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  Oily Skies of Fire

	4 November 1916

	A purple pre-dawn with cold, still air greeted me on this day of glory. Or the day of my death, depending on how things shook out in the next few hours. This had kept my eyes open throughout the night, despite a little Kirschwasser before bed. Emil leaned in and whispered, “It’s not too late to force a puke and leave this to the backup squad.”

	“And allow someone else the glory?” My breath plumed ghosts in the dim pre-dawn as my false smile faltered and I adjusted my leather helmet for the eleventh time.

	Emil removed his peaked officer hat to run a hand through his dishwater blond hair. We both had our habits when stressed. He placed the stepladder in the frosted grass beside my red Fokker triplane. I stuck out my gloved hand and he surprised me with a hug, which I returned with equal ferocity. Once broken, he adjusted my woolen scarf as I glanced around, wary of crew seeing the display. Silly, I know. Why shouldn’t there be a hug before a risky, first-of-its-kind mission?

	“Lieutenant Johann Fischer, good luck,” said Emil formally as he saluted.

	“Thank you, Lieutenant Emil Hahn. We shall meet again in two hours!” I returned the salute.

	I climbed into the cockpit just above the second wing of the three. I slipped on my goggles as Emil moved the ladder to the rear and then positioned himself by the prop. I switched the magneto on and pushed the throttle to full. I signaled Emil with an upturned thumb. He shoved the prop downward and the engine roared to life. I throttled back to idle and kept my feet on the brakes.

	Unfortunately, these flying machines were not quiet.

	After a final wave to Emil I taxied on this thin strip hewn from the Black Forest, the edges lit by lanterns spaced at forty-foot intervals. A fully cleared circle would serve better for unpredictable winds upon landing and take-off, but secrecy was paramount.

	I turned the Fokker in a hairpin fashion to face the full length of the strip. A white spotlight halfway up, where I had started, signaled with two short flashes. That meant Lieutenant Schneider, my counterpart for the mission, had started his plane successfully.

	I pushed the throttle to full and rolled ahead through the still, cold air. Perfect for a flight. Less than perfect for the enemy. The lanterns rushed by as I accelerated beyond the point where the forces of lift exceeded the weight of my fully-fueled aircraft, and the ground dropped away. A smile grew, despite my nerves. The exhilaration of flight never disappointed.

	Forty-five minutes into the flight we neared Feldberg Mountain, the peak laden with a late Autumn snow. I pulled back on the throttle and dropped altitude from 8,000 feet, the engine quieting as its labors diminished. Schneider maintained level flight behind, and now above me.

	The peak stood about 5,000 feet above sea level. I executed a gentle descending spiral, the crest at the center. Anxiety prickled my skin to gooseflesh. Gusty winds about the peak buffeted me as I dipped below 6,000 feet. They had to have heard the droning of the aircraft. It would be a disappointment, and yet, a relief, if no one emerged to check the noisy machine descending. But no glory. My chances of survival were much greater without tempting glory.
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