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	A Patriotic Excerpt from the British Press

	In our Empire’s righteous struggle to defeat German and French aggression and fanaticism, each of our weapons is absolutely vital. However, few of them can compare in effectiveness to our mighty airships. These invincible battleships of the sky rain down torrent after torrent of vengeance upon the heads of the King’s enemies.

	Whether it’s shattering enemy trenches in France, obliterating shipyards in Germany, or sinking German submarines in the North Sea, the heroic work of our fearless dirigibles, our lighter-than-air airships, would be impossible without the incredibly vast reserves of helium so recently discovered in His Majesty’s North American dominions. Coupled with the tireless crews of the Empire’s indomitable high-seas fleet, which is hard at work protecting our North Atlantic shipping lanes, our supplies of helium will remain abundant.

	It is for no trivial reason that this war has been dubbed the Helium War. Helium is critical to our economy, to our national defense, and to our British way of life.

	Therefore, our war aim is as plain as day: to have so much helium that we shall never be in want of it.

	Nevertheless, helium, that preeminent lifting gas, is only the beginning of the story. The real heroes of our fleet above the clouds are the officers and men who man the airships, who keep these masterful works of ingenuity and genius fighting in the most forbidding game imaginable.

	They deserve our limitless thanks and recognition.

	 

	Excerpted from “Airships Blaze the Trail to Victory” by Roberta Sedgewick, first published in The Upper Ludlow Gazette, 28 June 1927.

	 

	 

	1
Under Fire and a Hell of a Lot of It

	 

	His mouth as dry as cigarette ash, Captain Sidney Bowen watched in a mixture of horror and detachment as a German artillery shell whistled down and buried itself in the dirt. The spot was a scant seventy-five yards away from where he was standing in the doorway of the control gondola of His Majesty’s Rigid Airship Saturna.

	A split second later, the shell’s explosive charge detonated, vomiting earth and shrapnel into the war-concussed air.

	The clods and splinters rattled like hailstones across the airship’s hull. They pinged on the spinning propellers, and they shattered two of the control gondola’s windows. The tendrils of cordite smoke surged and rolled like a killing fog coming in off the English Channel.

	Seventy-five yards, Bowen thought, as he forced himself to wait through the agonizing seconds until the next shell landed.

	The previous fall of shot had been one hundred yards distant. The next would likely be closer, and the one after that would be on target. Precisely. The Germans weren’t stupid, and no one could argue that the French weren’t clever.

	A thousand feet above, Redonda, CDHA 105, another high-altitude cargo dirigible, circled, keeping watch. She was doing a fine job of it, too, first-class, but she was unable to vitiate the accuracy of the German artillery.

	That task had been put into the eager hands of a flight of British Dover Larks: powerful, well-armed, spritely triplanes.

	They dove on the German emplacements, dropping bombs when the opportunity arose, but in the main, strafing the bastards. The bursts were short and deadly, the slugs taking their toll, often pinging off the guns themselves.

	Although those gun emplacements were twenty-five hundred yards away, Bowen could hear the drumroll of the machine guns over the reassuring chorus of Saturna’s eight no-nonsense engines.

	Finally, the ambulance drivers lifted the last of the stretchered, blanket-covered corpses into Saturna’s forward loading bay, and signaled the all-clear.

	Calling forward toward the bridge, Bowen gave the order: “Loading complete, Mr. Montague. Lift off!”

	“Aye, aye, sir,” came the first officer’s response. He may as well have been acknowledging a routine course correction.

	Montague had the ability to maintain an outer sangfroid that Bowen envied. Bowen’s own voice tended to turn abrupt and snappy, and worse by far, his hands tended to go damp.

	In this instance, he had what he was willing to pretend was good cause. The whole bloody evolution would have been so much simpler if they’d had a proper set of bridge wings, instead of having to lean out of doors or hang out over cargo hatches or keep watch from one of Saturna’s openair blisters or rely on reports from the engine gondolas.

	Bowen left the doorway and went forward through the control gondola to Saturna’s wingless bridge. Wingless, perhaps, but the gondola did have a surfeit of windows, nearly enough to provide adequate visibility through a whole 270 degrees looking forward. The other ninety could be seen from the windows at the back.

	The ground crew, dozens of men, cast off Saturna’s mooring lines, and her crewmen hauled them back aboard as rapidly as they could, both hand over hand and by the use of power winches, as the manila fibers abraded their fingers and palms. No matter. One of those German shells would be worse.

	Having done their job, the ground crew ducked and dashed for shelter, running for someplace that was not in the German gunners’ crosshairs, for a place that was nowhere near an airship. Being close to one of those behemoths was like holding a pointed metal rod aloft in a lightning storm while standing in a puddle of water.

	The note of the airship’s engines grew urgent, and exhaust smoke belched out. It stank noxiously of partly burned petrol and of pistons that were overdue to have their rings replaced.

	Saturna lumbered forward, barely under control, her engines fighting to overcome her inertia, to counter the play of the breeze, to aid her climb into the air, up into her natural environment. Hundreds of gallons of ballast water splashed down from the holding tanks in the bow, soaking the muddy soil.

	The airship’s nose lifted, the engines increased their fury, and accomplishing the seemingly impossible, Saturna leapt from the ground and into the air. The loading bay doors slammed shut and action stations sounded, marking the change from one evolution to another.

	As the ground fell away, Bowen felt a surge of relief. They were in the air. They were no longer a stationary target. They could no longer be overrun by zealous Germans. They could fight back.

	And Redonda and that flight of buzzing Dover Larks were covering their climb out of the cauldron, away from the fall of German shot.

	Below, down on the same spot where they had been unloading and loading, a shell burst, larger by far than the ones the Germans had used to get the range. The explosion’s shockwave shook Saturna and two more of her control gondola windows shattered. On the plus side, her eight lovely engines continued to run merrily and there were no alarm bells signaling a sudden loss of helium pressure in one of her lifting cells.

	No helium, no lift; no lift, no staying in the air; no staying in the air, no staying alive. Mostly. Airships tended to be an all-or-nothing game.

	On the ground, the ambulance was cartwheeling across the turf, the broken husk of its driver leaving behind a trail of blood and viscera.

	The fleeing ground crew had fared no better. Two of them were on the ground, on their backs, sprawled as though the discharge of an enormous shotgun had plowed into their chests. A third, their sergeant, was also dead. A shell splinter had ripped away his head.

	Another of the wounded was kneeling on the ground. His comrades’ blood soaked his face and uniform, which had corporal’s stripes on the sleeves. His left arm was missing below the elbow, but he was already stripping off his belt to fashion a tourniquet. He was no stranger to combat, then.

	He ignored the blood streaming from the stump, running down, and he ignored the severed part of his arm, which lay on the ground a pace or two away. The agony had yet to register, but it would in due course. At the moment, only rigging a tourniquet mattered.

	And why shouldn’t it? If he didn’t infect and die, his missing arm would be his ticket home.

	As if on cue, he looked up, smiled, and waved with his right hand. He was, perhaps, waving to the airship, or perhaps he was waving to her cargo, bidding them a good flight home.

	Bowen leaned out through a broken window, smiled, and returned the wave.

	A half dozen of the ground crew rallied and ran back to help their corporal, to propel him to safety.

	The air coursing in through the break was cold and smelled of churned earth, shell-blasted trees, and human entrails.

	The corporal smiled back, waving vigorously.

	As Bowen and the man exchanged farewells, a German shell whined in and exploded, obliterating the corporal.

	Those who had sprinted to aid him instantly wheeled around and fled the scene.

	And they had every right to. Why should any of them cook their own goose?

	There was nothing left of the corporal now, no one to aid, nothing but indistinguishable fragments and blood-soaked dirt. He would have no grave, no marker, only his name recorded on a cenotaph. It would be a grand memorial, wrought of the finest stone available, surrounded by a luxurious expanse of professionally tended lawn.

	Bowen wondered if the dead of this war would ever stop to appreciate what was being done for them.

	***

	Since 8 August 1924, Germany, Austria, France, and their overseas territories had been at war with the United Kingdom, Russia, Italy, and their overseas territories over access to helium, free trade in helium, and freedom of the air, that is, the right to the unfettered navigation of cargo and passenger dirigibles and long-haul aircraft.

	By the end of 1924, Fleet Street had dubbed the conflict the Helium War, and this sobriquet had caught on in record time. After all, the war was about helium, the world’s most beloved lifting gas.

	True, hydrogen provided greater lift, but hydrogen came with the annoying habit of catching fire and burning in the most spectacular ways.

	Despite the high-street clarity about motives, the nation’s pundits and academics immediately set about discovering the bedrock reasons for the war.

	They reheated and served up the time-honored reasons: imperialism, greed, perceived weakness, perceived strength, too many battleships laying idle, armies with nothing to do, an assassination that had made the headlines, jealousy, envy, greed again, sectarian rivalry, interethnic hatred, international hatred, failed royal marriages, and Baltic Sea ice.

	The books and the articles, the wireless interviews and the lectures to packed houses proliferated like rats in a granary.

	None of them agreed on anything definitive, much less useful, except perhaps that the books, the articles, the interviews, and the lectures sold remarkably well. Which was good for some and frustrating for others, especially for those trying to make sense out of their son’s death on the front.

	That said, the sages and scribblers in London, Oxford, and Cambridge could agree, quite vociferously, on two things about the causes of the war. First, that virtually unlimited supplies of helium had become crucial to the national interest and that, therefore, any material threat to those supplies stood as a casus belli. Yes, mother, your son’s death was not in vain.

	Second, that if a little-known eighteenth-century insurrection staged by a handful of North American colonials had succeeded, the British Empire would have been cut off from those all-important supplies of helium.

	No one in government at that time had had any idea about the potentials of helium or about the North American helium reserves. How could they? Helium wasn’t even scientifically identified until the mid-nineteenth century.

	The whole thing was exactly like holding onto granny’s trunk—That useless old thing!—for sentimental reasons only to discover decades later that she’d sewn her diamond necklaces into the lining.

	The outcome of the American Revolution, as the whole imbroglio had come to be called, was an embarrassingly near-run thing. Only the arrest of George Washington and his execution for treason, coupled with the granting of seats in Parliament to several of the colonies, had taken the wind out of those ugly, bloody sails.

	But what if the American Revolution had succeeded?

	That question was a source of endless speculation, conducted in the endless obscurity of tiny specialist journals and largely ignored novels.

	***

	Lt. Cmdr. Sidney Albert Douglas Bowen, Royal Navy, took no small amount of pride in his airship and in his role as her captain. Airship captain. It was a job for which he possessed no meager supply of skill. He had his regrets, and he often looked back on happier times, but, for the present, he was able to strike a balance between his resentments and his ambitions, between his past and his future.

	In the dark, introspective hours of the morning, he contented himself with the knowledge that he was the very best at what he did, and that he was the very best for the same reasons that he was not now doing what he had originally been trained to do: hunt submarines.

	He was like his command in that regard.

	Saturna, CDHA 128, a high-altitude cargo dirigible, had been built as a heavy bomber. She wasn’t old, but technological and tactical thinking had passed her by, and the brass hats had politely relegated her to hauling freight. By Jove if she could haul bombs, she could haul freight!

	At nearly the same time, or as close as made no difference, the brass hats had also rudely and needlessly relegated Bowen to command her. The “demands of the service,” as they’d phrased it, had passed him by—those demands and the patience of his commanding officers.

	Between Bowen and Saturna it had been fellow feeling at first sight.

	Thanks to the Helium War, Saturna was now assigned to the 2nd Dirigible Wing of the 3rd Air Transport Group, stationed at Eckener Field, which was situated to the north of Southampton, that lovely, storied port.

	At 723 feet long, Saturna was equipped with eight water-cooled engines, a classified number of machine guns, a classified endurance, and had accommodations for a classified number of crew. There were, the truth be told, thirty-four officers and men, the lucky devils.

	Her operational ceiling, also classified, was 22,000 feet, depending on air pressure, air temperature, airship loading, and a slew of other factors that only an aeronautical engineer could make heads or tails of.

	For the most part, despite the war, Bowen’s job was stultifyingly routine. He liked to joke that he was the equivalent of an aeronautical lorry driver, only without the romance of the open highway and the scenic vistas of the Rocky Mountains.

	At the moment, however, Bowen would have given his right leg for a patch of stultifying routine.

	 

	 

	2
A Rendezvous above the Shell-Torn Fields of France

	 

	Saturna rendezvoused with Redonda, and together the two airships climbed and turned away from the forward area where they had been and shaped their courses for the airfield at Rouen.

	Rouen was the picturesque crossroads of British-occupied Normandy: Rouen, one of the few towns that the war had largely bypassed; Rouen, a town that could boast as many smugglers and black-marketeers as farmers; Rouen, the center of a district whose temporary military cemeteries were filled to overflowing.

	The King had visited Rouen a month ago, and there, in the church, he had declared that England had returned to the Continent of Europe, that England had reclaimed the Norman lands of William the Conqueror, that the King had liberated Normandy and Brittany from the “treacherous talons of the pusillanimous pretenders in Paris.”

	Huzzah!

	The airfield at Rouen was one of the few such places that Bowen could stomach.

	Bowen was dislodged from his reverie as Saturna shifted in a stray gust of wind. He returned his attention to the present and looked around the bridge.

	The bridge occupied the absolute front of the control gondola. Compared to the bridge of a warship, it was remarkably uncluttered. The main features were the helm, the binnacle with its magnetic compass, the engine-order telegraphs, ballast controls, lifting gas and ballonet controls, and the elevator controls, including a fore-and-aft trim indicator with its infamous bubble. Airships lived or died by that bubble.

	In a row above the forward windscreen were a clock, an altimeter, an airspeed indicator, and a second fore-and-aft trim indicator. Each of these instruments was the size of a teacup saucer.

	Thankfully, these critical instruments had escaped damage.

	Next, Bowen called the engineering flat, which was located up in the hull, aft, near the fore-and-aft center of the ship. When the airship was at action stations, the engineering flat housed damage control.

	The answer to Bowen’s call was immediate and brisk and relaxed. “Damage control.”

	It was Montague. When action stations had sounded, he had automatically shifted from the bridge to the engineering flat. In addition to his aplomb, Lt. Parker Morgan Angus Montague, RN, was a solid officer. He was not grand-fleet flashy-dashy, but he was willing and thoroughly competent. He was the sort of man that any commander worth his salt would give his right arm to have aboard. “Let’s have it, Number One,” Bowen said.

	“Frame eight five sustained a crack, sir.”

	“That last Kraut shell?”

	“That would be my guess, sir.”

	“How bad is it?” Bowen asked.

	“Hairline, sir. We’re sistering it with a length of timber. Should hold up until we reach Rouen.”

	We’re sistering it. Not the lads are sistering it.

	His jacket was off, his sleeves were rolled up, and he was doing what he could without getting in the riggers’ way. Nor was he trying to be one of the boys. Full marks!

	Once they were on the ground, or maybe before, they’d have to inspect every frame and every longitudinal. Given that one had cracked, it was likely that others had, too.

	“What else?” Bowen asked.

	“Rips and punctures, sir. We are patching and stitching like a lady’s sewing circle.”

	“Keep me informed, Number One,” Bowen said, and hung up.

	The two airships leveled off, throttled back to an efficient cruising speed.

	Rouen was not far, but it was far enough, within range.

	Then again, where wasn’t?

	Bowen secured from action stations and made himself comfortable in his chair. It was a canvas-and-aluminum contraption, ugly as sin, but it was as comfortable as it needed to be. Any less comfortable and it wouldn’t have been worth having aboard. Any more comfortable and he would have had a tendency to doze off in it.

	The regular watchstanders came onto the bridge, and those whose action stations were on the bridge returned to their regular assignments.

	“Fuck all to report” or one of its many variants was repeated with each handoff. Sometimes the words were spoken, sometimes they were muttered, and sometimes it was left to a shrug or a nod to convey the meaning.

	Saturna exchanged flashing-light signals with Redonda, and the two ships settled into their run, into their routine.

	The steward came down from the mess with cups of coffee and tea.

	Bowen took a cup of coffee and offered his sincere thanks.

	The coffee was hot and fresh and tasted as though the steward had dipped into Saturna’s virgin supply, the semi-hoarded coffee that the misers in supply had not yet adulterated with chicory or with one or another of the other abominable roasted-grain extenders that were now the hostilities-only common fare.

	Extenders. It was no wonder that people turned to The Flyer’s Friend and other similar pharmacists’ concoctions when exhaustion and strain overcame sleep and relaxation. After a time, patriotism and pride just would not do.

	A damage-control party fitted thin sheets of plywood into the spaces where the windows had been broken out.

	Bowen felt as though he were flying blind, or at least partially blind, as though a patch were covering one of his eyes.

	Due to their altitude, the temperature in the gondola had dropped, and one by one, the fleece-lined flying jackets and boots made their appearances.

	The elevatorman had his work cut out for him. The colder air was denser and provided greater lift. At the same time, the helium in the lifting cells contracted, reducing lift.

	Luckily, he was a good man to have on the ballonet controls. Few were as expert as he at using those atmospheric cells within the helium-filled lifting cells to maintain the ship’s altitude with a minimum of fuss.

	Ten thousand feet below, roads and trenches zigzagged back and forth across tracts of land that had until recently been farms and pastures, woodlots and kitchen gardens. Now, they were cratered dirt, carpeted with broken houses, cottages, barns, and abandoned equipment, civilian and military. Shell splinters and unexploded duds, corpses and abandoned weapons imbued the area with their own deadly hazards.

	Were those responsible for the cleanup to be delayed much longer, they would have nothing to retrieve but rusted metal, tattered uniforms, and rat-gnawed bones.

	The network of trenches reminded Bowen of a river delta, apart from the right angles of the trenches, the back and forth intended to break up enemy lines of fire.

	Which delta? The Nile, the Mississippi, the Ganges, the Amazon. It made no difference which.

	Bowen drank his coffee and waited. He ought to leave the bridge, to leave the officer of the deck to perform his duties without the nominal threat of oversight, but Saturna was still uncomfortably close to the front, still within enemy range. Distance alone would set that to rights, and so Bowen stayed put, waiting, watching, staying out of the way, not interfering.

	He ought to have shifted to his cabin. He had stacks of paperwork to burrow through: reports to write, promotions to approve, inventory lists to sign off, commendations to record, and service jackets to read through. Inventories to scan. Requisitions to draft.

	He didn’t budge.

	The honest reason was his cabin. It was cramped, dark, and crowded.  His bunk, with drawers under, took up one bulkhead. The other three grudgingly provided space of his desk, a storage rack, a built-in wardrobe, a safe squirrelled away in the cabinetry, a washbasin, a shaving mirror that was twice the size of the palm of his hand, and finally, the door.

	It was not a warm-and-cozy space. It was mostly cold, often damp, and usually stank of wet uniforms, wet boots, wet paper, leftover food, and tracked-in mud.

	No matter how careful he and his crew were about scraping off their footwear, the mud from the landing fields was ubiquitous aboard.  Sweeping and mopping helped, but weren’t absolute remedies.

	No, as far as Bowen was concerned, it was better to sit at the forward end of the bridge and to take no notice of the bridge crew’s foibles: the murmured chatter, the spilled coffee cups, the times the helmsman ought to have adjusted the helm to the right when he’d adjusted it to the left, the elevatorman’s now-and-then rushing with his controls, and the lookout who was as good as dozing on his feet.

	Given the toll the war was taking on them, it was an absolute miracle any of them had lasted as long as they had.

	Saturna ought to have had a fighter escort on their way to Rouen, but they didn’t. The commanders on the ground had sent the fighters away to suppress that German artillery, to suppress other German guns, to scout, to bomb, to turn back German and French fighters, to escort other dirigibles, like as not a formation of strategic bombers. Huge things. Airships that made Saturna look like a child’s balloon.

	Bowen’s vigil had one reward, and it was far from trivial. Between Saturna and the ground and on out to the horizon there were clouds, and he was able watch them, to keep an eye on them, to study them as they gathered, thickened, darkened, and filled in the gaps between them. He could mark the signs of rain and increasing wind, estimate the odds of wind shears developing, and calculate the chances of lightning strikes.

	His was not a meditative vigil.

	Happily, they were above the weather, immune from its predations. For the moment, they were tenuously safe. They were like a submerged submarine, riding below the tempest raging above them on the surface of the sea.

	***

	The farther to the west they flew, however, the thicker the clouds became and the higher they reached, piling up, a headwind developing, making itself felt. The air in the control gondola grew yet colder. The elevatorman didn’t dare take his eyes off the bubble, off the pressure gauges.

	Their ornate needles, shaped like the hands of a fancy mantle clock, twitched and quivered, edging up or edging down, never steady.

	Driven in from the west, the clouds soon towered far above the two comparatively miniscule airships.

	For their crews, it was like flying between mountains that weren’t mountains but soaring, vertically sided cliffs.

	The air grew rough. It buffeted and rocked the airships, first pitching them up and then hurling them down. Minute by minute, the cliffs closed in, threatening to grind the ships between them.

	It was nearly impossible to maintain a consistent altitude. In addition to the air currents, both the pressure and the temperature of the surrounding air were gyrating. One moment Saturna’s helium cells gained lift, and the next they lost it. A second man was assigned to assist the elevatorman, to help chase the bubble.

	They were not alone in their troubles. The wheel twisted back and forth as the gusts struck the airship’s rudder, and the helmsman had to wrestle to keep Saturna steady, his feet spread wide on the deck, his grip firm on the rebellious wheel.

	Looking out through the control gondola’s windows, Bowen watched Redonda fight against the atmospheric turmoil around her, as well. She was rolling and pitching, and every few seconds, she would arch her back like a bucking horse, only to collapse and imitate a swaybacked cow.

	Whether her bow and stern were dropping or rising, or it was her center section that was rising or falling, it was impossible for Bowen to say. Whichever it was, the ship’s motion made him feel as though, if it continued for very much longer, he was going to become seasick from watching her.

	His own ship could not be doing any better. For all their great bulk, dirigibles were not the most robust of creatures. They were magnificent at what they did, but they were also like ballerinas up on point, subject to various fragilities, their weaknesses too often masked by their grace.

	The weather was dishing out a beating that neither ship could withstand indefinitely, a beating that neither of them had any objective reason to withstand. As the old saying went, above it or below it, but not in it.

	Bowen sent a message via flashing light to Redonda: Up or down?

	Redonda responded: Low on oxygen. Down.

	Therefore, they gently dropped their noses and carefully sought calmer air at a lower altitude.

	It was not, Bowen thought, the best of plans.

	Nevertheless, at 5,000 feet the weather eased, and at 3,000 feet they decided that they were below the worst of it.

	The terrain beneath them was gently rolling and clear of combatants or as clear an any terrain was likely to be.

	They settled to 2,500 feet.

	At that altitude, the most they had to deal with was a determined westerly and an occasional rain shower. They trimmed their ships and opened their throttles.

	Bowen relaxed and gloried in the powerful drone of Saturna’s eight indomitable engines, bless ’em. They deserved new piston rings.

	His second officer, Lt. Edwin George Reynard Gilford, poked his head around a partition and caught Bowen’s attention.

	In addition to Gilford’s other duties, he looked after the ship’s wireless and her three telegraphists. With an ironic smile, he said, “Rouen is broadcasting a weather bulletin, sir. Wind diminishing, gradual clearing, scattered drizzle. Fog possible tonight or in the morning. Fog implies visibility less than one mile.” He laughed as though this were the greatest joke he’d heard in a long time.

	“How very helpful of them,” Bowen commented. “Better late than never, I suppose.”

	“Well, sir, they would not want to be accused of rushing to judgement.”

	“No, certainly not.”

	The buzzer sounded on the intercom. A light indicated that the call was coming in from the upper blister. The upper blister was a combination machine gun nest and lookout post at the very top of the hull forward, almost directly above the control gondola.

	Bowen pressed the appropriate button, opening the circuit to the upper blister, then depressed the press-to-talk lever. He was preempting the officer of the deck, currently Lieutenant Ramsay Arthur Hanson, the ship’s third officer. Hanson was brighter than bright. He’d been a Classics whiz at Oxford, but he and the real world were on nothing closer than a nodding acquaintance. “Bridge.” Bowen released the lever.

	The report did not waste any words: “Six Jeanne d’Arc fighters at two o’clock high.” A slight pause. Bowen could picture the man frantically wiping the lenses of his binoculars, lifting them to his eyes again, checking, making sure of what he was seeing, or what he was reporting. “And one Vauban. With twin Berwick guns.”

	“Very well.”

	“Formation dividing, sir. Two fighters and the Vauban are closing on Redonda.”

	That meant the remaining four Jeanne d’Arcs would be coming after Saturna.

	“Has Redonda spotted them?”

	“I cannot— Yes, sir. She is turning.”

	So her full broadside of machine guns, an airship’s only effective armament, could fire at her attackers. It worked on a chalkboard but rarely did so in the air.

	“Open fire as soon as the French are within range,” Bowen said.

	“Aye, aye, sir.”

	The metallic sound of a machine gun being cocked came down the wire.

	To Hanson, who had his hand poised on the button to sound action stations, Bowen said, “No time for that. Pass the word to the gunners: Fire at will.”

	“Aye, aye, sir.”

	Bowen stepped away from the intercom, leaving the officer of the deck to do his job.

	The Jeanne d’Arcs were single-seat, single-engine biplanes, with enough horsepower and then some, twin machine guns, and two small bombs under each wing. They were easy to fly and easy to maneuver. They were new to the air war within the last six months.

	The four streaking in toward Saturna were dividing their formation. It was a classic French tactic. Two of the fighters would strafe along the airship’s sides, hoping to take out the engines, while the other two would go high and hope to land as many bombs as possible on the top of the hull.

	The French came on, closing with Gallic patience and a surfeit of Gallic passion. They possessed an élan born of centuries of military achievement and prowess. God help the civilized world if they ever set aside their insufferable arrogance.

	The Jeanne d’Arcs opened fire.

	Saturna returned fire.

	The rattle of the heavy machine guns up in the forward machine gun nest, right up in the ship’s nose, just above the mooring gear, telegraphed down into the control gondola. The sharp vibrations were strangely familiar and reassuring in their own way.

	Over on Redonda’s side of the fight, the Jeanne d’Arcs were clearing the way for the Vauban, concentrating their fire on Redonda’s forward machine gun nest and on her forward blister.

	***

	The Vaubans were another typical French chimera of war, a chimère de guerre. However, unlike other such chimeras, the Vaubans had proven to be a stroke of Gallic genius, one that had set the British to ingesting vast quantities of wine, garlic, snails, Mediterranean octopus, and cheeses with unpronounceable names in the absurd hope of inducing an equal or superior fit of innovation.

	Pierre, the frog-eating bastard, was out for Georgie’s blood.

	The Vaubans were heavy fighter bombers. They were triplanes, with fierce twin engines, heavy-caliber twin machine guns, bomb racks, and a rear gunner, who also functioned as a bombardier and wireless operator. Leapfrogging the cautious advance of technology, they had semi-retractable landing gear. It was semi-retractable in that the wheels tucked up into housings under the wings rather than folding up into them.

	Their most impressive feature was that they often mounted from one to as many as four Berwick guns on their upper wings, suitably reinforced to handle the recoil. The Berwicks were repurposed, breach-loading, one-pounder artillery pieces.

	They were loaded before the aircraft took off, and as a practical matter, could not be reloaded until the aircraft was on the ground again. Such tempting maneuvers had been tried, valiantly, but several aircraft had crashed in the attempt, and several pilots had lost their precarious handholds and fallen to their deaths.

	***

	The Vauban closing on Redonda had two Berwick guns, plus her loaded bomb racks.

	Slugs from the Jeanne d’Arcs attacking Saturna drilled into the control gondola and smashed into various controls and instruments. One of the bullets destroyed the compass, spilling fluid from the bowl and onto the deck. Another whanged into the engine order telegraphs, rendering one of them inoperable. They’d be using the intercom or runners.

	The forward machine gun nest stopped firing.

	They had nothing to shoot at.

	The Jeanne d’Arcs had raced by and would be circling around for their next run.

	The forward blister reported that four bombs had been dropped but that they had either missed completely or had slid off the hull without exploding.

	No small mercy, that.

	The popping of French machine guns came from aft. The Jeanne d’Arcs, having circled, had resumed their attack.

	Bowen heard the impact of the French bullets as they tore into the hull and penetrated deep into the helium-filled lifting cells.

	A bang followed by the grind of metal against metal came from the same vicinity, and the Number 8 engine stopped.

	The dirigible swung to port.

	“With your permission, sir, I shall see to it,” Montague said, and raced from the bridge.

	Each of the engine gondolas sported a machine gun nest situated across its forward end. Those guns were now firing like wild demons.

	A dull explosion, one that came from outside the airship but close aboard, jostled the bridge. Almost immediately, one of the Jeanne d’Arcs, trailing smoke and out of control, wheeled by the control gondola, curving toward the ground. Flames gushed from the biplane’s engine, spreading, enveloping the cockpit and the pilot.

	Trapped in the holocaust, screaming, burning alive, the pilot lifted his pistol to his head and fired. He was one of the lucky ones, one of the ones who’d had the courage to pull the trigger when the time had come. So many others had not. So many others had been unable either to hold onto their pistols or to lift them to their heads.

	Fire was the second reason that every crewman aboard a dirigible carried a loaded revolver. The first and third reasons were matters of intense speculation.

	The Vauban’s machine guns sent a stream of bullets into Redonda’s control gondola. The stream worked its way up into the side of the hull.

	That firing stopped, and then the Vauban fired one of her Berwicks. A long tongue of flame shot forward, trailing after the shell. The discharge caused the aircraft to stumble as it absorbed the recoil, but the Vauban, no weakling, quickly recovered.

	The shot was good, but no explosion followed.

	Bowen could easily imagine that pilot’s unbridled curses!

	The Vauban pulled up into a steep climb, rolled, circled, dove on the dirigible, which might as well have been a stationary target, got the alignment precisely so, and fired again.

	Again, no explosion.

	Had the French ground crews forgotten to set the fuses?

	No matter.

	The Vauban pulled away, and her tail gunner slammed round after round into the hapless airship.

	The attack stopped two of her motors and set fire to two others.

	Redonda was showing the first telltale signs of wallowing, of losing velocity and lift.

	Saturna’s fire accounted for another of the Jeanne d’Arcs.

	The score wasn’t terrible, but fuel tanks and helium tanks had been hit, one of the rudder-control cables had been shot away, and a sixth of the lifting cells had been punctured.

	Saturna wasn’t likely to make Rouen.

	And the little bastards were coming around again.

	Why wouldn’t they?

	Bowen took a rifle from the rack on the bridge, worked the bolt, chambered a round, and carried the weapon forward to one of the shattered windows.

	“Climb!” he snapped, to the elevatorman.

	The ship’s nose came up, giving Bowen a clearer view ahead.

	He leveled the rifle, propping it on the window frame, and aimed at the oncoming Jeanne d’Arc, settling his sights on the pilot, or rather, on where he judged the pilot would soon be.

	One . . .

	Two . . .

	Taking up the slack, Bowen ever so gently squeezed the trigger.

	The rifle went off with an ear-splitting crack, and the butt kicked back, driving hard into Bowen’s shoulder.

	He worked the bolt.

	Let off another round.

	The pilot’s hands flew up to his face.

	The Jeanne d’Arc rolled to one side, veering away.

	A third shot.

	The French pilot slumped forward, the weight of his body pushing the stick as far forward as it would go. The Jeanne d’Arc dove and went into a spin.

	The motion was so rapid and so violent that the upper wing buckled and flew away.

	The aircraft shrieked down.

	Just then another group of fighter aircraft roared into the air around the two airships.

	 

	 

	3
An Unexploded Stowaway

	 

	The newly arrived aircraft hurled themselves toward the melee, toward the two airships, like hawks swooping down onto a barnyard packed tight with fat chickens.

	Bowen felt his stomach leap up into the back of his throat. He felt the constriction that meant he was about vomit, but then he saw the aircraft’s blue, white, and red roundels and the Union Jacks painted on their fuselages.

	English.

	Dover Larks.

	Seven of the little darlings, larky-sparky triplanes all.

	The French broke off immediately and climbed up into the safety of the clouds. Once there, they’d regroup and head for home, wherever that was.

	The Dover Larks formed a protective cordon.

	Most were a drab blue-gray color, but one sported red, white, and blue wings, top to bottom, while another’s livery consisted of black dazzle against a cloud-gray pattern. The first belonged to a wag named Gardiner Fulford and the other belonged to his squadron leader, Capt. Rupert Sedgewick.

	Flashing light from Dazzle: Sorry we’re late.

	Saturna: Better you than my girlfriend.

	Dazzle: You don’t have one.

	Saturna: Drinks?

	Dazzle: Need an escort?

	Saturna: What I need is a drink!

	Dazzle: Stop by.

	Saturna: How’s your fuel?

	Dazzle: Fumes.

	Then why in hell had he offered? Maybe he had a wireless. Maybe he could call in the cavalry. Saturna: Scram.

	The Larks raced off to the west, adjusting their course for Rouen.

	***

	Using flashing light telegraphy, Bowen asked Redonda: Condition?

	Redonda: Took heavy fire. Repairs imperative.

	That could mean anything. Redonda’s captain, Lt. Aidan Bennett Zackary Shellenberg, RN, had never had any military ambition other than to transport cargoes for the Royal Navy. He would have been perfectly happy aboard a freighter or a smoke-belching coaster, plying between military ports and resupplying ships at sea, but airships had captured his imagination, and so he had signed up to serve aboard them.

	He was drunk on the romance of the gallant skies.

	However, when he was slightly drunk on alcohol, he was forced to admit that airships had also got him away from the predations of German and French submarines. One could see an approaching fighter aircraft or bursting flak. Often, too bloody often, one could not see, and thus could not anticipate, a torpedo launched from a submarine. Never mind the deuced submarine itself.

	By the time the lookouts spotted the torpedo’s trail in the water, it was too late. Goodbye, cruel world!

	As good as Shellenberg was at polishing his shoes, pressing his uniform, and delivering packages on time, he had one unforgivable fault. He didn’t understand dirigibles. He could fly them, command them, and repair them, but he could not lay his hands on a frame and tell whether it had been overstressed. He would have had better success attempting to walk across the tops of the clouds.

	And, worse yet, he continued to believe everything his instructors had taught him in flight school. Everyone did coming out, but everyone, the survivors at least, sorted the wheat from the chaff as soon as they could. If they couldn’t, their crews sat them down and sorted it out for them. Shellenberg, for whatever reason, had avoided that part of the practical tuition.

	It was time for Bowen to toss collegiality into the crapper, pull the flush chain, and assert his rank. He had rank; therefore, he was in charge.

	Saturna: State damages.

	A churlish pause, but then the list of damages came through.

	It included gaping shell holes through two lifting cells, four engines unable to operate, various control cables parted, leaking petrol tanks, and on and on. It was the usual litany of the usual damage that dirigibles usually sustained during the usual sort of attack. Another day in the usually gallant skies!

	On the other hand, the list ended with an unusual item: Unexploded one-pounder shell lodged in Frame One-Fifty, starboard side.

	Duds . . .

	Fiends from hell.

	Bowen had once had a friend who’d jumped into a crater during an air raid. It was a nice, deep crater, the perfect place to hide from the bullets and bombs. Unfortunately, there was an unexploded shell at the bottom of it. The friend’s arrival had provided that little bit of jostling needed to set it off. And off it had gone.

	Saturna: Are you able to reach Rouen?

	Redonda: Negative. Repairs imperative.

	So is an unopened pre-war bottle of single-malt Scotch—an imperative of civilized existence.

	Saturna: No choice. Must proceed. Repair hangar unavailable this location. Would you care to ditch and walk to the airfield?

	It was a long message, too long, but the sooner Shellenberg grew up, the better for everyone concerned.

	A gap, a lengthening gap, and then from Redonda: Repairs underway.

	Better.

	Saturna: Will stand by to assist. Make best speed.

	With four out of eight engines working, Shellenberg’s best speed would be sedate at best.

	Saturna’s officer of the deck matched Redonda’s course and speed.

	Doubtless, Shellenberg had the situation aboard his ship in hand, and doubtless, Bowen had his own ship to see to, but doubtless, the situation aboard Redonda could turn nasty without the slightest warning.

	And, too, it wasn’t only Redonda’s condition. Out ahead of them, the clouds were darkening, moving lower. A darker patch indicated that a squall could be sneaking in from the northwest, from out over the Channel, that funnel of storm and tempest and shipwreck.

	Shit.

	Bowen couldn’t stand idly by and wait for Shellenberg to sort things out on his own.

	To the officer of the deck, Bowen said, “Prep the cloud car, and tell Redonda that I’m on my way.”

	***

	A short while later, Saturna’s coxswain had the wheel; the chief engineer, Sub-Lt. Stewart Farmington, had the engine order telegraph on the bridge; and Montague had the elevator-control station. The two ships were as close to stationary in the air as possible, as good as drifting eastward on the westerly at 4,000 feet, their engines no better than giving steerageway.

	Farmington’s eyes were glassier than Bowen would have cared for, but at the moment, there was nothing to be done about it. The subbie had dosed himself on stimulants and heaven only knew what else. Bowen couldn’t ignore it, but at the same time, given the demands of service aboard an airship, he couldn’t call a halt to it. What he could do was have a talk with Farmington about overdoing it. The old “moderation in all things” speech. It might work.

	Bowen’s final exchange with Montague before leaving the bridge was: “Don’t fuck this up.”

	“Do my best, sir.”

	Bowen didn’t want Montague’s best. He wanted a fucking smooth ride, an elevator in the sky.

	“I don’t need you to do your best. I need you to not fuck this up.”

	“Aye, aye, sir.” A reassuring smile, then, “No fucking up allowed.”

	By the time Bowen reached the after loading bay, Montague had positioned Saturna above Redonda. The top of her hull formed a gray expanse below the open loading-bay doors. Directly below was Redonda’s forward blister, the canopy open, several crewmen standing by.

	The loading bay was a good-sized space, a former bomb bay. Naked frames, warning signs, tracks of wiring, and a maze of control cables made the space look hectic. It was no such thing.

	The exhaust from Redonda’s engines billowed up into the loading bay. It made the air feel oily, gritty.

	Saturna’s cloud car was an apparatus that looked more like an oversized bomb with its top half cut away. A motorcycle sidecar was nearer the mark. A deathtrap for the foolhardy was spot-on.

	Using a muscular winch and a stout steel cable, well-coated with the appropriate grease, the crew could raise and lower it at will, by as much as 5,000 feet. It enabled Saturna to hide in the clouds and observe what was taking place below, from down in the clear air.

	The crew swung the car into position over the opening in the deck.

	Bowen scrambled between the bay’s deck and the car, holding onto whatever handholds he could reach, making sure that his feet were unlikely to slip out from underneath him. Using a trapeze-like device, he dropped into the observer’s seat in the contraption. He fastened the harness, put on his flying helmet, and lowered the goggles over his eyes.

	He was ready to go.

	But the whole damn notion was as good as committing suicide. Deathtrap indeed.

	He wormed his way back out of the cloud car.

	“Fuck that for a lark,” he said. “Too many things to worry about.”

	The cloud car was swung back onto its mounting chocks.

	Bowen shrugged into a standard safety harness, but then shrugged right back out of it. The point was to make the transfers without taking a dive into the dirt swimming pool. In other words, he had no wish to imitate one of those one-pounder shells that Vauban pilots had been in the habit of fumbling.

	A crewman undid the shackle and detached the winch cable from the cloud car. He looked questioningly at Bowen.

	“Cargo hook, I think,” Bowen said. “One with a latching strap.”

	“Aye, aye, sir,” the crewman said.

	Bowen soon had the hook in his hand. He wrapped it around his chest, snugged up under his shoulders, and clipped the hook back onto the winch cable. His jacket would provide enough padding for the short time he would require it.

	The crewman insisted on mousing the hook, never mind the latching strap.

	The crewman opined, “Fine things, latching straps, sir, for a chandler’s shop, but this here ain’t no fucking chandler’s shop. Sir.”

	“Right you are,” Bowen said, and was happy for the mousing.

	The rig wouldn’t be comfortable, but it would work.

	Bowen nodded, and the winch operator took up the slack.

	Bowen bounced on the cable a couple of times.

	Rather reassuringly, the hook didn’t open, and the cable didn’t snap.

	“Here we go,” Bowen said.

	The cable tightened and lifted him an inch or two above the deck.

	The cable was every bit as uncomfortable as he had imagined it would be. It pressed into his muscles and constricted his chest. He could now say that he knew, sort of, how a monkey felt in the coils of a boa constrictor.

	A crewman helped Bowen swing out over the opening, out over Redonda’s forward blister.

	He began the ride down.

	The descent gave Bowen a fresh appreciation for how the weight at the bottom of a clock pendulum must feel: back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

	The blister below him appeared to grow wider and wider, like the mouth of an approaching shark. The wind was cold. The cable bit deeper into his chest. The noise of the motors was deafening.

	Were either crew to make an error, no matter how slight, Bowen could easily be swung into one of those whirring propeller blades.

	He wondered in passing if he would have time to feel it as the blades shredded him into a puff of blood, meat, and bone.

	Hunks and pieces of him would drift down. They would be devoured by the gulls, crows, and whatever other sort of wildlife was left on the war-torn ground below.

	It was such a lovely thought, that, the very stuff of confidence and dry palms.

	His name would end up carved into a cenotaph.

	Carved for the ages, but rarely to be read and seldom recognized.

	Bowen was almost there, almost in the blister below him, almost safe and secure aboard Redonda.

	Hands reach up and grabbed his legs, but at the last moment, a wind gust shifted the airship, and Bowen slid for a few feet across the top of the hull. And then he was dangling over empty air. Suddenly, one of Redonda’s propellers was much too close for comfort, the noise painfully loud, the wash of air horrifying.

	A second try.

	Another gust.

	A wave off from the officer in charge in Redonda’s blister.

	Bowen shook his head.

	The third try.

	Positioning.

	Lowering.

	Hands grabbing his feet and legs.

	Waving, shouting, swearing.

	A rush of slack.

	Falling into the waiting hands.

	Banging into the machine gun.

	Other hands cut away the mousing and unclipped the cable, and suddenly it whipped away as it was winched back up into Saturna’s loading bay.

	Bowen was on his feet, looking around.

	Without warning, he threw up, managing to direct the gush over the side.

	Smiles and good-natured laughing.

	They’d all seen it before. They’d all done it before.

	A pint was put in his hand, and he took a long grateful swallow from it, strangely happy to be a novice again, strangely proud that he’d passed a critical test.

	The insane stunt had worked, and he wasn’t dead!

	The officer in charge in the blister proved to be Shellenberg, Redonda’s captain.

	By way of using tradition to make a joke, Bowen said, “Request permission to come aboard.”

	“Granted,” Shellenberg said, grinning broadly. “Welcome aboard, sir. And, sir, with all due respect, you’re a bloody damn fool.”

	“So I’m told.”

	Bowen looked up. Saturna was carefully edging away, gaining altitude, moving off to starboard. Montague was doing a good job, and Bowen reminded himself to tell him. Compliments never went amiss.

	To Shellenberg, Bowen said, “Let’s go below.”

	 

	 

	4
Aboard Redonda

	 

	As airships went, His Majesty’s Rigid Airship Redonda, CDHA 105, was older and smaller than Saturna, but she had a similar biography. She had begun life as a medium bomber, technology and tactics had passed her by, and she’d been converted to carrying cargo.

	Her early cargo routes had covered the Dominions of Canada, New England, the Virginias, and several of the Caribbean Possessions. After the outbreak of war, she’d been called home and put to work carrying cargos between England and the front, which these days snaked back and forth across northwestern Europe.

	The layouts between the two airships were also similar, but Redonda had a cramped feel. Her engines were older, and they belched smoke when running under a heavy load. Her handling was on the sluggish side.

	Annoyingly, her interior gave off the odors of an unkempt vessel: dirty motor oil, coolant from leaking tanks, petrol from hoses with leaking joints, and rotting food from a ship’s mess that needed cleaning.

	Worryingly, the interior of the hull sounded of scraping control cables, an engine with a loose mounting, and the frenzied clanging away of an inexperienced crew.

	Most of that was understandable, given the length of service that most crews had these days, but what was not understandable, what was intolerable, was that Shellenberg had done nothing to bring that ignorance, that incipient panic, under control.

	The path down from the forward blister to the control gondola followed the usual twists and turns, provided the usual sights of frames and lifting cells.

	The last ladder, the one down to the gondola itself, had a loose feel to it, as if a bolt had backed off and no one had yet noticed.

	***

	Shellenberg and Bowen leaned over the navigator’s station, which amounted to a workable setup in a cramped space behind the bridge, over on the port side. It was virtually identical to the one aboard Saturna.

	A steward appeared and offered Bowen a steaming cup of coffee. The warmth was welcome, and the coffee’s aroma promised a tot of something Scotch-like.

	The drink up in the blister had helped to calm the turbulent waters, but an additional touch would not go amiss.

	Bowen had brains enough to call a stop at that point. He wished he could say the same about Saturna’s chief engineer, who at that very moment was likely to be popping one sort of pill or another. The Flier’s Friend was but one concoction among many.

	Accepting the cup, Bowen said to the steward, “You ought to have become a Special Operations agent.”

	“Sir?”

	In a tone of captain-to-crew humor, Bowen said, “Through careful observation, you have anticipated me.”

	A slightly bewildered expression from the steward.

	A smile from Bowen. “You are one step ahead.”

	“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

	And off he went, the one man that the ship, any ship relied on, day in and day out, watch in and watch out.

	Despite the apparent condition of the airship’s mess, the coffee and the liquor lived up to their billing.

	Shellenberg presented an updated list of Redonda’s damage. It was in greater detail than the list communicated by flashing light. A few items had already been crossed out, while others had question marks affixed to them. Those later items would be the yard jobs.

	“Run it down for me, will you,” Bowen said.

	Shellenberg stepped through the highlights.

	When he’d finished, a touch sulkily, he asked, “Where would you care to begin, sir?”

	Bowen said, “I’m here to help, Captain, not to take over. She’s your ship, not mine.”

	A full second ticked by, and then the resentment disappeared from Shellenberg’s face. “Thank you, sir. Sorry, sir.”

	“Don’t think twice about it,” Bowen said. “Where would you care to begin?”

	“With that bloody dud, sir.”

	“Then let’s have a look. Lead the way, Captain.”

	“Aye, aye, sir,” Shellenberg said, and climbed up the ladder into the hull.

	Bowen followed, draining the last of his coffee on his way, passing off the empty cup to a waiting hand.

	The Scotch had been one of the peatier varieties, but he couldn’t say which. American whiskey, bourbon, had become fashionably popular during the last century, but whatever the steward had added to his coffee, it hadn’t been that.

	It wouldn’t have been surprising if he had done. The North Americans serving in the armed forces and the cultural émigrés who’d settled in the British Isles had brought it with them, and from those pockets, the taste had naturally spread.

	Shellenberg, Bowen, and a handful of others went aft along the starboard keel. The keel itself was topped by a narrow catwalk and used a length of three-eights-inch rope as a handrail. The rope was there to prevent people from slipping off the catwalk, falling onto the inside of the hull’s sheathing, which was lightweight fabric, and falling through, out into the open air.

	Not everyone who fell went through, but enough did to make the rope worthwhile.

	Redonda measured 697 feet from the trailing edges of her rudder panels to the tip of her nose, and in the perversity of airship design, her frames were numbered from her rudder post forward. The frame at the rudderpost was Frame 0, the one twenty feet forward was Frame 20 and so on. Thus Frame 150 was one hundred and fifty feet forward from the rudder post, which meant that it was, roughly, a bit over three-quarters of the way aft from the bow.

	This numbering system, duplicated nowhere else that Bowen could think of, led to no end of jokes—of the “bucket of steam” and “jar of relative bearing grease” variety.

	“It’s here, sir,” Shellenberg said, and pointed at a rigger, far above them.

	The rigger was surveying and, if possible, repairing the tears in the portside lifting cell abaft of frame 150. He reminded Bowen of a monkey climbing a tree in search of bananas.

	The atmosphere smelled of patching adhesive. The dominant colors were the silver shades of the framing and the gray-brown colors of the lifting cells. The air was cold, and the grating beneath their feet was so light that it felt like an overly flexible diving board.

	Shellenberg explained that the one-pounder shell had entered on the port side, a fair distance aft, traveling on an upward trajectory. It had punched entrance and exit holes in the nearest lifting cell.

	The exit hole was clearly visible, as was the now nearly deflated lifting cell. The cell gave the impression of a tent that had had its poles pulled away.

	The shell had then clipped another lifting cell high, high up on the starboard side, and had gone on to lodge in the frame beyond.

	Lovely, and so inventive, too.

	The rend left behind by that clipping was clearly visible, its torn edges fluttering as the helium escaped.

	Fortunately, the ventilation in this part of the hull was good enough that no one was suffering from breathing in too much helium and not enough oxygen.

	The shell, for its sins, had lodged over halfway up the frame, visible only because the lifting cell in front of it was deflating.

	“We are recompressing as much of the helium from those cells as we can,” Shellenberg said, “but the compressors cannot possibly keep up. Still . . .”

	“Still,” Bowen said, “it is a frightfully good idea. After all, this whole fucking war is about access to helium.”

	“Yes, sir,” Shellenberg said.

	Bowen gazed up into the spiderweb of frames, stringers, support cables, piping, power conduits, control cables, and the rest.

	“Shall we have a look?” Bowen asked and began climbing. It crossed his mind to hope he found a few ripe bananas on his way up.

	Up and up he went, Shellenberg not far below him.

	The frame’s cross-bracing pieces formed a natural ladder, but the pieces were, of necessity, narrow and at odd angles for climbing. The bracing cut into the
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