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      Tall as a god, Marie Stahlbaum strode the moon of Bavaria.

      It was easy to lose oneself in that feeling. The strength of star-forged steel. The fluidity of perfectly tuned hydraulics. The balance of the halberd in her hand. The threat of the guns built into her back. The roar of her reactor heart, powering her into the fight.

      That was what she loved the most.

      When Marie was in her engine, she was no longer that little girl fleeing in terror through darkened streets. She no longer had to fear the shadows.

      When Marie was in her engine, the past could not touch her.

      All there was here was⁠—

      <Focus!> a voice roared in her ear.

      Marie whirled, her guard coming up only just in time. Both weapon and shield, the halberd was the choice of weapon for engine pilots the sector over, and it saved her in that moment. A twist, a duck, and she was swinging back one-handed, grip low on the halberd’s haft.

      The weapon was matched to her engine’s stature, with a blade long enough to sever the legs of even the largest of verrater. Its mass was staggering. The curving arc of its movement dragged her engine into a spin.

      The tip of her blade grazed the chest of the other engine. Almost, she thought, almost…

      But she could not quite change the momentum of the movement. The spin continued, exposing her back, carrying her far too close to one of the vast granite crags at the edge of the field.

      Through the rear cameras, Marie saw her opponent leaping, its own halberd held high for an overhead killing stroke.

      Gritting her teeth, she parried, knocking it away only just in time. It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. The opponent’s blade hit the rock face instead, sending out sparks as it raked down, glowing yellow motes, bright in the fading afternoon.

      “Too slow!” she called back through the radio link.

      <Too cocky!> came the reply, and the opponent’s blade swung again, sweeping the air mere millimeters from her engine’s hatch.

      Suspended in her control cradle, the fight took on a kind of otherworldly sensation. Her entire body was encased. Feet in knee-high boots, hands in gloves wired with delicate actuators that could capture and transmit the smallest of gestures. Larger braces ran up her arms and legs, translating larger movements. Her torso was held loosely in a padded cage similar to those used in fighter spacecraft, albeit adjusted to allow for constant body motion. Neck and head supports rose from the back of that, connected to her helmet, offering some modicum of protection during combat.

      An engine could rattle the human body apart.

      The sounds of combat would be ringing loud across the snowy land. This makeshift arena was not big enough for everything their engines could unleash, rugged cliffs rising to the south and east, a delicate curtain wall of gold-veined white stone to the west and north. A four-acre expanse of heated marble cobblestone lay within the curve of that wall; it was not suited to engine war, and they avoided it. This had forced them onto the slopes instead, the narrow strips of land that rose sharply to meet those cliffs.

      The halberd was a weapon poorly suited to such an environment. It was designed for reach, for the momentum of the strike. Using one here was like having a knife fight in a coffin. Every movement was tight, every step measured. Marie couldn’t extend, couldn’t fight the way she was trained to. If only she had a sword, she thought.

      But her own uncertainty didn’t seem to be echoed by her opponent. On and on and on he came, circling, jabbing, blade flashing far too close to critical systems for comfort. With an engine, there was no possibility of a decapitating strike, no head unit to attack. Such things were of vital importance, however, when fighting the verrater; so much of Marie’s muscle memory had been dedicated to learning those strikes.

      Her body strained in the harness. Her muscles ached. But the longer she fought, the more it all faded away, far away from anything that mattered.

      Sinking into her machine, Marie swung and thrust, almost giddy. This was the first time she’d been out of a simulator in long, long weeks. She took chances, brandishing her halberd, showing off. Her opponent was dogged, predictable, using the simplest strikes, brutal and effective. Except she was practically dancing in her engine now—as much as one could while encased in a thirteen-meter-tall machine of war—savoring the freedom that open combat brought.

      Here, she had nothing to fear.

      Here, all was made right.

      Here, she would have her vengeance.

      Finally, after long minutes of punishment, Marie saw an opening. There, a gap in his guard, space beneath the other engine’s left arm. She brought the tip of her blade underneath, stabbing up toward the unguarded joint. If she severed that, cut off the arm…

      She stopped cold, barely catching herself before committing to the extension. The muscle fibers of the engine screeched in protest.

      The tip of her opponent’s halberd was less than a meter from her main camera. So close, in fact, that the electrified tip was creating distortion in the image. But that wasn’t the real problem. No. Finishing the stroke would carry her to the side. Right over empty air.

      <Yield,> that voice said over the radio.

      Biting back her frustration, Marie nodded. But the engine wouldn’t translate that movement for her, not without a head section. Such movements were discarded by the guidance computer.

      “I yield,” she answered instead, and stepped back, pulling her halberd up.

      <Good thing you finally took heed of your footing,> came the voice from the other engine, bemused. <Another step back and I’d be peeling you off the valley floor.>

      She looked around.

      She had indeed been pushed back. The castle had been sited on relatively flat land, a rarity on this moon, but even here, there were limits. Behind her, there was a steep drop-off. It was at least five hundred meters straight down, her engine’s computer offered unhelpfully. They had come as far away from the castle as they could manage.

      The slope around her had been torn up by the feet of their engine, heated by the kinetic fury of the fight. The churned-up mud was already cooling. Snow was beginning to settle anew.

      “I did not realize we had gone so far,” Marie admitted. It was then she realized how tired she was, how freely she was sweating. She’d overextended herself. Not just in that last blow, but in the fight as a whole.

      <Situational awareness, Stahlbaum. You cannot afford to get lost in the sensation. I have seen engines lure young pilots into all kinds of bad ends. Consider this a lesson. You fight well, but the battlefield has many ways to kill you.>

      Marie hung her head, gulping air. In the still, muggy interior of the cockpit, she could taste her breath as it ran out through her teeth. “I understand, Major.”

      <Good. Now let’s get back. I am sure our host will be eager to see us.>

      And with that, the other engine anchored its halberd in its back-mounted weapons cradle and headed back down the slopes toward the castle.

      Lesson over, Marie figured. Tired and not a little frustrated, she followed.
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      Steering the engine back toward the castle, Marie had an excellent view of the surrounding land.

      Bavaria was a wild moon, small but mighty, terraformed in a distant past now only half-remembered. Its main land mass was covered in steep, rugged mountain ranges raised by tectonic activity, pockmarked here and there by the circular remains of ancient meteor strikes. Thanks to the gravitational tug of the moon’s host planet, below the horizon at the moment, its core had stayed molten and hot long after it should have rightly cooled. Volcanic activity drove many natural processes on the moon, including helping to maintain both animal and plant life during the long, long winter season.

      The plateau below her was one of the few places anywhere on the moon with enough flat land to host a large human settlement. Down there, the city of Baumberg spread out, its low timber structures and meandering streets giving way here and there to grand market squares and towering stone cathedrals. A charming place, it clung to the edges of a mountain range that ringed half of the broad, wide plateau. A plateau it was, rather than a valley, as the other side of the alpine plain fell off again, down sheer cliffs to a true river valley, with the endless Bavarian mountains sweeping up and away again, as far as the eye could see. Between city and cliffs was the small spaceport, nothing more than flat plains scraped clean of anything that might interfere with a landing craft’s skids. Right now the area was full to the brim with men, women, and equipment.

      All borrowed from the battle raging out in the system’s Oort cloud.

      All torn away for more critical engagements, all by the whim of one man.

      Thinking about that soured Marie’s mood even further. It did not help that her legs were shaking and her cheeks were flushed from the lecture she had just been given. Walking was a surprisingly difficult task in an engine, exhausting both mentally and physically for the pilot. For long-haul journeys or treacherous ground, a seated position was best, but she had not had time to shift the harness to accommodate the terrain. She almost lost her footing as the angle of the slope changed, flattening.

      Major Ivanov, on the other hand, strode along as easily as on the endless tidal flats of Thalassa.

      He had been doing this a lot longer than she, Marie reminded herself, and she did not begrudge the mentorship. But losing the fight to him still felt like failure.

      “Is it truly necessary to put on these shows for the Lord Silberhaus, Major Ivanov?” she asked over their radio link as they approached the castle.

      <He is the master of the Prussia System, and by extension, one of the most important men in all the sector,> came the calm reply. <He may order us to do anything he likes.>

      “This is a waste of our time.”

      <Not if you’re going to fight like that out there. Think of it as an exceptional training opportunity, which it is.> The other engine reached the gate of the inner bailey and assumed its position by the gate. It dropped a hand to waist level, palm flat and thumb up to form a platform. A textbook low-gee exit configuration. <Now get out here and say hello. They will not know you made so many mistakes.>

      She steered her own engine into position. “What mistakes? You cheated!”

      <Why? Because I used the terrain and your single-mindedness to my own advantage? Do you think the verrater fight fair, Lieutenant?> She heard chuckling over the line. <Besides, Lord Silberhaus appreciates a good show.>

      “We are not automata, dancing for a lord’s pleasure!”

      <Out, Marie.> Some of the mirth was gone now. <I shall not say it again.>

      Grumbling to herself, she started running her post-op checklist.

      It was no disgrace, Marie told herself, flipping switches and turning off screens, to lose in such a match to one like Major Ivanov. He was a forty-six-year veteran of the Alamani Sector Engine Corps and had recently undergone his second round of regenerative procedures in order to stay in the cockpit perhaps another ten years. Such treatments became less effective over time, especially if one lived a hard life. Engine service was not kind to the human body, and Ivanov had once told her himself that he should have long since moved up to a higher echelon of command.

      But he was part of their colonel’s handpicked retinue, a retinue that Marie herself was now part of, as dubious an honor as that seemed now. And, she suspected, with the current war on, the Engine Corps could not afford to lose any of its pilots to old age. Not when so many were being lost on the battlefield.

      Her engine did not require a full shutdown. It would be manned by another from her squadron, standing guard at the castle gates, as it had for the past fortnight. Guard duty was tedious. A fight, even a lost fight, was far preferable to that.

      Marie released the controls that held the harness in its combat configuration. Mechanisms in the cockpit clicked and purred, loosening in some places, tightening in others, and Marie gratefully sank down. As her body sat down in the harness, joints locked and a padded platform rose, finally allowing her to take her weight off her legs, letting her sit down. She slipped her arms free and disengaged her foot treads.

      What had only moments before been a full-body motion-capture rig was now a seat similar to those in atmospheric fight craft.

      <You did not fight badly out there, Stahlbaum. This was a demonstration, not a duel,> her squadron commander replied. <A demonstration that accomplished its goal.>

      “I could have fought better.” Marie said, gritting her teeth as she worked. It had been a bad fight and surely Major Ivanov knew that. She didn’t need his charity compliments.

      <That is true, but you are also in an engine that is not optimized to your body. We’ve done our best to match pilot statures, as you know, but even between individuals of the same height, movements differ.>

      Marie ran her last few items quickly, gloved hand pausing on the lever that would power down the Hussar’s miniature fusion reactor. “Your engine is not optimized for you, either.”

      <I have had almost a half century of practice at this. You have not.>

      “As you say, Major, it will not matter against the verrater,” Marie said, angry at herself now. The sympathy she heard in her superior’s voice was worse than his humor.

      She finally peeled herself out of her control harness and looked around one more time at the tight cockpit. With two final brusque movements, she finished the partial shutdown and punched open the hatch.

      It was then that she heard clapping.

      As if this afternoon could not get worse.
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        * * *

      

      Hussar-class engines, like all the engines fielded by the Corps, possessed an airtight seal and a pressurized cockpit. This allowed for operation in all but the most extreme conditions, including the void. Marie had fought often in the airless environments of the asteroids and moons of the Academy. The air inside the tiny cabin had been warm, almost muggy, and the chill of Bavaria was kept well at bay.

      Now, the winter air outside hit her hard, turning sweat to a vicious chill almost immediately. Marie grimaced as she took off her helmet, exposing her pale face to the full force of Bavaria’s long winter. Her blonde hair settled slowly around her shoulders. She’d braided it, of course, but long strands had been pulled out during the fight. Sweat plastered the bulk of it to her neck.

      Automatically, Marie grabbed her fur-lined uniform pelisse jacket from its cubby behind her chair, pulling it on. Engines could only tolerate a certain range of human body; she was just tall enough to qualify. The Alamani Sector Academy of Engines had given her the body she currently had. Lean, finely muscled limbs, a slender torso. A runner’s body more than anything else, shaped for endurance.

      She was still exhausted.

      Marie tried to set it aside as she stepped out and dismounted. On a moon such as this one, where gravity was a mere quarter of Fleet Standard, the drop was of little consequence. She jumped down from the cockpit to hand and from hand to ground. The parade ground was snowy, however, and her boot connected with a patch of hidden ice. Marie landed hard, groaning a little as she did so.

      Above her, the cockpit hatch closed automatically.

      Hussar-class engines were not huge things. The workhouse of the Corps, they stood ten meters at the shoulder with a chest only just large enough to accommodate a true cockpit. Smaller engines were more worn than piloted. The great Aesir-class engines, the largest in the Corps, were fifty meters tall and needed an entire crew of specialists to operate them.

      Hussars were small enough to be deployed even in places like Bavaria, where preservation of the environment was a paramount concern, but large enough to be effective against most of humanity’s enemies. The devilish rayton, the blunt to’lesca, the mercurial zu, and the verrater, of course. Always the verrater, it seemed these days.

      “As I said, it was a good effort from you,” Major Ivanov said, startling her out of her reflection, holding out his hand for her. Marie took it, grudgingly allowing herself to be pulled back to her feet. “But you fight with anger.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      The old pilot’s face creased. “I have told you before, Stahlbaum, I do not like when⁠—”

      But any coming lecture from her squadron leader was cut off by the sound of the approaching cavalcade.

      “A fine amusement on such an afternoon as this!” their host said, clapping his hands. “Such wonderful machines, and such wonderful men and women piloting them!” He turned to his retinue, following him in bundled furs. Many had goblets of wine, trailing steam. “Shall we congratulate them for being such a fine guard for us, and sacrificing their own holiday preparations to keep us safe?”

      The assembled group of bureaucrats and sycophants applauded. A hunting hound howled his own approval along with them. Marie, with snow melting on the back of her long coat, didn’t know what to do at all.

      Major Ivanov bowed, taking it all in stride. “We thank you, Lord Silberhaus, for your fine words. But my family hails from Prague Epsilon. We celebrate Weihnachten only once every five years Standard, and we are far out of cycle from it now.”

      “All the more reason to enjoy it,” Silberhaus enthused.

      As far as lords went, Marie was forced to admit that he was not the worst she had ever met. Gray-haired and rather plump from overindulgence, Silberhaus seemed more of a cheerful grandfather than the master of a system that contained nearly twenty billion people.

      His position brought him and his house much wealth, to be sure, but she had seen none of the outrageous excesses that had marked the Lord Administrator’s Court back in her own home system of Nurem. His concern for them seemed genuine, his excitement sincere.

      Who knew if it was or not, Marie thought to herself. There was a war on, out in the outer reaches of his system. And yet, he had chosen to dally here for the season, dragging the best field commander, a full company of Marines, and half a dozen sorely needed engine pilots along with him.

      If Major Ivanov was bothered by the same thoughts, he gave no sign.

      “I have seen few places as glorious as Bavaria in the winter, it is true. It does this old warrior’s heart good to be here now. But if you’ll excuse us now, my lords, ladies”—and Major Ivanov bowed to the Lord Administrator—“I must see to refitting the cockpits for their next pilots. We wouldn’t want tonight’s festivities left unguarded, now would we?”

      “Of course not, of course not!” the old man chuckled. “You both will be in attendance tonight, I trust?”

      “My lord?” Marie asked, confused.

      “It is Heiligabend! Baumberg always hosts its finest ball here at the castle, whether I am in attendance or not, and this year, I am very much in attendance!” he said, looking around at everyone behind him, hands open, as if he expected them to applaud this statement. Nobody did, but most of them nodded along politely. “It would be unseemly for the officers of our honor guard detail to not attend!”

      “I regretfully have many other matters to attend to tonight, and most of my men have patrol,” Major Ivanov said, and gestured at Marie. “Lieutenant Stahlbaum will represent the Engine Corps tonight. She’s off shift.”

      “Excellent, yes! I would not want to take a military man away from his duty, of course not,” the Lord Administrator said. “Duty above all else, eh?”

      This was accompanied by a chorus of polite laughter from his entourage. He clapped the major on the shoulder, bowed a little to Marie, and then was off again.

      Major Ivanov watched him go then with a sniff, headed toward the small maintenance bunker set up at the far end of the parade yard. It was quite a setup, but then, it needed to be.

      Just getting the two engines up here to the castle, the Lord Administrator’s private estate, had been quite the challenge. The city of Baumberg was not built to accommodate such massive machines. They had been required to march the things through the forests and navigate several difficult passes in order to reach the place. Taking them back to the landing fields, where the main drop-hangar lay, for routine maintenance would have been impossible. Instead, they had dragged a prefab workshop up here.

      “Why did you commit me to that?” Marie demanded, following him.

      Ivanov pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, wiping his nose. He had had been running a low-grade fever since arriving on world. His own world was a hot one, and he had caught quite a bad cold in the chill. “It was not me who did so.”

      “Then…” And she trailed off.

      “Yes, him,” Major Ivanov told her. “Come. He waits for us.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Thomas, Marie, excellent work today,” Colonel Drosselmeier said from the covered entrance of the mobile maintenance shelter, watching them with his keen eyes. It was a good mile and a half back to the landing fields from the Lord Administrator’s gates. So, with such distance to travel, the engine support personnel had brought a mobile workshop and supply house with them.

      Marie thought it ridiculous that they had any of their engines up here at all, though. The Lord Administrator’s castle was a bauble, as beautiful and fragile as if it had been made from spun sugar. Hardly a defensible location. Having a pair of engines stand guard outside its gates was useless from a military perspective.

      Major Ivanov shrugged. “It’s no place for a fight, sir. If we had to take on a pack of verrater warriors here, I doubt there’d be anything left of this delicate little flower at the end of it.”

      “I consider not breaking any of the Lord Administrator’s precious buildings to be quite the success,” Drosselmeier said, and looked at Marie. “And you, Lieutenant Stahlbaum?”

      “It’s an inadequate arena, sir. As the major said.”

      The colonel held her gaze for another moment. Marie found it hard not to squirm.

      Colonel Drosselmeier was not a handsome man; war had worn him down like stone under the endless Bavarian glaciers. He was lean and hard, face hawkish and eyes penetrating. A scar ran from left temple to jaw, the eye closed forever. Earned at Pirlipat, or at least, that was the story in the task force. Some of the other pilots said he was a fearsome fighter and an excellent strategist both, but she had not had the chance to see that side of him yet. He was like some mysterious figure out of a children’s story, here to judge her for her inadequacies.

      “We serve where and how we are obliged, Lieutenant.” The words were quiet, the tone neutral, and yet still, it seemed the worst kind of admonishment.

      She tried not to wince. “Of course, sir.”

      He shook his head and beckoned to her. “I must make a few preparations before tonight’s ball, as must you. We return to the drop-hangar. Thomas, see that everything is taken care of here.”

      “I have it well in hand, sir.”

      Colonel Drosselmeier grunted, and they were off.
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      Their goal, Marie knew, was Baumberg’s small spaceport. At the moment, it was doing double duty as a military camp. Their task force was small but their needs for space were great. They had brought a whole host of void-to-ground spacecraft down from orbit. A drop-hangar for the engines, the mobile base for the Marines, the colonel’s command shuttle, the antenna arrays, the support vehicles, the refueler craft…everything one might need to fight a small war.

      The landing fields were, however, a good mile and a half away from the Lord Administrator’s palace, and in such a charming little city as Baumberg, ground transportation was limited to foot travel on all but the largest roads.

      It seemed as if Colonel Drosselmeier was eager to talk this afternoon, for he did not make for the main roads. Instead, they left through a side gate in the wall surrounding the castle’s approach, a steep set of stairs and narrow passages between buildings, down into the original areas of the city. This bypassed the main road, the broad grand avenue that bisected the city, leading from the spaceport directly to the castle, descending in a series of tight switchbacks from the castle’s craggy perch to the gentle slope of the valley below.

      “An excellent showing today, Lieutenant Stahlbaum,” Drosselmeier said. He was speaking Standard, as opposed to the Old Deutsch that Marie knew would soon be spoken all around them. He spoke both fluently, as did Marie, and his utilization of Standard signaled to her that he wanted this to stay private. “Our hosts were quite impressed.”

      “What, Lord Silberhaus and his sycophantic entourage?” Marie asked. “Why should we be worried about them at all?”

      “Because they are our hosts.”

      The system of Prussia was a wealthy one, blessed with a key position in the trade routes between multiple sectors of the Occidental Spiral. Whereas in many systems, a moon like Bavaria would have been stripped for its rare and luxurious resources of wood and ice gems, here, it was protected. It was a world of curated cultural refinement, every building a labor of love, every trinket sold or loaf of bread baked a tribute to the skill of its maker. Every inhabitant took seriously their role, no matter how insignificant it seemed, working hard to uphold their small corner of the moon.

      In any other place, it would have felt false. But Bavaria was no illusion nor confection to be consumed. It was an experience to be savored, an idealized, idyllic place. An homage to a lost civilization of the vanished homeworld.

      The Weihnachtsmarkt they were passing through, with its charming little shopfronts and dizzying array of hand-crafted artisans goods, was a testament to that.

      But today, Marie was in no mood for shopping.

      “We are not tinkers or toymakers, sir,” she protested as they passed an illuminated shop full of exquisite brass and silver clocks, “here to dance for some lord’s amusement!”

      “I do not care for your tone, Stahlbaum,” Colonel Drosselmeier warned.

      “And I do not care for this assignment!”

      The colonel stopped walking then. With his back to her, Marie watched his shoulders hunch up. She had overstepped, and they both knew it. He turned to face her, sympathy, not anger, in his expression.

      Somehow, that made it all worse.

      “You were personally selected for this, Lieutenant, chosen from dozens of others who would be grateful to be in your place. I personally selected you. You should remember that.”

      “I don’t begrudge being in your retinue, sir,” she said, hoping her face wasn’t flushed with the embarrassment she felt at her ill-chosen words. “I recognize the honor of serving with you, regardless of the circumstances. Colonel Drosselmeier, the Scourge of the Verrater!” A muscle in his face twitched at the informal title, so widely used in the sector’s Engine Corps. A prelude to anger. Marie hastily continued. “But sir, surely I would be of more use on the front lines of the Oort operation, instead of on this diplomatic detail here in the system core.”

      The colonel gave her one more hard look, then started off again, short uniform cloak swirling about his shoulders. “Our host is a man with great pull within the sector. Impress him and your career in Planetfall Command will greatly benefit.”

      “I did not join Planetfall Command, I did not seek a commission nor an assignment to the Engine Corps, to have some career, sir,” Marie insisted. He was walking fast now. She had to jog to keep up. “I joined to fight the verrater!”

      “We are all here to fight the verrater,” he said, a note of warning in his voice. “But as I understand it, you have never faced them.”

      “I have, sir, I was⁠—”

      “I meant you have never faced them in battle. If you had, you would relish this chance to enjoy the peace of this lovely world.”

      Marie was badly off-balance now. “If this is such an opportunity, then why not choose one who would appreciate it more than me?”

      Perhaps the ill-chosen words would have earned her a reprimand from another commander. Maybe even a lecture. But Drosselmeier just laughed and kept on walking.

      He was truly infuriating at times, Marie thought to herself, but kept up.

      From the market street, they passed into the broad square of a cathedral. St. Serapion’s. Such things would have been considered anachronisms back home on Nurem Prime. But there were dozens of such places of worship here, one, it seemed, for every expression of such things that existed in the sector, and quite a few from elsewhere in the Spiral. Chapels, temples, even stone circles and sacred trees, deep in the forest.

      Marie had been surprised to learn how many of the people of Bavaria still adhered to the old faiths. But there were practical reasons for such places as well.

      Visiting Bavaria, for many, was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, a chance to celebrate the high winter holidays in a way that bordered on a dream. Providing such travelers a place to worship, whatever form that worship might take, was just good business.

      A business that, incidentally, the Lord Administrator’s presence had slowed drastically. With the spaceport taken up by the military, nothing had been able to move on or off world from here for the past two weeks. A temporary spaceport had been set up near one of the mountain passes to the north, a ten-acre array of solid folding platforms slung across the permafrost plains there, held up on huge demountable pylons.

      The daylight was fading faster now. Marie hadn’t paid as much attention to the planetfall briefings as she should have, but she knew that the seasons, weather, and daytime hours here were all tied to the movement of the main gas giant, Prussia Prime, in its own orbit around the system’s central star. The days here were apparently always short, ten hours to the night’s sixteen, but right now, at the height of midwinter, that light was limited to just six hours. Night, she had learned, came on fast once it started.

      A lamplighter was working in the square, striding confidently on huge stilts between the tall lanterns, trimming and relighting the wicks.

      “Why do they not utilize some sort of centralized system?” she asked as they walked past one of the lamplighters. “Surely it would not be hard to do.”

      “This is Bavaria,” Drosselmeier told her. “They value these things.”

      “It’s not very efficient,” she replied.

      He smiled. “But it is romantic. That counts for something here.”

      They soon crossed the square and dove back into the streets.

      Residential blocks dominated here, and then, upon crossing the broad road known as the Outer Ring, those gave way to workshops, warehouses, logistics firms. Even this industrial area of the city still had much charm. Evergreen boughs cut from the forests hung above every doorway, and more candles burned in every window.

      Drosselmeier had not spoken since the square. His silence had gone on so long, Marie feared there was censure in it. As they left the last of the buildings behind, headed on to the expanse of concrete and rock that served as the city’s only spaceport, she pressed the matter.

      “Sir, why was I chosen for this assignment? Surely there are more qualified pilots, more senior pilots, who might better assist you in your diplomatic duties.”

      “This is true,” the colonel agreed with a wave of his hand. He steered them toward the heart of the task force’s operations here, the grand drop-hangar. “But I chose you.”

      “Right out of engine qualification training,” Marie stressed. “I have not yet even had a chance to prove myself. It makes no sense! What good am I to you here?”

      At that, Drosselmeier stopped again, just short of the drop-hangar’s openings. The main doors were up to allow for air exchange, and snow was piling up in soft little mounds around the corners, melting as it fell further in.

      The massive spacecraft was positioned at the extreme edge of the field. It was too large to set itself down fully in the small spaceport, and was thus sitting on the edge of it. A full two-thirds of the vessel was overhanging the steep cliffs. Anti-grav repulsers built into the lower hull made short work of the moon’s pull, preventing the drop-hanger from plummeting a thousand meters to the valley below. Drop-hangars were one of the heaviest void-to-ground spacecraft in service in the Alamani Sector, and were essential for fielding an engine squadron.

      All around the grand deployment vessel, Marie had an unobstructed view of the landscape. They were overlooking the steep slopes of the Trans-Bavarian Mountains, the wildest and most expansive mountain range anywhere in the Prussia System. Behind those, in the falling twilight, the ghostly white form of Prussia Prime, the system’s ringed gas giant, filled the sky.

      Beautiful though it was, it was a cold scene, a hard scene. But not as hard as the colonel’s eye had now become.

      “You should not be so eager to throw yourself into battle,” he told her. “The verrater are mysterious. Command knows not where they come from and has no idea as to their motives in this war. They are an enemy we will not defeat easily. They have bedeviled this sector for over a decade and will likely do so for many decades to come.”

      Marie shifted. This was not the sort of inspirational speech she was used to hearing from senior officers, much less the commander of a fleet, small as theirs might be. “Sir, I⁠—”

      “You shall have your desire to fight them satisfied soon enough,” he told her. “But whether that will satisfy your hunger for revenge? Only you can determine that.”

      Marie knew she was flushed now. Damn it all. How did he know about that? Was she so obvious? She turned her face away.

      “You are not the first young officer who has served under me,” Drosselmeier told her, not unkindly, “and you will not be the last. But how long will you serve with that in your heart?”

      “I do not understand your meaning, sir.”

      “He means that engine drivers who only want blood tend to get turned into verrater shit in short order.”

      Marie shook herself, looking toward the individual who had spoken. Coming toward them was the Marine captain in command of all the human soldiery assigned to this task force.

      He, too, was in his dress uniform, medals all polished, his knee-high boots oiled to a bright sheen. He was a handsome man, the kind who seemed to entrance every young woman in the Lord Administrator’s orbit. Marie found his smile cruel instead of charming, his wit cold instead of clever. But she had seen him in the combat gymnasium often over the past few weeks and could not deny that he seemed to be a skilled fighter.

      For whatever such skills were worth these days. Even the smallest of the verrater possessed a strength no human could hope to emulate. The augment armor Marines wore in battle was scarcely enough. And that was only for the small ones. Verrater could grow many, many times the size of a human male.

      No, the Engine Corps was the only division of the Alamani Sector’s Planetfall Command that had a hope of beating back the alien beasts.

      “Fritz Geheim,” Marie said, crossing her arms. “As crude as ever, I see.”

      “That’s Captain Fritz Geheim to you,” he replied with a mocking smile and a slight bow. Then he saluted their commander. “The honor guard is set for tonight’s festivities, Colonel Drosselmeier. Exactly as you requested.”

      “We shall see if they are exactly as requested,” Drosselmeier said, the edges of his mouth quirking up in amusement. “The last time I set you to this task, the presentation order was all incorrect.”

      “Surely you have forgiven me for that?” Geheim said. “I am but a simple soldier. All this bowing and scraping and pomp and circumstance gives me a terrible headache. Better to be back out on the front lines, making our sector safe, one dead alien monster at a time.”

      The colonel laughed at that, a real, hearty laugh. “I shall make a decent protocol officer out of you yet, young man.”

      “I certainly hope not,” Geheim smiled back. “It’s quite the nightmare, being in a place without anything to shoot.”

      “I hear the hunting is quite good here,” Marie said.

      Fritz waved that off. “What, go kill some snow lion or poor swan that did nothing wrong? Besides, where would I hang such a prize? Even a cygnet’s head would not fit on the wall in my ridiculously small quarters.” He looked back at Colonel Drosselmeier. “Killing verrater, on the other hand, is quite enjoyable.”

      “We are here, and for good reason.” The colonel’s smile faded a little. “Tonight is Heiligabend here on Bavaria, an important holiday for our host and his people. For all of us, I daresay.”

      “Even if the date changes from planet to planet, system to system,” Geheim said with a yawn.

      “The season, not the absolute date, dictates the observation of the old holidays,” Marie shot back.

      “Says the girl who’s new to the fleet. In the past Standard year, I’ve seen four of these,” Geheim told her, “all of them the same.”

      “Nothing about Weihnachtszeit here on Bavaria is the same,” Drosselmeier said, contemplative now. “It is a special time on a special world, and if the Lord Administrator wishes to enjoy it, I will not begrudge him that.” He gave them both a hard look. “We shall all be back to the front lines soon. Sooner than we would like, I daresay. Now, if you two will excuse me, I have much to attend to before tonight’s festivities.” And off he went, in another swirl of his cloak.

      Geheim watched their commander depart, then turned to Marie. “I take it you were complaining again?” he asked lightly.

      “You were just complaining yourself,” Marie protested. “Who are you to lecture me?”

      He tapped the polished brass rank on his shoulders. “I am a captain, Lieutenant. I may lecture you about anything I like.”

      Marie rolled her eyes. Sometimes he was like the obnoxious big brother she had never had. “You are not in command of me.”

      “No, but I still outrank you,” he said.

      She hesitated, wondering what she could say to that. Nothing. Nothing at all. Captain Geheim was a bully of a man sometimes, but he was quite often right about the things he said. “So, I need to be a captain to complain to the colonel? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “You have only been with us on this assignment for a few weeks, isn’t that right?”

      “You know when I came aboard.”

      “I have been with the colonel for almost five years now,” the Marine captain told her. “I have earned a little leeway with him.”

      “Five years of this, bowing and scraping and pomp and circumstance? I do not think I could tolerate it.”

      “We usually see more action than this. Colonel Drosselmeier has an intense loathing of the verrater, which comes out in battle. You should have seen him during our last campaign in the Dresden Cluster,” Geheim said, and it was then Marie realized he was genuinely irritated at the situation too. “But when a star system administrator asks for a personal guard for his holiday merrymaking, and asks for Colonel Drosselmeier by name, Planetfall Command obliges, as must we all.”

      Marie’s curiosity was piqued. “He fought?”

      Geheim scoffed. “Of course he fights. Leads from the front. Always has, always will, I believe.”

      “In that?” She gestured to the far end of the hangar bay, where the largest of the task force’s engines stood silently in its docking cradle.

      Geheim gave her a hard look. “Take some advice from a fellow officer, Marie. Do not ask him about that machine.”

      “But—”

      “I really have to prepare for tonight,” Geheim said curtly, “and I believe you need to do something with yourself as well. Or were you planning on attending our lord’s ball in that filthy thing you’re wearing?”

      Marie looked down at herself. The Prussian noblewomen who would be in attendance tonight had never missed an opportunity to raise an eyebrow or whisper gossip to each other upon seeing her in her uncouth operational gear. “Maybe I’ll just go like this. It would be good for them to see a woman who actually works for a living,” Marie snapped back.

      Geheim actually smiled at that, as genuine an expression as she’d ever seen on his face. “Let me give you a tip on dealing with these fine people who surround the Lord Administrator like fleas on a dog. Influence and wealth are heavy weights to bear. They all work quite hard.”

      “Politics,” Marie sniffed.

      “You may not want our lord’s favor, Stahlbaum, but is there anything to be gained by angering him?”

      Marie, despite her irritation, thought about that for a moment. “Thank you for your insights, Captain.”

      He snorted. “You make that sound like an insult, Lieutenant.”

      After the Marine captain left, Marie found herself wandering toward the engine she had asked him about. It had been a mystery to her since she had joined the task force.

      Marie considered the Koenig-class engine. It was not the largest engine in the inventory, nor the heaviest in terms of armor or armaments, nor the fastest melee fighter. But it was the most versatile of all the engines at the Corps’ disposal. A Koenig-class engine combined heavy firepower with increased maneuverability.

      Almost five meters taller than the Hussar, the engine was tough, durable, and flexible in terms of deployment strategies, while still being small enough to deploy on a heavily populated world or one where ecological protection was a mission objective; there was hardly a point in winning a war but destroying the world’s biosphere in the process.

      A huge chest section contained an expanded cockpit, while the upper crown section contained an antenna array that could be used to command an entire battle group, should such things be required.

      Armaments varied; in training, Marie had seen her instructors use everything from swords to halberds to whips to great effect. But this one lacked anything except its main cannon and a simple energy halberd. A good engine in the hands of a skilled pilot didn’t need a weapon to be effective at close range, of course, but it seemed more logical to utilize a thing that could be dropped if broken, rather than risk the war machine’s chassis.

      “Looking at our boy the Krakatoa here, eh?”

      Marie turned. It was Louise, the captain in charge of the small maintenance section here, pushing one of the huge carts by, back into its storage position along the wall. Although they were the same rank, Louise had commissioned only after long years as an enlisted technician and was a decade older than Marie. Marie liked the other woman. She seemed to be a surrogate big sister to the other officers in the task force, one of the few people who was actually addressed by her given name. However, considering that her last name, Silberhaus, was the same as their lord, that might have been more about avoiding confusion.

      “That means ‘nutcracker’ in Old Deutsch, doesn’t it?” Marie asked.

      “Yup,” Louise said, “like those little toys they sell in town in the markets.”

      “Why did it get named that?” Marie asked.

      “Beats me,” Louise said with a shrug, putting her hands on her hips. She had the faint accent of the Austrian system. “He don’t got a lot of personality, do he? Not enough for a name, I always thought. Baseline here, our boy. But we take care o’ him all the same, don’t we, Krak?” And she nodded to the machine.

      In a normal engine brigade, where a fleet might be prosecuting a war on its own for years without resupply, or operating in strange environmental conditions, it was common for crews to alter their engines. Koenig-class engines, with their high degree of flexibility, were often highly customized.

      “He does look as if he’s fresh from the assembly line,” Marie agreed. “Why do we never run him?”

      Louise blanched and put a grease-stained finger to her lips. “Don’t say that too loud ’round here. Likely to get us all in trouble, that is.”

      “Why?” Marie asked, looking back at the engine.

      “Drosselmeier’s got his reasons, I’m sure,” the maintenance officer said, and shook her head. She kept her hair short, cut back in a severe bob, and in the low gravity, it swirled around her head, movement exaggerated. “He tells me to keep Krak in good order and don’t let his reactor go out, and I do it. I don’t ask why.”

      “Aren’t you curious, though?”

      “Ain’t a soul in this force that ain’t,” Louise said, and clapped Marie on the shoulder. “But come on, help me put this away.”

      Marie helped the other woman wheel the maintenance cart away. “How long has that engine been here?”

      “Long as I’ve been with the colonel,” Louise said. “Seven years, or thereabouts.”

      “Does anybody remember?”

      “If they do, they ain’t talkin’.” Louise laughed. “A bunch of us came on together, back then. Replacin’ his past staff, he said. After the Pirlipat System.”

      “Ahh,” Marie said, thinking about that. “I’ve never heard the whole story with that engagement.”

      “Nobody has. Whole thing got classified, way up at Sector Command.” And Louise grunted, steering the cart around. “I think that’s why we all came on. Old crew was either dead or under some sort of no-talk order and had to be taken out of the field.”

      “You think it would help us to know how to fight the verrater, having the details of humanity’s first encounter with them,” Marie said.

      “Don’t you worry ’bout that.” Louise spat on the deck. “We’ll get ’em. No better place to do it than with the colonel. He has a powerful hatred of the creatures. Don’t you worry, we’ll finish up here with this little hand-holdin’ thing and be back out in the Oort, posthaste.”

      “I hope so,” Marie said.

      Together, the two women got the cart back in place. Louise squinted at Marie as she kicked a wheel lock closed, holding the cart to the deck. “So, you comin’ to the little card game tonight? We’re gonna have drinks, and Kreighof has managed to steal us some plum cakes from his lordship’s kitchens, so it ought to be a nice little party.”

      Marie was nonplussed at the offer. She hadn’t made friends with any of the other officers yet. She was the youngest, the newest, the most untested. Sometimes, it felt as if they all looked down on her. At other times, it was as if they were amused by her, like there was some private joke that she was not privy to. But beyond all that, Marie found the ease of their fellowship challenging in ways she did not quite understand.

      “I would be honored, Louise, but Colonel Drosselmeier has volunteered me to attend our lord’s Heiligabend ball tonight.”

      “Ah,” Louise said. “Well, if you get done with all that highfalutin stuff early, you drop by the officers’ galley. Fifty-franc buy-in.”

      “I shall try,” Marie promised.

      “See that you do,” Louise said. “You need to start puttin’ down some roots here, Marie, or you ain’t gonna make it through this posting.”

      Marie nodded, looking back at the massive bulk of Krak. Why was he never fielded, she wondered. What possible secrets could an engine hold?
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