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Prologue

 


Northwest India, 1886

 


Major Jonathan Hughes of the White Hussars
had been in many a tight spot before. Indeed, any officer charged
with imposing the Queen’s peace upon the far-flung reaches of the
Empire had probably found himself in a seemingly impossible
situation at some point in his career. Those who managed to rise to
the occasion, to overcome odds that defied the imagination did so
through an astute application of skill, tenacity, guile, and, from
time to time, little more than sheer bloody luck. This time,
however, there would be no salvation, no last-minute heroics of the
sort that would cause Englishmen, who had never heard a shot fired
in anger, to puff out their chests in pride and left little boys
dreaming of the day when they would have the opportunity to lead a
valiant charge into the teeth of enemy fire. Standing in the center
of the loose perimeter formed by the remnants of his decimated
command, Major Hughes realized nothing save divine intervention
would save his command this time. With all but a handful of the
horses dead and the Pashtu tribesmen holding all the high ground,
he and his remaining men were in the unenviable position of having
no choice left but to give as good an account of themselves for as
long as they could, if for no other reason than to do honor to the
regiment and die as soldiers of the Queen ought.

Determined to make sure the fate of his tiny
command did not go unremarked, the weary major swiftly scribbled
two brief notes before calling over the one officer he could rely
on to find a way out of the pass where he and his men would make
their last stand. The first missive was terse and precise, a brief,
factual account of their action to his commanding officer. The
second, equally brief but heartfelt, was to his young son.

The man he chose to bear these precious
missives was not the sort one would have expected a staunchly
regimental officer like Hughes to pick for such a task. Were you to
bump into Lieutenant Rupert Woodson, out of uniform on a London
street, or more likely the racier dives near Shaftsbury Avenue, you
would have considered him the worst kind of fop imaginable. His
coppery red hair, worn unfashionably long, framed a thin, almost
effeminate face that was as smooth and unblemished as it had been
the day he was born. That, together with Prussian blue eyes and
full lips that were perpetually set in a whimsical half-smile, left
many wondering how such a person had ever managed to secure a
commission in a regiment with a reputation as revered as the White
Hussars, or indeed what on earth had made him take up such a
commission with no scandal serious enough to force him from his
comfortable digs and friends in London.

The men who served under Rupert Woodson,
however, didn’t care for such foolish questions, for he was one of
those rare creatures, an officer able to combine a fearless
devil-may-care attitude with a keenly analytical mind. Those
qualities, coupled with a genuine compassion for the troopers
placed under his command, fostered a fierce loyalty amongst his
men. There wasn’t a man among them who wouldn’t hesitate to follow
that red-haired scallywag to the very gates of hell itself had he
but asked. That he would find a way to slip past the tribesmen, who
had them surrounded, and carry Hughes’ last messages to their
colonel and his son was never in doubt.

Young Rupert reported to his commanding
officer in the center of the ever-shrinking perimeter as if he were
greeting an old friend in Regents Park. Both men ignored the
sporadic sound of gunfire and an occasional whining ricochet.

“You’re to personally see to it that the
colonel is handed this message,” Hughes stated as he presented a
folded note to the young officer, who was still able to manage
something of a smile despite the precarious situation in which they
found themselves. “This letter is for my son,” Hughes continued in
a low mournful voice so out of character for the otherwise
resolute, no-nonsense officer of the Queen. “I would appreciate it
if you saw that he receives it once he is old enough to
understand.”

As unflappable as ever, Rupert brushed aside
the major’s concerns even as he was taking the letters. “Pish posh.
I’ll do nothing of the sort. In the morning, when I return with the
relief column, you may have them back. Until then, I will simply
keep them safe for you.”

“I’m afraid all you’ll find when you return
in the morning is our bodies, Lieutenant.”

Grinning, Rupert dismissed his commanding
officer’s prediction out of hand. “Would you care to place a wager
on that, Sir?”

Unable to resist his young lieutenant’s
infectious optimism even though every instinct in his body told him
otherwise, Hughes agreed. “All right. My best broodmare, if you
manage to pull this off.”

“If I’m to pull this off, Sir, I’ll need a
couple of men to accompany me.”

Though he had no idea what Woodson had in
mind, Hughes saw no reason to deny the lieutenant’s request. “Pick
whomever you wish. Just make sure you make it back to the fort
alive and deliver those missives.” With that, the Major of Hussars
drew himself up. “Now, off you go Lieutenant, and God’s speed.”

~

The men Lieutenant Woodson had selected to
accompany him all but held their breath as they led their mounts
along an unguarded wadi, through the enemy positions, and out of
the rugged pass where Hughes and the rest of the squadron had
unleashed a lively fire to cover Woodson’s escape. Only when he was
positive that he would not be heard by the tribesmen did Sergeant
William Bryce, known as “Billy Bryce” to his brother sergeants, and
as a veritable martinet in the barracks and horse lines, once more
voice his displeasure at being selected to leave his men in their
hour of greatest need.

“Begging your pardon, Sir, if you ask me this
is little more than desertion,” the barrel-chested NCO muttered
contemptuously. “A man like me should be with his own at a time
like this, not sneaking away like a coward. After this, I’ll never
be able to show my face in the mess again.”

Rupert was unmoved. “You’re a soldier of the
Queen who will do exactly as he is ordered, like all good soldiers
are expected. Now,” Rupert continued as he came to a stop and
turned to face his two companions, “I think this is far
enough.”

“Far enough for what?” Bryce growled
bitterly. “To sit by and watch the squadron be massacred by those
bloody heathens?”

Blithely ignoring the sergeant’s scorn,
Rupert turned to the third member of the party, a man who wasn’t a
man at all. Neil Hayes was all of fourteen and the squadron’s
bugler. Still small for his age, he had yet to show anything even
remotely resembling maturity.

“Bugler Hayes, you’re to stay here with the
horses and wait. When you hear the explosion, you are to sound the
charge and ride hell-for-leather back into the pass, leading the
other mounts and trailing brush and anything else you can find that
will stir up as much dust as you can.”

Perplexed, the young bugler regarded Rupert
with a furrowed brow. “What explosion, Sir?”

Rupert winked as he drew himself up and
beamed. “Why the one Sergeant Bryce and I are going to cause.”

When he heard the snort of surprise from
behind him, Rupert turned his gaze back to where the sergeant was
regarding him with a skeptical expression. Knowing full well what
he and the other NCOs of the regiment thought of him, Rupert forced
himself to smirk. “Provided, of course, that is agreeable to you,
Sergeant Bryce?”

~

Finding their way to where the Pashtu Khan’s
men had encamped proved to be far less of a problem than Sergeant
Bryce had originally thought. Confident of victory, they had made
no effort to hide it. Even creeping past the few sentinels facing
out, away from the pocket where the last of the British Hussars
were still holding out wasn’t much of a challenge. Once there, it
was even easier to make their way to where the Khan’s store of
munitions was being kept, thanks in large part to the blood-stained
robes Rupert and Sergeant Bryce wore, stripped from the bodies of
two sleeping sentinels they had come across and whose throats the
phlegmatic sergeant had quietly slit.

Gaining access to the Khan’s tent was an
entirely different matter, one that required a special set of
skills Rupert alone possessed. After leaving Sergeant Bryce safely
tucked away in a hidden spot from which he could ignite the powder
train that would set the Khan’s stores alight and orders to give
him exactly one hour and no more, Rupert took to scaling the walls
of the pass. With the agility of a mountain goat, the officer of
Hussars made his way up the stone face, inched his way along a
narrow ledge that was never wider than the width of his sole then,
ever so carefully, descended into the small cul-de-sac where the
Khan had pitched his pavilion and that of his harem.

Knowing full well that he would never be able
to dispose of the Khan’s bodyguard with the same ease Sergeant
Bryce had used when dispatching the sentinels, Rupert paid a visit
to the tent where a few select members of the Khan’s harem were
being kept. There, he shed the raggedy garb of a common warrior and
assumed a disguise that would not cause anyone belonging to the
Khan’s household or those responsible for guarding it to suspect a
thing.

~

A thunderous explosion reverberating off the
narrow pass’s walls shattered the tense silence, catching the
Khan’s warriors and Major Hughes’s surviving troopers equally by
surprise. At first, the British Hussars thought it the prelude to a
final attack, an impression quickly discounted when the sweet blare
of a bugle pierced the stunned silence, sounding the advance as it
echoed its way down the pass toward their positions. This was
followed by a sudden and unexpected flurry of activity by the
warriors who had been surrounding them. Only instead of coming to
their feet and rushing forward, the soldiers of the Khan took to
their heels, fleeing for all they were worth away from the
approaching relief column. Having been pinned and tormented by them
for the better part of two days, Hughes’ men took advantage of
their foes panicked flight and the light of fires that lit up the
night to exact some small revenge upon the fleeing tribesmen.

By the time the ‘Relief’ column
reached Hughes’ perimeter, the sound of gunfire had faded. So too
did the chorus of cheers when the Hussars realized the ‘relief
column’ consisted of a boy, his bugle, and three horses. Bugler
Hayes was about to explain what had happened when Sergeant Bryce
came trooping out of the darkness and into the small circle of
Hussars as if on parade, gruffly asking the men he came across what
all the shouting and racket was about. After reporting to Major
Hughes what he and Lieutenant Woodson had done, the two of them,
accompanied by a section, began to make their way toward the Khan’s
now abandoned camp.

~

In the wake of the deafening explosion that
had left their ears ringing long after the last echo had faded
away, Major Hughes, followed by a small detachment of troopers
under the watchful eye of Sergeant Bryce, ever so cautiously picked
their way through the abandoned enemy camp. Only when they reached
an ornate and gaily lit pavilion tucked away in a cul-de-sac did
they come to a stop.

The body of a figure attired in colors
favored by the Kahn’s personal bodyguard lying face down in the
dirt across the entrance of the pavilion caused Hughes to wonder if
the salvation of his squadron had cost him the life of a gifted if
quirky young officer. Pausing once more at the entrance, Hughes
took a moment to inspect two holes in the flap of the tent as well
as a pair of bullet wounds in the dead guard’s back while Bryce
brought his carbine up to the ready. Only after he had braced
himself for the worst did Hughes nod to Bryce who threw back the
tent’s entry flap before rushing in, carbine at the ready.

What greeted the two men came as something of
a shock, but not one for which they were prepared. It wasn’t the
sight of the Khan, perched upon a pile of pillows in repose with
blood oozing from a deep cut across his throat that shook the major
of Hussars and the battle-hardened NCO at his side. Rather, it was
the realization that the fetching young female attired in a maroon
brocade gharara richly embellished with gold thread curled
up next to him was no female.

Drawing languidly on a cheroot he held in one
hand whilst nursing a crystal goblet of the local aqua vitae in the
other, Rupert made no effort to come to his feet and render a full
report of his activities in a manner one would expect a subaltern
to do when his commanding officer entered his presence. Instead,
after carefully setting his glass aside, he took the hand of the
dead man next to him and touched the lifeless fingers to the Khan’s
forehead as if the man were greeting Hughes.

“Our host seems somewhat indisposed at the
moment,” Rupert announced with a straight face. “So, I imagine he
won’t mind in the least if you make yourself at home and make free
with his cellar.”

 




Chapter One

 


Suitably embellished by the newspaper editors
in London, Major Hughes’ report addressing the successful
completion of the campaign against the rebellious Pashtu tribesmen
and the role that Lieutenant Woodson, Sergeant Bryce, and Bugler
Hayes had played in it provided the British public with some badly
needed good news as well as a trio of new heroes. In an effort to
capitalize upon the excitement their story had generated as well as
keep the people’s minds off other, grimmer news, it was decided to
recall Woodson, Bryce, and Hayes back to Britain where they could
be honored by the Queen herself and greeted personally by a Prime
Minister about to face a difficult vote of confidence. Rupert, a
man who never failed to capitalize upon an opportunity whenever one
came his way, managed to convince his superiors the ‘heroic’ trio
were in much need of a recuperative holiday after the demands of
their most recent campaign, particularly one that would allow him
to indulge in his passion for mountaineering.

As so often had occurred throughout his life,
fate took a hand in determining where Rupert would take his small
party to begin their excursion through the Alps thanks to a
tantalizing essay in the most recent edition of the Journal of
the Royal Geographical Society to reach the mess. The piece
spoke of the redoubtable Schwarzhorn in the tiny kingdom of
Schwarzburg Immenstadt, a challenge according to the author, to
both beginner and expert alike. It was, in his words, “A lonely
sentinel that today stands vigilance over the strategic Hoehental
Pass, a vital trade route linking the ancient Hapsburg Kingdoms to
a vibrant German Empire that has yet to find its place among the
great powers of Europe.”

Whether it was how the narrative described
the mountain itself or the way it hinted at its military and
geopolitical significance that captured Rupert’s attention didn’t
much matter. Even before he finished the piece, the adventurous
young officer knew the Schwarzhorn would be his.

 


Aboard the HMS Serapis, The Suez Canal

 


Outside a snug cabin, the ship’s bell rang,
causing Sergeant Bryce to look up from his book and out the tiny
porthole. Beyond the salt-crusted glass, he noted the Egyptian sun
creeping towards the western horizon, a ball of burning bronze that
loomed over the ochre landscape of desert and dusty fields, turning
the canal a shimmering silver. Sighing, the sergeant carefully
marked his page and reluctantly set his novel aside. Finding out
what became of the wicked murderer of Lord Dassingby would have to
wait as the barrel-chested Welsh NCO set out to check on young
Hayes and Mister Woodson.

Sergeant Bryce was a methodical man. As he
did each and every time prior to stepping out, regardless of
whether he was headed for an evening parade or preparing to sally
forth to enforce the Queen’s peace, he carefully fastened the brass
buttons of his tunic, ensuring that each regimental crest was
upright and properly aligned. Looking down, he checked that his
scarlet sash hung neatly over his hip before settling his side cap
at precisely the right angle. With a final glance at the shaving
mirror screwed to the bulkhead, he squared his shoulders and set
off in search of his charges.

It wasn’t long before his brisk pace led him
to the rear decks of HMS Serapis, one of the Royal Navy’s
troopships, as it made its way through the Suez Canal en
route to Portsmouth. There, he spied a gaggle of the maids in
the employ of the officer’s ladies returning home. In their midst,
he caught sight of a small blue side cap, bobbing about, partially
hidden by several of the taller girls as they all chattered and
laughed.

“’E’s a little sweety really, ain’t you?”

Finding the brazen silliness of the maids
unseemly, Sergeant Bryce frowned. “Bugler Hayes!”

His abrupt command stilled the girls whilst
the young boy sprang to rigid attention. As he drew closer, Bryce
noted a look of relief on the youngster’s face while the maids
quickly scattered further down the deck in search of other
amusement.

Only when they were alone did the veteran NCO
relax his stern scowl. “Well Hayes, keeping out of mischief, are
we?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” the boy replied in a voice
that was little more than a squeak while nervously glancing over
his shoulder to make sure the maids were gone. Bryce eyed the young
man thoughtfully for a moment, reflecting on how, over the last
eight weeks, he had grown to like the fresh-faced bugler, a lad who
was as eager to please as a puppy and desperate for approval. He
decided that once he put some meat on those bones, Neil Hayes would
make a good soldier.

“Well done, lad. Now, run along and get
yourself away to your bunk.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” the boy chirped smartly
before turning to his right and darting off in the opposite
direction to the remaining maids.

When the lad was safely on his way, Sergeant
Bryce scanned the deck once more, allowing his eyes to linger
awhile on one of the older girls, a fine lass, with a healthy
bosom, who was coyly returning his gaze. Snorting, Bryce grunted,
reminding himself he was much too old for those sorts of games.
With nothing more than a muttered, “Goodnight Miss,” and a stiff
bow accompanied by a symbolic touching of his cap, he too turned
and fled from the cloying felines and their calculating stares.

It was on the port deck that he spotted his
young officer leaning casually over the railings. Lost in thought,
Lieutenant Woodson was staring out across the darkening landscape,
watching a lone Egyptian lead a donkey cart along a road
paralleling the canal whilst in the distance, a muezzin called the
faithful to prayer. Unwilling to disturb his officer’s reflections,
Sergeant Bryce paused. In a way, the young gentleman had grown on
him as much as Bugler Hayes. A person he had once seen as foppish
and unmanly turned out to have a sharp brain coupled with a deep
care for those under his command. Were it not for the unmilitary
manner with which he tended to conduct himself, Bryce concluded the
young lieutenant would have been a perfect officer.

At length, Lieutenant Woodson returned from
his reverie. Upon noticing Bryce, he turned and greeted the
sergeant’s parade ground salute with a warm smile and an airy wave
of his hand, a habit that still jarred Sergeant Bryce’s
sensibilities despite the respect he held for the Lieutenant.

“At ease, Sergeant Bryce. So, how is our
little command?” Something of a joke had grown between them during
the long run out from the port of Deolali and around the Arabian
Peninsula when Woodson had made a note of how the NCO continued to
carry on as if they were still in India and he had an entire troop
of Hussars to tend to instead of just himself and Bugler Hayes. As
he spoke, Lieutenant Woodson pulled a slim silver case from his
jacket and carefully selected a cheroot from within before offering
it.

“Sergeant?”

“No, thank you, Sir. I’ll stick with me pipe
if it’s all the same.”

“Then, join me with your pipe. It’s far too
pleasant an evening not to enjoy a smoke with some good company.”
Sergeant Bryce hesitated for the briefest of moments before
deciding it wouldn’t be inappropriate. Once both officer and
sergeant had lit their chosen tobaccos, they leaned once more
against the rail, each contentedly blowing out a plume of aromatic
smoke.

“How is young Hayes today?”

“Other than having to deal with some of them
maids who are still giving him grief, he’s conducting himself
admirably, Sir.”

“He’s young. Let him enjoy the hero
worship.”

“You are aware, Sir, he’s still a bit
worried.”

“About England?”

“He’s still afraid of the workhouse in
Manchester he ran away from before he joined up. He thinks when we
arrive, he’ll be snatched up, whipped, and carted off back to that
hell hole.”

Lieutenant Woodson snorted in amusement
before seeing that his sergeant was serious. “Do you want me to
speak to him?” he asked in a tone betraying a concern for the young
bugler that more than matched Bryce’s.

“I’ll do it, Sir.”

Drawing himself into what passed for a proper
position of attention for him, Woodson gazed meaningfully into
Bryce’s eyes. “He’s every inch a White Hussar, Sergeant Bryce, one
of ours. No one is going to take him away.”

Sergeant Bryce could not help but take note
of the conviction in the young gentleman’s voice, causing him to
smile as he nodded his agreement. “Aye, Sir, that he is.”

The companionable quiet returned between the
two men as they once more leaned over the rail and watched the
desert darkening swiftly around the white troopship, each busy with
their thoughts. At length, Lieutenant Woodson broke the
silence.

“There are no real mountains here, not like
the Alps,” he mused wistfully as he gazed out over the nearly
featureless desert on either side of the canal. “I do love the
Alps. I expect once you’ve had a chance to behold them, you’ll
agree,” Woodson proclaimed as he glanced over at the sergeant out
of the corner of his eyes.

Doing his best to mask the misgivings he had
over his officer’s planned excursion, Sergeant Bryce averted his
gaze as he muttered the nearest thing to an objection at the
prospect of clambering over cold, rock-strewn peaks he was willing
to allow himself. “I would have thought we saw enough of mountains
on the Northwest frontier, Sir.”

“Ahhh, but that was work, Sergeant. This will
be a pleasure.” He laughed as he saw the look of suspicion on his
sergeant’s face. “Don’t worry, you’ll enjoy it. Goodnight, Sergeant
Bryce.”

With that, he flicked the stub of his cheroot
out into the canal before returning his sergeant’s crisp salute
with another airy wave as he ambled off towards the wardroom and
dinner.

 


On the Schwarzhorn, Schwarzburg
Immenstadt

 


Upon reaching the ledge, Colonel Ernst
Hartmann settled down on a rock to wait for his climbing companion
to catch up. After catching his breath in the thin mountain air,
the Colonel leaned forward ever so slightly and peeked over the
edge. “Do you need a hand, Paul?” he called out.

Stopping his blind groping about over his
head to feel for his next handhold, Captain Paul Jung paused and
looked up into the steel gray eyes of the colonel hovering just
above him. “What I need at the moment is someone to explain to me
why I always let you talk me into these little adventures of
yours.”

“That is easy, my dear Paul,” the colonel
called out as he watched his most loyal aide inch his way up toward
him. “You needed some rest and relaxation, something, I dare say,
of which we’re not going to have much once the Crown Princess
returns.”

After working his arms up onto the ledge on
which his colonel was waiting in an effort to give himself the
necessary leverage that he’d need to boost himself up the final few
feet, Jung gazed over to where his colonel was watching him. “I
must confess, Sir, I find your idea of rest and relaxation at odds
with my definition of those concepts.”

Hartmann brushed aside the young captain’s
laments as he slowly scanned the wondrous vista before him. “I
could never understand how a man born in a kingdom dominated by
these majestic peaks could be so averse to taking them on,” the
colonel proclaimed. “Mountaineering is in our blood, Paul.”

Once fully on the edge, Jung staggered over
to where his colonel was seated and plopped himself down on the
ground next to him. “Perhaps the urge to crawl about up here runs
through your veins, Sir, but may I remind you my ancestors all had
the good sense to keep to the villages in which they were
born?”

Hartmann would have none of his captain’s
pessimism. Reaching over, he clapped Jung on the back as he
chuckled. “Then the time has come for you to begin a new family
tradition, one that embraces the heart and soul of this
kingdom.”

Making no effort to hide his skepticism, Jung
glanced up at his colonel as he struggled to catch his breath. “If
truth be known, Sir, the only thing I wish to embrace at the moment
is a good shot of schnapps and a buxom young maiden with eyes only
for me.”

Throwing his head back, Hartmann roared.
“Paul, you are incorrigible. Come,” he announced after a moment.
“We are but a kilometre from a hut where we can rest before a nice
fire, and you can at least indulge one of your passions.”

~

 


As he reached the hut, Lieutenant Rupert
Woodson paused to look back at his two companions manfully bullying
their way through the deep snow toward him. Though Sergeant Bryce
was staggering a bit like a drunk who was about to topple over,
Rupert knew better than to call out and ask if he needed a helping
hand. The tough old veteran of many a campaign was too proud to
admit he needed anyone’s assistance, especially if that anyone was
a bright-eyed, self-assured young lieutenant.

Bugler Hayes, on the other hand, was as
irrepressible as a young pup that had been set free to romp for the
first time in its life. This came as no surprise to Rupert. While
it was quite true that he was finding mountaineering to be
enjoyable, the young lad was still basking in the manner with which
the men of the regiment now regarded him. Prior to what journalists
in London had taken to calling “Woodson’s Ride,” even though the
young officer of Hussars had never actually been mounted during the
episode that had unexpectedly brought him such renown, no one had
paid any attention to the young bugler. That all changed the moment
he came riding into the middle of the encircled troopers, sounding
the charge like he’d never done before whilst leading two riderless
horses. Overnight, Hayes had become a legend within the regiment,
the envy of every bugler in India, and a common household name in
England. It was heady stuff for a lad of fourteen who had fled a
Manchester orphanage to make something of himself in any way he
could.

Upon seeing that his companions were in no
need of assistance, Rupert ducked through the low doorway of the
mountain hut and dropped his rucksack before he made for the small
hearth. Staggering in a few minutes later Sergeant Bryce slumped
down on the first seat he came to while young Neil Hayes, always
anxious to please a man who had become something more than a hero
to him asked Rupert if he could be of help.

Never the sort who enjoyed lording over
anyone, the officer of Hussars regarded the young bugler for a
moment. “Since we’ll be holing up here for the night, it might be a
good idea if you bring in some more wood now, before it gets
dark.”

Hayes didn’t need to be told twice. “I shall
attend to it straight off, Sir,” he replied with an enthusiasm that
caused Sergeant Bryce to glare at the eager lad, wondering, as he
did so why he’d been such a damned fool to agree to join this pair
of mad hatters, with whom he was scaling a mountain, instead of
waiting patiently in a nice, warm inn for the damned fools to enjoy
something that was, for Bryce, about as much fun as a forced march
with full kit. That thought was still lingering in his head when
the door to the lodge unexpectedly sprang open.

~

The sight of smoke lazily rising from the
chimney of the small mountain hut had been a welcome one to both
Colonel Ernst Hartmann and Captain Paul Jung. It not only promised
quick warmth, but the company of other mountaineers with whom they
could spend a long, cozy evening sitting about the hearth, sharing
stories, and enjoying drinks meant to warm the hearts of fellow
adventurers. Without a second thought, the Colonel ducked under the
low lintel, then froze in shock.

Though it had been years since he had laid
eyes on the person before him, there was no mistaking the regal
Hoehental profile, one accentuated by striking blue eyes, not to
mention the coppery red that cropped up in the bloodline every
other generation or so. Catching himself, he gave his head a quick
shake, then bowed.

“Your majesty, I … I…” Unable to find the
right words to express the shock of seeing the Crown Princess,
Fredericka Hoehental, seated before the hearth flanked by a burly,
hard-looking man and a young boy, the colonel remained rooted to
the spot as Jung made his way into the hut by squeezing around him.
When the captain of the Queen’s Leibgarde glanced over to where his
colonel was looking, he too was stunned into silence.

Even more dumbfounded, Jung found he could do
nothing more than stare at Rupert with his mouth agape. Ever so
slowly, it began to dawn upon Jung that this impromptu excursion
into the mountains had not been as spontaneous as his colonel had
originally made out. Like many of the schemes Hartmann had
concocted to safeguard the royal family, this must have been part
of his plan to slip the Crown Princess back into Schwarzburg
Immenstadt before her cousin knew what was afoot. Thus, in quick
order, Jung’s astonished expression was replaced with a glint of
admiration for his colonel’s ingenuity as he too bowed to welcome
home the next queen of Schwarzburg Immenstadt.

From where they sat huddled before the
hearth, three Englishmen watched the newcomers before exchanging
glances, wondering if the thin mountain air had left them
lightheaded and perhaps a bit confused. It was Rupert, however, who
found himself befuddled when the older gentleman straightened up
and asked him in German why he had changed their travel plans and
where she had left his wife, Antonia Hartmann.

 


Hauptbahnhof, Berlin

 


“You really should take more care with the
way you conduct yourself until we’re safely home, Your Highness,”
Frau Hartmann stated cautiously as she watched the Crown Princess
Fredericka give her head a toss, which caused her long, loose locks
of coppery red hair to cascade about her neck and face.

Turning to the woman charged with escorting
her back to her homeland, Fredericka flashed her an impish grin.
“Please try to be understanding,” she chirped in pitch-perfect
English that failed to betray a hint of her German origins. “Once
we reach Schwarzburg Immenstadt, I shall have no choice but to
behave in a manner that will do my late father’s memory honor and
ensure the goals he aspired to all his life are achieved. Until
then, allow me to enjoy my freedom for as long as I can,” she all
but pleaded as she took a moment to study the very proper and
straitlaced wife of the man who had been her late father’s most
loyal subject and would soon be someone who she would need to rely
upon to advise her in all matters of importance. That she would
also need the services of Frau Hoffman as well was without
question. Instinctively, Fredericka realized she had tarried in
England far too long, first for schooling, then as an attendant to
Alexandra, the Princess of Wales. Though she would have preferred
to have someone closer to her in age serving as her Mistress of the
Robes, the lively, fun-loving princess knew she required a more
settled, mature influence close at hand once she had been crowned,
a person such as Frau Hartmann. But that could wait, Fredericka
mused as her signature smile returned.

Believing her young charge wasn’t taking her
admonishments seriously enough caused Frau Hartmann to frown. “The
colonel wishes your return to be kept a secret for as long as
possible, Your Highness,” she cautioned. “There are those who do
not wish to see you ascend to the throne, men who are more than
capable of doing you great harm to see that does not happen.”

“Pish posh,” Fredericka declared dismissively
as she regarded her image in a small mirror she held at arm’s
distance while lightly draping her unfashionably long curls about
her shoulders in the manner she enjoyed. “Not even my dear cousin
Michael, The Grand Duke, would dare risk his precious
position to further his ambitions,” she announced, mockingly
accentuating the words “Grand Duke.”

Though tempted to caution the Crown Princess
that it was unwise to underestimate a man such as her royal cousin,
Frau Hartmann kept her own council. Advising Fredericka on such
important matters was the sole purview of her husband. The task he
had allotted to her was simply seeing to it that the vivacious
young woman was escorted safely back to Schwarzburg Immenstadt as
quickly and as quietly as possible.

Fredericka, however, was just as determined,
wishing to enjoy what little time she had left to herself as best
she could. To that end, she ignored her fastidious charge’s
persistent urgings to hurry along and instead, continued to act as
if she were nothing more than the daughter of a middling English
gentleman. Only when she was ready did she make her way out of the
compartment and onto the crowded station platform where they were
to meet the man who would escort them to their next connection.

~

“That’s her,” the fair-haired man muttered to
his companion.

Looking up from the paper he had been
pretending to read, a man who went by the name Herman, who Colonel
Hartmann had thought was in his employ, caught sight of the
red-haired girl being chaperoned by an older woman through the
crowded waiting room of Berlin’s Hauptbahnhof. “Are you sure?” he
asked as he watched the two women draw nearer.

Reaching into a coat pocket, the fair-haired
man pulled out an old photograph of a young woman in a riding
habit. After studying it, he looked back up and watched as their
prey continued. “It’s them all right,” he finally replied, though
in truth the photo was one taken when the girl had yet to reach
full maturity, making it difficult to be positive that the spry
young woman they were eyeing was actually the Crown Princess
Fredericka.

“Right,” Herman intoned as he rolled up his
paper, stood up, and held it briefly over his head as a means of
signaling their confederates it was time to close in. “Remember, no
harm is to come to the one with the red hair. They were adamant
about that.”

“And the other woman?”

Herman shrugged as he started to follow the
women, glancing about the crowd to make sure his other men were
closing in on their mark without tipping their hands. “I had no
instructions concerning her,” he replied offhandedly.

“Then, what do we do with her, the old one I
mean?” the fair-haired man asked as he followed his companion.

Being careful to make sure he never let on to
the trio of Berlin thugs he had hired that he knew exactly who the
younger of the two was, Herman grunted. “We’re being paid to take
and hold a red-haired woman and it’s a red-haired woman we’re going
to take out of here with us. What you do with the other one is none
of my concern.”

Though he was not an admirer of dumpy, old
women who paraded about with their noses stuck up in the air as if
they were better than everyone else, the fair-haired man figured
she would be good for a spot of fun before he dispatched her and
dumped her remains in the River Spree. Whether any of the other
men, hired by a man whose accent marked him as either a Bavarian or
an Austrian, also wished to have a go with the older woman did not
matter, not as long as he enjoyed the snooty matron first.



Chapter Two

 


Immenstadt Train Station, Schwarzburg
Immenstadt

 


Pausing at the door leading from the
stationmaster’s office and onto the platform, Hauptmann Jung took a
moment to straighten his cap and give the hem of his tunic a quick
tug before stepping out to where Hartmann was waiting. His reasons
for adjusting his uniform had nothing to do with his concern for
his appearance, which under ordinary circumstances was something
the dapper officer took quite seriously. Rather, Jung used this
moment to steel himself for the task at hand. Only when he was
ready did he push open the door and march out onto the train
station’s platform to inform his colonel there was no word from
Munich.

Jung found Hartmann just as he had left him,
nervously pacing back and forth along the length of the platform
with his hands tightly clasped behind his back. The only time the
anxious colonel stopped doing so was when he reached the north end
of the platform. There he would pause, taking a moment to peer off
into the dark in an effort to catch a glimpse of the train from
Munich. After waiting there for several minutes, listening, and
watching in silence, he would pull out his pocket watch and check
the time before snapping it shut, tucking it away, spinning about,
and resuming his pacing.

With a trepidation akin to what he had felt
as a child whenever he had to bring his father’s word of his latest
transgression, Jung made his way toward his colonel.

Upon seeing his most trusted subordinate
approaching him, Hartmann came to a halt. “Well?” he called out
gruffly when the two were but a few paces apart.

“Nothing, Sir,” Jung muttered in a low voice
as he nervously took to looking about out of the corner of his eyes
to see if anyone was paying attention to the two of them. This, of
course, was a waste of time on his part. If anything, it would have
been something of a surprise to the fastidious captain if there
wasn’t someone keeping tabs on their every move. With that thought
in mind, Jung did his best to keep his voice low as he closed the
distance between himself and his colonel.

“What about our man in Munich?”

“No, Sir, nothing.”

“You would think the fool would have used
some initiative and notified us as soon as it became clear that
something was not right,” Hartmann growled.

“Sir, may I remind you his orders were merely
to meet the Crown Princess and Frau Hartmann, pass onto them their
tickets for their next connection and see to it they made it. Your
instructions made no mention of contacting us for any reason.”

Drawing in a deep breath, Hartmann glared at
Hauptmann Jung through angry, narrow slits. As much as he hated
being in the dark like this, he knew he had no one but himself to
blame. The instructions given to the men he had dispatched to the
various transit points along the Crown Princess’ route had been
very specific, instructions he himself had issued. Once more he
found he had little choice but to curse himself for the cloak of
secrecy he had insisted upon, which included forbidding the use of
the telegraph to keep him posted on the Crown Princess’
progress.

“I should have gone myself rather than
sending my Inga,” Hartmann whispered more to himself than Jung
before turning to make his way back to the north end of the
platform where he took to staring once more into the darkness.

Any thought Jung had of reminding his colonel
of the reason why it had been decided to send his wife and not go
himself was dismissed out of hand. They all knew Duke Michael had
men watching the colonel and the select group of officers he often
used to carry out special tasks for him on behalf of the Crown. At
six foot one, with steel grey eyes that some said could see through
mist and dark, and a full, firm soldierly figure, set off by
sideburns and beard made popular by the German Kaiser, Colonel
Ernst Hartmann would have been easy to spot in any crowd. Frau Inga
Hartmann, on the other hand, stood a much better chance of slipping
away to Munich unnoticed by the duke’s minions since she often did
so to visit her sister and brother-in-law. From there, she was free
to travel to England and retrieve the Crown Princess, once she was
sure her activities had not caused anyone to take note of her.

It was their return trip that concerned
Hartmann as he recalled the way the Crown Princess enjoyed
flaunting her fiery red tresses. Even as a young child Fredericka
Hoehental had a way about her that drew people’s attention, causing
them to all but stop what they were doing, especially when she
fixed them in a steady, unflinching gaze with her shimmering
Prussian blue eyes. It was for this reason that Hartmann had
quietly dispatched men to Bremerhaven, Berlin, and Munich to meet
his wife and the Crown Princess in order to expedite their travels
by passing them their tickets and hustling them along to their next
connection as quickly as humanly possible.

As he waited alone on the north end of the
platform, Hartmann again took to silently berating himself, this
time for not following his daughter’s advice to establish a series
of seemingly innocuous telegrams each of his agents could send when
they had completed their assigned tasks or, God forbid, ran into
some sort of difficulty. Because he tended to credit Duke Michael,
the Crown Princess’ cousin with a cunning equal to his, Hartmann
feared the duke would consider such a possibility and have someone
monitoring incoming telegraphs addressed to him or anyone
associated with him, telegraphs that just might alert the duke when
and how the Crown Princess was returning to Schwarzburg Immenstadt
for her coronation.

Though the idea that the duke would bring any
harm to his royal cousin and the future queen was all but
unthinkable, Hartmann was a man who took no chances, especially not
when the safety of a member of the royal family was involved.
Ambitious men driven by dreams of grandeur and lacking a moral
compass, like Duke Michael, were capable of anything, a fact
Hartmann never allowed himself to forget. That Michael stood to
ascend to the throne if for any reason the Crown Princess
Fredericka was unable to, was another fact weighing heavily upon
the Colonel and hence the reason for the extraordinary measures he
had put in place to ensure her safety.

The sound of a train’s whistle, quickly
followed by a flicker of light piercing the darkness caused
Hartmann to set aside his grim musings. Drawing himself up, he
watched intently as the last train from Munich for that evening
approached the station at an agonizingly slow pace.

~

 


For the longest time, neither man said a word
after leaving the station when it became clear that Frau Hartmann
and the Crown Princess would not be arriving that evening. For his
part, Hauptmann Jung kept a respectful distance, waiting as he
often did for Hartmann to mull over the problem at hand in his mind
and attack it from all possible angles. When dealing with matters
of grave importance, the colonel seldom confided in anyone save his
daughter, a young woman who shared her father’s passion for service
to the crown along with a keenly analytical mind and compulsive
need for order.

It was at times like this that Jung often
found himself imagining had Gabriela Hartmann been born a male she
would be at her father’s side and not him. Fate, as well as her
gender, had conspired to keep her from being the son Colonel
Hartmann had wanted, though Gabriela strove mightily to fill that
void by taking on various duties and responsibilities that would
otherwise have been Jung’s. As admirable as Gabriela’s devotion and
dedication to her father and service to the crown was, Jung could
not help but view it as a double-edged sword, for it had a way of
intimidating young men who might otherwise be Gabriela’s suitors.
Being one of them, he knew this all too well.

He was not the only man who shared this view
of the tall, fair-haired girl who wore her hair in a tight,
matronly bun. All who had been bold enough to attempt to court her
quickly came to the conclusion she was not some delicate flower to
be admired and lauded for her grace and beauty, but rather a
razor-sharp rapier, a challenge needing to be mastered, not
courted, and seduced as other girls her age preferred. Like her
father, Gabriela’s sole purpose in life was to serve her King and
Fatherland. If she did have other desires and interests, she kept
them well hidden behind the unflinching steel grey eyes that
reminded all who dared gaze into them of her father’s.

As he reflected upon the comely, yet dour
young woman, Hauptmann Jung found he could not keep from shaking
his head and quietly chuckling to himself despite the seriousness
of the issue at hand. There was no doubt in his mind that once his
iron-willed colonel had an opportunity to discuss the situation
with his daughter, the two would come up with a fitting solution to
this crisis.

It, therefore, came as something of a
surprise to the young officer when Hartmann suddenly stopped in
midstride and turned to him long before reaching the colonel’s home
where his daughter was no doubt pacing as he had on the station’s
platform.

Drawing himself up, he glared into Jung’s
eyes. “I want you to go to the inn where the Englishman we met on
the mountain said he would be staying. If he is still there, after
appropriate pleasantries and perhaps a drink or two, find out what
his plans are for, um, say the next week, maybe two. Should he ask
why I am so interested in what he is doing, tell him I have a
unique challenge in mind that he might be interested in.”

Knowing better than to ask his colonel what
possible use the foppish Englishman could be to them at a time such
as this, Jung simply snapped to attention and saluted smartly
before pivoting about and rushing off to carry out his orders. No
doubt Colonel Hartmann would explain what he had in mind, provided,
of course, his daughter saw any need for him to know.

~

The second she heard the front door open and
familiar footfalls on the entryway’s tile floor, Gabriela Hartmann
ceased her pacing. The urge to rush to her father to find out if he
was bearing good news, or ill, was kept in check by the same iron
will that made her such an invaluable asset to her father. She
would find out soon enough, the fair-haired daughter of an officer
of the King’s Lifeguard told herself. Then, after giving her head a
quick shake, she reminded herself that the regiment her father
commanded was no longer the King’s Lifeguard. It was now the
Queen’s Lifeguard, or soon would be once the late King’s only child
had been crowned. Whether she would be kept in the shadows as she
had been during King William’s reign, relegated to doing little
more than gathering intelligence from the foreign press on a daily
basis for her father, or would be asked by Fredericka to assume a
prominent role within her household remained to be seen. At the
moment, all that mattered was seeing to it that the Crown Princess
returned safely to a homeland that Gabriela and others felt she had
been away from for far too long.

As soon as she saw the expression on her
father’s face when he finally did enter the study where she had
been waiting, Gabriela knew there was a problem. Fearing the worst,
she brought her right hand up and covered her mouth. “Dear God, no.
Tell me they are both safe.”

Unable to look his daughter in the eyes,
Hartmann tossed his cap onto a side table and slowly began to peel
off his gloves, one finger at a time as a thousand and one thoughts
tumbled one upon the other in his troubled mind.

“We have no way of knowing, liebchen,”
he muttered, trying to do his best to keep his voice from betraying
his concerns but failing miserably. “They were not on the evening
train.”

The urge to ask what could have become of
them was quickly set aside since Gabriela was already well aware of
all the possible answers to that question, answers she had no
desire to hear. Instead, she drew in a deep breath and asked her
father what they would do now.

After tossing his gloves into his upturned
cap, Hartmann glanced over at his daughter out of the corner of his
eyes. “You are to pack. Take enough things for one, maybe two
weeks.”

Confused, she stared at her father. “Pack?
Why?”

“We are going to Bern, Gabriela.”

“Bern? What is in Bern?”

“A chance to buy us some badly needed time,”
Hartmann replied dryly. “Provided, of course, I can somehow
convince an Englishman to do something I never thought I would ever
ask another man to do.”

Now thoroughly bewildered, Gabriela continued
to stare at her father until he noticed she was not moving. “We do
not have much time,” he snapped with a harshness he seldom used
when dealing with her. Then, upon seeing the startled expression on
her face, he crossed the room to where she was standing. “Please,”
he whispered in a softer, more moderate tone. “Go pack.”

With that he leaned forward and planted a
quick kiss on Gabriela’s forehead, something he rarely did, adding
to the young woman’s already considerable anxieties.



Chapter Three

 


British Embassy, Bern, Switzerland

 


Easing back in his chair after freshening his
tea, Colonel Edward Pickering, the British military attaché
in Bern carefully studied the German colonel seated across from
him. Like the ambassador, Pickering could not help but think
everything about the German’s request was highly unusual, begging
for an explanation that Colonel Hartmann had yet to share with
either man and, by all indications, was not about to. Were it not
for the ancestral ties that bound the royal house of Schwarzburg
Immenstadt with that of Saxe-Gotha, and in turn Queen Victoria,
Pickering had little doubt that the Ambassador and Foreign Office
would have dismissed the German’s request out of hand.

Quite naturally Pickering assumed the
colonel’s peculiar request had something to do with the succession
crisis now facing the strategically important Kingdom of
Schwarzburg Immenstadt. Like his fellow military attachés in
Bern, he spent most of his time watching the drama play out between
the two Germanic empires as an old but wily German chancellor
scrambled to recover from the collapse of the League of the Three
Emperors in the wake of the Serbo-Bulgarian War. Just how a young
officer of The White Hussars featured into the German colonel’s
plan to keep his homeland from being caught up in the swirl of
international events and swallowed up by either a
Prussian-dominated German Empire or the Austro-Hungarian Empire was
a question to which Pickering expected he would need to find an
answer, though he doubted Hartmann would be the person providing
it. No, the Englishman concluded as he slowly sipped his tea
without ever taking his eyes off Hartmann, he would need to wait
until the German was finished with Lieutenant Woodson to find out
what this was all about.

Behind him, a door opened. Without needing to
look to see who had entered the room, Pickering set his cup of tea
down and raised his right hand over his shoulder. Into it, a
secretary to the ambassador placed an unsealed envelope from which
Pickering removed the single-page letter that he promptly
reviewed.

When he was satisfied all was in order, he
regarded Hartmann a moment before doing his best to affect
something of a self-satisfied smile. “Well, this should do nicely,”
he announced while leaning forward in order to pass the letter to
the anxious German officer. “Her Britannic Majesty’s government is
always eager to honor its obligations to its friends, no matter how
trivial or seemingly insignificant.”

Looking up from the letter written in
English, a language Hartmann found to be utterly illogical and
difficult to understand, he grunted. “I assure you, Colonel, this
is no trivial matter.”

Realizing he had erred, Pickering hastened to
make his apologies. “No, of course not. It’s just that I...”

Hartmann didn’t give the Englishman a chance
to finish. Satisfied with the letter’s content and tone, he all but
jumped to his feet even as he was stuffing the letter back into the
envelope. “I appreciate your efforts, and those of the Ambassador,”
he all but blurted out. “Please accept my apologies for my
hastiness, but time is of the utmost importance at the moment. I
need to meet my daughter and ensure all is ready before seeking out
Lieutenant Woodson.”

Just what the colonel’s daughter had to do
with this business and what the two of them needed to have ready
prior to confronting Lieutenant Woodson with the Ambassador’s order
assigning him to the service of the Kingdom of Schwarzburg
Immenstadt for an indeterminate period only added to the mystery
surrounding this entire affair.

Oh well, Pickering concluded as he too
came to his feet and gave the German a quick handshake. Finding
that out would no doubt keep him busy. Hopefully, not too busy as
he was looking forward to enjoying the advent of spring, a time
when he puttered about in his wife’s small garden, nursing her
beloved roses back to life after a long winter’s rest.

 


Kleine Scheidegg, Switzerland

 


The colonel’s timing could not have been
better. He came across Rupert and Sergeant Bryce in the lobby of
the hotel Bellevue des Alpes in Kleine Scheidegg, a tiny
Swiss village situated at the base of the Eiger and Jungfrau. Like
most of the guests at the hotel, the Englishmen were enjoying a
day’s rest after their travels before taking on the lesser of the
two fabled mountains.

Right off, both Rupert and Sergeant Bryce
suspected the German colonel’s sudden appearance was more than
another chance encounter, though both men went out of their way to
act as if this sort of thing happened to them every day.

“If my guess is right, our newfound friend
has something on his mind, something I expect he’s not going to
share with us until he is ready,” Rupert informed Bryce after he
had accepted an invitation from Hartmann to join him for dinner
that evening, and they had parted company.

“Careful, Sir.” Bryce intoned. “Though the
colonel strikes me as a fine gentleman, him showing up here in
mufti like this is no accident.”

Having listened in on several conversations
concerning the Kingdom’s crisis of succession at the inn they had
been staying at in Schwarzburg Immenstadt, Rupert found himself in
full agreement. “No, Sergeant, this was no accident.”

“What do you suppose the colonel wants?”

Pausing, Rupert looked back over his shoulder
to where Hartmann was busily checking in at the front desk. “I have
no idea,” he muttered to himself even as a wild thought came to the
fore, one that left him wondering if this had anything to do with
the mistake the two Germans had made when they had first met in the
mountain hut. “No,” Rupert muttered under his breath.
“Impossible.”

“Excuse me, Sir?”

Suddenly aware Bryce had overheard him,
Rupert gave his head a quick shake before turning to face his
sergeant. “Nothing, nothing at all.” Then he smiled. “Well, if
we’re to join the colonel we need to be off to our rooms and dress
for dinner. We wouldn’t want him to think we’re a roving band of
vagabonds.”

Bryce knew without having to give the matter
a moment’s thought that his own officer was holding something back
but said nothing. Instead, he simply nodded. “Quite right, Sir.
I’ll stop by the lad’s room and let him know he’s to turn out for
dinner in his finest.”

“Very good, Sergeant,” Rupert replied
instinctively before pivoting about and heading off to the lounge
to treat himself to a pre-dinner drink, a cheroot, and an
opportunity to think things through. That there just might be some
truth behind an old family legend that hinted at an illicit love
affair between his maternal grandmother and a young German student
of noble birth who was studying at Oxford was only one of the many
thoughts swirling about in Rupert’s troubled mind. Far more
important to him was what the German colonel wished to do with that
tenuous connection if indeed there was one and he was aware of
it.

Once more Rupert gave his head a quick shake
as an old demon he had once thought banished reared its ugly head.
“Impossible!”
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