steadily dripped onto the ground beside them.

“My money is also at the hotel,” he said. “I am not a fugitive. There will be no attempt to detain me; I have given my parole that I will not flee.”

Heino gave his head a brisk shake. “And do things really go on a word and a handshake in the Empire?”

Erich drew himself up. “In my circles, they do. I am a Knight of the North Shore.”

“As long as you are prepared to break your compact now,” said Saskia as they walked out of the station into the street. “Now is not the time to throw your liberty away over a petty point of honour.”

“Nothing I have seen recently has taught me that honour is ever petty,” he said. “But if you are worried, you can be assured that I will not return to captivity simply for a parole that I gave only under duress.”

Saskia squeezed his arm.

“Why do you not go back into the station and secure our tickets?” he said. “Voss can come back to the hotel with me while I collect my luggage.”

“I am not your batman,” said Heino.

“I cannot walk out with my own bags,” Erich said. “Even the most trusting might suspect I am absconding if I decamp with luggage.”

Heino nodded reluctantly. The case was unarguable.

Saskia said: “And where should I buy tickets for?”

“I am indifferent,” said Erich. “But we have cousins in Vergoubaix, so why not Avigny?”

Saskia smiled. “Vergoubaix it is, although the last time I saw Cousin Pierre he pulled my pigtails.”

“You no longer have pigtails,” said Erich, “so that peril, at least, is averted.”

“Heino, I am sure you will like the cousins. You cannot return to Lauchenland alone.”

Heino thought of his commission, his career, the clouds in which he was truly at home. But he thought also of Maxine Jeschke, Felix, the Volksbund tightening its grip yet further.

“There is always,” said Saskia, divining something of his thoughts, “the Corps Dirigibile. We owe the Volksbund nothing.”

Heino set his jaw. “No. No, we do not.”

“Excellent!” cried Saskia with a little laugh. “I will go and secure tickets on the sleeper. Do not be long!”

She turned again for the station entrance. Erich grabbed her in an embrace. “Do you not have a kiss for your little brother, Saskia?”

Saskia laughed again and kissed him on the cheek. Erich squeezed her hand.

“Come, Voss,” he said in a gruff voice. “Let us be about our business.”

The light was beginning to fail and the gas lamps burst into life as they walked down Albrechtstrasse towards the Braustadt Hotel. Erich stared down at the damp pavement in front of him.

“I wanted to thank you for what you have done for Saskia,” he said. “No-one knows better than I that she is not an easy woman. She is fortunate to have your friendship.”

Heino laughed. “Harald von Fähnrich said that friendship was not possible between such contrasting degrees, and I should remember that only recently my ancestors were digging turnips.”

“That sounds like Harald,” smiled Erich. “I never cared for him as a boy, and I doubt he has learned humility as a man. I would not take his words to heart.”

“I can assure you I do not.”

Erich paused and looked Heino in the eye. “Saskia will need your friendship in the time to come. There are not many people she can rely on.”

“I am glad she has you. Throughout the war, she fretted for your safety.”

Erich sighed. “I do not know when she will see me again,” he said. “I am not coming to Avigny with you. You must accompany her.”

Heino tensed. “Why?”

“Here we are at the Braustadt. I am returning to my house arrest.”

“Von Eck! You promised her you would not.”

Erich rubbed his hands against the cold. “I am sorry to be legalistic, but I promised I would not surrender simply to keep my word. And I am not. I am surrendering because I deserve to be on trial. You saw me hang your brother-in-law, and I did much that was as bad, if not worse. Maximilian has sought to destroy me from the meanest of motives, but that does not mean I am not guilty.”

“For God’s sake! We have saved the world today! Can you not show yourself some compassion?”

Erich walked towards the lobby of the hotel. “I am sure you do not believe such moral horse-trading, for I do not. I murdered at least one man in cold blood. I killed others in ways I cannot reconcile with a life well-lived. There is no choice for me now. No doubt I will regret this in due course, but that does not mean I should flee.”

Heino placed a hand on his arm. “There is no way back from this. Saskia will be inconsolable—and she will blame me for not stopping you.”

Erich flickered into a brief smile. “I am afraid she will, my friend, and I am sorry for it. But she cares for you very deeply, and she trusts you. She will forgive you.”

“Von Eck—Erich—”

“Do not plead with me, Heino. It merely makes this moment harder, and demeans us both.”

He reached out and shook Heino’s hand. “Look after my sister, until we meet again.”

He turned and walked briskly into the hotel without a backward glance.
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At 2032 the sleeper train from Beruz to Chorgues pulled out from its siding. The front compartment was empty but for two still figures: a fair-haired woman, noiselessly sobbing, curled up in the soft embrace of a pensive man in a dark cloak. If they were silent from estrangement, or a deeper communication beyond speech, none could say.  
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Vohenbach Gaol

Beruzil Empire
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The prison yard offered no shelter from the sun once it rose over the thick stone walls. As midday approached, the work of breaking rocks was hardest, and the dozen or so men made only the most cursory effort. The guards offered the occasional profanity but were no more interested in the proceedings than the prisoners.

A guard emerged from the main building. “872! You have a visitor.”

The other prisoners leaned on their picks and looked around. 872 seemed barely to register the interruption.

“872! Stir yourself.”

With a sigh, 872 ran his hands through his sweat-stained fair hair and carefully laid his pick down.

“I am sure this is a mistake,” he said to the guard. “I have not had a visitor in eighteen months, unless you count the doctor from Beruzil to check if I carried venereal disease.”

“No mistake,” grunted the guard. With a glimmering of humour he said: “You will need to keep your clothes on for this one. Come with me.”
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Vohenbach Gaol had once been a military fortress, and 872 was escorted to what had formerly been the tilt-yard, where the chaplain preached interminable sermons to the prisoners on festivals and holy days. Today, it seemed empty. 872 looked around automatically to see if an opportunity to escape presented itself, but none seemed in evidence.

It was not unlikely that this was some horrific prank by the guards—it would not be the first time—but if this was the case it would soon make itself known. 872 sat on a hard wooden bench and waited.

A door opened. A woman, her head concealed under a wrapped shawl, appeared, accompanied by a voice from inside: “You have thirty minutes.”

The woman came and sat by 872. With a graceful motion she slipped her shawl back.

“Erich? It really is you!”

872 closed his eyes. He felt a prickle of tears. “Elfriede...” He breathed. “I cannot imagine how you found me. You should not be here. This is no place for a young lady.”

Elfriede rested her hand on his. “I am not sure I am such a thing any more. I have defrauded my brother-in-law, spent his money on bribes, and travelled to the far edge of the Empire to find you. This is not the conduct of a young lady.”

Erich sighed. “Where are my manners?” he said, standing and brushing down his dusty overalls. He bowed and kissed her hand. “Come, let us take a turn around the tilt-yard.”

Elfriede looked into his face. “You are thin, Erich. I would pray for you, if I believed in anything to pray to.”

“The catering here is—unsatisfactory. It does not encourage a gourmand. But you look well, Elfriede.”

Erich was conscious this last statement was, if not a lie, than less than truth. There was a hardness, a pinched quality in her eyes, that had not been there when he had last seen her in Mezistek.

“Oh, Erich,” she said with a liquid catch in her voice. “I cannot believe you are here. I cannot believe what they have done to you.”

“They could have hanged me,” said Erich with a unpractised laugh which sounded more like a death-rattle. “If General Kurzbach had not intervened I am sure they would have done.”

“They would not even tell me where you were being kept. It has taken a year and a thousand crowns to find out.”

Erich stopped and turned to face her. “You should not have done that, Elfriede. You are nineteen years old—”

“Twenty.”

“—and this is no way to spend your life. Or Brinkmann’s money.”

Elfriede’s voice shook. “You were the only one, Erich. The only one, since that day in Jaszvar, who showed us—who showed me—any kind of—I am sorry, I promised myself I would not cry.”

Erich took both of her hands. “Why did you come, Elfriede? However much you want to, you cannot help me here. My sentence has another three and a half years to run, if they cannot find a reason to extend it. In Beruzil, I am a criminal and a cashiered officer; in Lauchenland I am a traitor.” He gave a harsh smile. “The best thing you can do is forget me, Elfriede. I do not say that with false humility. I would have wished, more than anything, to protect and care for you. I cannot do that in here, and I will not be able to should I ever be released.”

Elfriede pulled a weed from the mortar of the prison wall. She turned to fix her eyes on Erich’s. “That does not matter, Erich. I lo—”

Erich smacked the wall. “No, Elfriede! Do not say that. Do not ever say that!”

“But—”

“Go back to Mezistek. You are a silly, infatuated girl. You imagine an attachment which does not exist and a future which cannot.”

Her eyes flashed. “We both know you do not mean that. You think you are being cruel to be kind. But you are not.”

Erich turned away from her. “It is better than being kind to be cruel, which is what you want. I am grateful, and more touched than you can know, that you have come to me here. But understand that we can never see each other again, Elfriede. I have lost count of the lives I have destroyed. I will not add another.”

She moved to look into his face, and he set his expression against the hint of weakness. If he broke now they would both be washed away.

“Goodbye, Elfriede. I wish only your happiness for the future.”

“For now, Erich, goodbye. I am stronger than you. Never doubt that we will meet again.”

She reached up to kiss his cheek, turned and dashed for the gate.
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Erich slumped to the ground. The bitterness of this interview would stay with him for the remainder of his days here. For the first time, he looked ahead, to a future in which the new Archduke Maximilian tasted the humiliation which was his due. For now, that would have to be enough. If his destiny held more, it would come in its own time.

“Guard!” he called. “I am ready to return to work now.”
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