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Mister Midshipman Basil Dumbarton Cathcart hefted his bag and began the long, lonely trek across the tarmac of the aerodrome toward His Majesty's Airship Yukon, CBHA 18.

Cruiser Battle High Altitude, the eighteenth airship in her class—the designation alone thrilled him, filled him with pride and anticipation. And dread. The fear that he might fail to measure up.

Meanwhile, the taxi that had delivered him puttered away. Its oily exhaust hung in the crisp morning air.

The aerodrome, Shoreston Hill, was like a diorama a child had plunked down on the top of a low rise up near the Scottish border, a stone's throw from the North Sea. There were trees on the shoreward side, but otherwise the field was completely exposed—both to the weather and to the enemy.

All in all, Cathcart thought, Shoreston Hill was in a fair way to living up to its reputation for being an infected pustule on the backside of the end of beyond.

Luckily, Yukon had a better reputation. By all accounts, she was a happy and successful airship, a well-run machine of the war. She was the pride of the fleet...at least until newer construction eclipsed her or the enemy brought her down.

Yukon was enormous in comparison to most other dirigibles. Blue and gray dazzle paint, suitably dulled, covered her from nose to tail. Only the roundels on her elevators and rudders showed any bright color: blue, white, and red.

Cathcart's shoes rasped on the tarmac as his steps carried him forward, a passenger in his own body. It was a mental trick he'd learned long ago.

He was fresh out of officer candidate school. A combat veteran, he had been the oldest member of his class by a good three years. Yukon was his first duty assignment as an officer, albeit as a junior navigator and dogsbody.

Just then, a change in the surrounding environment caught his attention. Reflexively, he glanced across to the nearest of the aerodrome's three listening posts. These were tower-mounted arrays of funnel-shaped audio detectors. Normally, they scanned back and forth across the sky, from the horizon to the zenith and down again, right around the compass.

But at the moment, one of the arrays was jigging back and forth over a narrow arc, apparently homing in on a target approaching from the southeast, from seaward.

Within seconds, the other two listening posts joined the search.

Identity. Number. Position. Course. Speed. Altitude.

Cathcart shaded his eyes and searched in the direction the arrays were trained. He couldn't see anything, and yet, a sound that was closer to an indistinct thrumming than it was to a definite sound had taken root in the air.

Cathcart recognized that thrumming for what it was, for what it meant: the rapid approach of fixed-wing, heavier-than-air aircraft. Different configurations, some larger, some smaller.

He tightened his grip on his bag and ran toward Yukon.

His saner self pointed out that he was behaving like a deranged lemming, a lemming that was running with mindless enthusiasm toward the edge of the nearest cliff.

Over toward the aircraft hangar, a man in coveralls was working on the engine of an interceptor. A short distance away, an officer and a sergeant were mounting the steps to the administration shack, which looked more like a family bungalow than a military building. Over toward one of the barracks buildings, a group of ratings were exercising.

None of them seemed to have noticed the change in the detector array, the sound filling the air.

As if response to a cue, the air raid sirens began wailing.

Cathcart looked to the southeast. This time he could see them quite easily even though they were still a fair distance off.

There were exactly a dozen of them: three trimotor dive bombers, three single-engine close-support bombers, and six single-engine escorts. The dive bombers were triplanes, the rest biplanes. The escorts were leading them in, clearing the way.

The thrumming blossomed into the evil-sounding roar of their engines.

The war, the first general war in Europe in over a century, pitted a German-French alliance against a British-Russian one. Those were the major players, anyway.

The advent of commercial airships in the first two decades of the benighted 20th century had rendered helium a critical, must-have resource, one well worth going to war over...like iron ore, coal, and petroleum.

Cathcart shook his head, clearing it of the rote explanations. Obviously, he’d paid too much attention to all those motivational lectures he’d sat through in training.

Now, in the moment, sooner than Cathcart had imagined they would, the enemy aircraft opened fire.

At least a dozen of their air-to-ground rockets launched and streaked down toward the aerodrome. They left behind billowing trails of gray-white smoke. Such rockets were a recent development, barely more sophisticated than a holiday firework or a pyrotechnic signal, but they could and often did deliver a significant explosive charge.

Cathcart quickly spotted the nearest air-raid shelter. To him, it appeared to be little better than a crude dugout piled high with sandbags.

What minimal amount of safety it provided would be welcome, very welcome indeed. However, rather than join the race toward it, Cathcart continued toward Yukon. Rather than his previous relaxed pace, he was now running.

He was gratified to notice that his skills from his days at the front hadn’t deserted him. A man could lob grenades with the best of them, but being able to run faster than a pursuing enemy squad meant the difference between life and death.

There were, of course, heroic last stands, but Cathcart had never approved of them.

Mere seconds later, even before Cathcart had reached Yukon, the rockets stabbed into the ground and exploded. Geysers of dirt and pulverized tarmac shot upward all across the field, all around him, some too near for comfort.

The corner of one of the barracks buildings exploded in a ball of fire and cartwheeling splinters.

The noise was punishing enough, but the successive blows of the shockwaves, sharp and searing in the morning air, felt to Cathcart as though a burning avalanche was sweeping over him. It was everything he could do to stay on his feet, to keep running as fast as he could toward Yukon.

So far, the enemy aircraft had engaged with nothing more than air-to-surface rockets. Their strafing and bombing runs had yet to begin.

The first of the enemy planes, the escort fighters, came into firing range. They dove on the field and strafed whatever targets presented themselves.

A transporter's boiler was hit and blew up in a cloud of scalding steam and razor-sharp shrapnel. The driver was cut down where he stood.

The Pop-pop-pop! of the aerodrome's rapid-fire antiaircraft guns together with the staccato rattle of its heavy machine guns added to the cacophony as the aerodrome roused itself and returned fire. Tracer rounds arced into the air.

Many of the tracers punched through the enemy planes, but most went far astray.

The gun crews had to be either raw recruits or shell-shocked combat veterans. Whatever the case, they were panic stricken, unresponsive to command, and beyond the control of whatever training they had retained. They could think of nothing better to do than point their weapons directly at the attacking planes, pull their triggers, and curse at the top of their lungs. Tears of hysteria streamed down their faces.

The aerodrome’s defense was an unmitigated disaster.

Then, from a place a short distance off to Cathcart’s left, came yet another explosion followed immediately by screaming. An air-to-ground rocket had detonated next to one of the heavy machine guns.

The explosion had thrown the weapon onto its side.

The gun had had a two-man crew. One of them was dead, the center of his chest reduced to pulp. It was the other crewman who was screaming. He was an older man, perhaps in his forties, a corporal. His uniform was ripped, and he was bleeding from several superficial splinter wounds.

Cathcart raced to the gun emplacement and threw himself behind the meager shelter provided by its encircling sandbags. He noticed that they'd been filled to the regulation size, no more, no less. He also saw that they'd been arranged exactly according to the manual.

Now, if only the good people in charge of Shoreston Hill had had the presence of mind to see to it that the gun crews had been exercised with half as much diligence, they all might have a whisker of a chance of coming through the morning's festivities alive.

From what he'd seen so far, Cathcart doubted it. The Ruperts in charge had been punctilious when it came to following the manuals but rather lazy when it came to drilling the people who depended on them.

Cathcart grabbed hold of the dead man's shoulders. To the corporal, Cathcart said, "Take his feet. We have to put this gun back into action."

The corporal went on screaming. He sounded like an agonized donkey, only more grotesque, more dangerous. The man's hysteria flayed Cathcart's psyche like a dull knife or another dose of amphetamine. The Flier’s Friend came to mind.

Cathcart wanted to flee the aerodrome, to chase down the taxi, and order it to take him as far away as possible.

Two of the close-support bombers dove in succession on the six standby interceptors lined up on the edge of the runway.

Each of the interceptors had a pilot climbing up into its cockpit, and each had a ground crew frantically preparing the planes for takeoff.

Seconds later, the enemy planes had completed their pass.

The strafing and the bombing they'd unleashed had reduced four of the interceptors to flaming ruins. Incalculably worse, however, the attack had turned the pilots and ground crews into thrashing sacks of pulp or into blackened cadavers.

Cathcart took the corporal's face in his hands and studied the man's eyes. They were wild with terror. The attack had thrown him into the grip of some past horror. He was seeing it, reliving it, rather than seeing and living what was immediately surrounding him.

His braying scream continued unabated.

It was too late for Cathcart to use any of the techniques he’d picked up on the front; nevertheless, Cathcart needed the corporal to help him put the gun to rights and serve it. Cathcart had, therefore, only one thing he could do. As furiously as he could, as hard as he could, open handed, he struck the corporal across the face.

It was a last-ditch technique that often worked, but in this case, the frantic braying did not stop. The wild goggling did not stop.

Cathcart backhanded the man. The blow drove the corporal's head over to one side. A plume of blood-flecked saliva shot from his mouth. It flew like cooking oil flung from a tin cup.

The braying choked and tangled, but it did not lessen. If anything, it grew worse, more stricken and more paralyzing. It fed on itself like an animal gnawing at its own leg in order to escape a trap.

Only problem was that in this situation, in this war, in this raid, there was no escape, not for any of them.

Again, Cathcart forcefully drove his open hand across the man's face. The Pop! made by the blow was as loud and as sharp as a rifle shot.

In addition to the man in front of him, Cathcart was also aware of the events surrounding him. It was another one of those tricks that he'd learned in combat. Those who suffered from tunnel vision died. Those who learned to take in what was going on all about them survived.

In addition to Yukon, two other airships were moored on the aerodrome: Edmonton and Falkirk. They were both heavy frigates. Edmonton had unhooked from her mooring mast and was dumping ballast in an effort to rise from the ground, to make herself less of a stationary target. She'd also rotated her engines onto the vertical and was running them at maximum power in an effort to create as much upward movement as possible. Evidently, her captain believed that once he was airborne, he would be able to engage the enemy or escape.

Neither were to take place.

One of the dive bombers showered Edmonton with bombs. Two explosions ripped apart her upper hull, consuming vast sections of it in twin fireballs. At the same time, three bombs went off on the tarmac right beneath her, lobbed there by the bomber's forward motion.

The force of the explosions slashed open the lower side of the hull, ripped free several engine gondolas, and demolished the control gondola. There was nothing left of it but twisted framing and dangling lengths of electrical wiring and control cabling.

It was, Cathcart had to admit, as good a bit of practice as he'd ever seen.

Edmonton heeled over to one side. Like a dying whale, she sagged and rolled. She slammed onto the ground and slid, crushing those few of her crewmen who'd managed to escape the stricken airship.

Would any of them on the aerodrome that day escape, Cathcart wondered.

Cathcart was holding his hand cocked, ready to deliver a second backhanded blow to the corporal's face, when, inexplicably, the man's eyes focused and he stopped screaming. He stood frozen for a long second. He buried his face in his hands and
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