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Centralia


United Colonies of South Africa


June 1st 1919


"Dinner will be at eight", Lord Jairus Wolfe spoke to the rapidly disappearing figure of his daughter as she ascended the stairs.


"Yes, father", she paused and turned her radiant smile upon him.


So like her mother!


He smiled back, and she resumed her climb.


He shook his head of shoulder-length black hair, and strode into his private study, a sturdy oak door separating it from the marbled hallway. Closing this door, he eased himself behind his desk and poured out a measure of brandy from the ever-ready decanter. Sipping this, he eyed his In-Tray.


His staff of course knew to deal with everyday matters, and to cull out those others that did not merit his attention, but as Governor of the United Colonies of South Africa, an entity known colloquially as Saff, there were always many every day that required his personal purview. He did not mind - those were the cons of the job, and the pros greatly outweighed them.


As he sipped again at his glass, he let his eyes drift to the single photograph in the room, a chromograph colour print that had cost him thousands. But it was worth it! It showed himself and Carlotta seated on the passenger bench of the gubernatorial pony and trap, during one of its rounds along the freshly-planted avenues that marked Centralia out as a garden city.


They were loved! Every office, every tavern, the Post Office, telegraph office, railway station, they all had a print of this photograph up on their wall. "Lord Wolfe and Carlotta", that was the simple name he had chosen for it, and the people had taken to it.


Ahhhh, but that was one of the pros. He reached his hand into the In-Tray and drew out the top-most document. This was the con.


For the next half hour he worked assiduously. Evening was falling outside, but it was fragrant and the coolness a pleasant contrast to the day. Dinner would be in another hour, and for now he could let slip the demons of his mind, and focus on what they were allegedly paying him for.


A double-track into Katanga? He had long worked for that, but the military would not pay for it, citing the aims of the war as being much to the East, against German Tanganyika. The Imperial government would not pay for it, citing devolved authority to the United Colony. So, he sought bids from private companies. This one? He looked at the livery - a lion rampant with two sceptres? Even though the company was named "The Brough-Connors Railroad Corporation" he saw in that livery the hand of the Duke of Sylvania. He laughed to himself at the conceit. The company would be bankrupt within a year. His right hand snagged a well-inked stamp and he smashed "REJECTED" down upon the document.


What was this? He read the next document with a slanted head. Barrington Baines wanted to bid for the old Herreroland mines? Instinctively, he disliked this. BB was a bully of a company, it had swallowed up many other enterprises from the fur trade in Rupertsland to the spices from Madras. It made its living on scenting the decaying carcasses of older companies, and it pounced. He had managed to keep it out of Saff for the duration of the war so far, he was damned if he was going to let it in now! REJECTED he stamped across its pages.


This was more like it! He grinned at the third document in the pile. He had tried to promote something like this himself before the war, but the outbreak of hostilities had prevented it ever coming to anything. Now that the war seemed to have turned in their favour, it seemed someone was daring to dare! An opera house for Centralia, to be located on land bought within the Outer Park Zone, a band of land he has deliberately left at the Governor's discretion as to whether to sell it, so as to encourage cultural and educational development.


He began to read deeper, but was disturbed by an urgent knocking on the outer door. Max or Henri? He recognised the power behind the fist as one or other of them. This was unusual.


"Come in!" he snapped, raising his voice to make sure it got through the reinforced wood.


It was Henri, his Personal Secretary, whose work period had ended several hours before. Wolfe immediately saw the flimsy in his hand, a telegram or a decrypt.


"Begging your pardon for the interruption my lord."


"No, please", Wolfe tried to waive him to one of the straight-backed chairs opposite the desk but Henri stood rooted to the spot, "Well?", the Governor asked.


"This... I... Please my lord", the man was clearly shaken as was his hand as he offered the paper across the desk.


Wolfe took it... and everything changed.


His first reaction was one of disbelief,


"This is verified?!"


"I did it myself, with Cleopatra checking", he mentioned one of the senior Signals Clerks, Saff being a leader in employing women to fill men's roles while the men were away at the front.


"I see..." Wolfe read it again... There could be no denying its message


To Lord Wolfe, Governor of the United Colonies of South Africa


From His Imperial Majesty Michael II


London, this day


EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY


We thank the Lord Wolfe for his years of service to the Crown and terminate his appointment with immediate effect. General Augustus Warmsley is to take temporary charge until the arrival of Sir Anthony Day as the new Governor. 


Lord Wolfe, his family, and his staff is to evacuate the Governor's mansion immediately, and remove themselves from the official life of the United Colonies. Colonel James Stuart, Life Guard Marines will inspect at Midday on the morrow to ascertain that this order has been complied with.


London Out


Wolfe stared at that name - Sir Anthony Day?!


"Day?" he said to Henri.


The man gasped, then grasped the meaning of the question,


"One of the new Emperor's clique at Tivoli Hall."


"Yes", Wolfe retrieved the memory, "Destroyed Carmel? Bought his estates after that farce of a trial?"


"Yes, my lord." Henri too was bringing his memory into emergency action, "Then he married his widow after Carmel took his own life."


"Scum", Wolfe sat back and steepled his fingers, "All of them! After what I have done for the Empire over the last eight years!"


"Yes my lord"


"Colonel Stuart?"


"I believe he is stationed at Bulawayo", Henri furrowed his brow, "On furlough - it is only a couple of hours maximum by railroad, my lord."


"Damn", Wolfe rose up behind his desk, "Then we have no choice."


"My lord?"


"Pack everything - as soon as it is in a trunk send it to the station and mark it for London via Lourenco Marques"


"Marques?"


"I trust the Spanish more right now, Henri."


"Very good, my lord"


"And get my daughter immediately - I don't care if she is sleeping, someone will have to take the ire of waking her."


"Yes", Henri hovered at the doorway, "What about us, my lord?"


"I know", Wolfe grasped the edges of the desk, "I know!"


"Very good my lord"


Wolfe moved from behind his desk and followed him out. The telephone was installed in its own little room across the hallway. He withdrew a set of keys from his pocket, and with the smallest of their number unlocked a tiny draw underneath the desk. Drawing out a small black book, he thrust the keys back whence they had come.


Lifting the receiver, he dialled the number for an outside line, then a short code from the book. One of the first things he had done on taking up his governorship was to ensure that Saff would be upgraded to state of the art telecommunications.


"Rex?!" a harassed high pitch voice answered his call.


"Wolfe"


"Yes, what?"


He stared at the solid black plastic instrument in his hand. This was hardly the sort of conversation that an investment agent should be having with him.


"Lord Wolfe, Governor of the United Colonies of South Africa and your best bloody customer!!" he tried again.


"Yes?!" the voice on the line was obviously that of Rex but not in any way what Wolfe had experienced from him before. He was perplexed.


"Rex, unless you've gone bankrupt or are about to be revealed as a Russian spy, I need you to liquidate my position on all my holdings and wire the money to the National Fiduciary Bank in London"


There was silence. Wolfe felt a movement by his side, and a sudden warmth. Carlotta was leaning against him, pressing herself close. He put his spare arm around her, and said,


"Rex!"


"I heard you", the voice was beginning to be a bit calmer now, "Jenson just got off the other line with East", he meant East London, the Southern port, "We are all being terminated."


"What do you mean?", Wolfe asked, looking up into Carlotta's eyes and seeing there anger and determination. He smiled at her and nodded. That was what should be there.


"To All Government Agents", Rex was clearly reading something down the telephone line, "You are requested and required to terminate your positions and hand over your keys to Imperial Service agents at dawn tomorrow. Your replacements will arrive by fast transport, there is no need to concern yourselves with handover procedures."


"That is idiotic", Carlotta whispered into his ear


"Your girl's right", apparently the telephone was behaving at design capability and had picked up her voice. Just right for the last call after years of disrupted service!


"I know you Rex", Wolfe sat back and pulled Carlotta onto his lap. She was nowhere near as small or as light as she had been, but it was a reassuring weight in this moment, "Right now, you and your fellow agents are terminating your positions and getting your money out of the United Colonies"


"So?" Rex sounded like he had lit up the pipe he always carried around with him.


"Then you can do the same for me and my daughter. You owe us that"


"Maybe"


Carlotta turned to him and looked him in the eye. He could see her fury and at the same time her intelligence. Whatever she was asking the answer was yes. She took the telephone from her father,


"Mr Torrington", she used Rex's surname, the one that Torrington Business Associates had above its resplendent Cape Town office, "My father made you and he would never stoop so low as to destroy you. You have a debt of honour to help us."


There was a silence. Wolfe stroked her hair, marvelling again at how much she looked like her mother, dead the day she had delivered her.


"Alright", Rex puffed a smoke ring over the telephone line, "it is no more difficult than liquidating ours."


"I know that, Rex", Wolfe assured him.


"Me and Julia? We can come visit you when you get a place in the old country?"


"Definitely. Honour above everything, Rex. You will always be welcome."


"Very well,", Rex paused, "I'm going to take ten percent as my fee."


It was exorbitant, but ten percent of something was a whole lot better than zero percent of nothing. Wolfe looked into his daughter's deep brown eyes and she nodded,


"Take it, and do a good job for it", he said, "I don't want anything left in Saff after 5am tomorrow"


"I'll have to liquidate some of that on the Paris bourse", Rex was thinking aloud, "I'll have to lay some of it off in Edo if they will take it."


"You will find a way, I know that."


"I know", Rex said and paused, "5am?"


"There's a 5 hour write-down yes?"


"Yes", Rex agreed, this referring to the time when a transaction could be listed and when it had to be entered officially in an exchange's books.


"By Midday tomorrow a Colonel James Stuart of the Life Guard Marines will be taking possession of the Governor’s Mansion - we will be long gone, but I need my entire position to be solid before then."


"I understand.", Rex's voice was quieter, "They are really coming for you"


"They will not get us", Wolfe assured him, "And with your help they won't get any of the money they are looking for either."


"Ten percent", it sounded like Rex was talking to himself, then he rallied, "Very well - depend on me."


"That is the Rex I know", Wolfe beamed, "See you in Britain!"


"I will hold you to that", Rex assured him.


Wolfe lowered Carlotta to the ground and the ten year-old girl looked into his eyes,


"We are running?" she asked.


"Strategic withdrawal" he said.


"But not trusting anybody?"


"Definitely not."


They walked closely out of the telephone room and across the black and white chequerboard of tiles to his study. He closed the door, and she raised herself up with some effort to sit upon his desk,


"All I have ever known is to be the daughter of the Governor", she pointed out.


"You are more than that", he leant back, looking at her, "You are the daughter of your father, and of your mother of course"


"Who I know only from pictures" she pointed out.


He nodded. He had known Arantxa for two years - courtship, marriage, pregnancy, childbirth... and no more. He had known Carlotta for five times as long now. Time was weird,


"She was a warrior, Carly", he rarely used her diminutive, the ten year old usually rebelled against what she saw as the naming of the little kid she had grown from being, "You have become more than she was."


"My mother did not have to run."


"We could wait to be relieved and given a nice well-mannered escort."


"Why did Charles IV have to die?!" she snapped, "He was not old."


"Cancer", Wolfe sighed - she well knew this, but it was an emotional question so he tried to address it, "When you were tiny I often asked myself why your mother had to die. She was a lot younger than me."


"Childbirth is dangerous.", Carlotta said.


"We understand each other.", he said and she nodded. They always understood each other.


"Where are we going?" she asked.


"Loanda", he referred to the capital of Spanish Angola, officially Sao Paulo da Assuncao de Loanda, most ex-Portuguese cities sharing a similarity with their Spanish cousins in having insanely long names.


"The War Railroad?"


"Yes", he took her hands in his, "When we worked with Gonzales to build it, it was against the Germans, external enemies..."


"...and now we use it against the new Emperor - internal enemies?"


"You were always cleverer than me.", he said.


She took this in her stride. Her father had always said this, so whether it were true or not did not matter,


"Where do we go?"


"The Lioness out of Cape Town puts into Loanda en route for Britain. We can get aboard. Then we will see."


"We will go to Britain?"


Despite being born there, she had no memory of the place. Her father had come to Saff when she was not even two, his mission to meld the squabbling colonies into a united whole. Centralia was the embodiment of that mission and the symbol of that success, but now somebody was trying to take it away from them.


"I don't know, Carly", he sighed and nudged her forehead with his, "We are going to have to fight. And where we choose to fight. I intend that we keep all options open."


"Yes father", she rubbed her forehead back against his own, "Do you think we can kill the Emperor?"


He laughed, but wondered at the question. Releasing her, he opened the door,


"Get what you need to travel with together. Everything else is going to Marques. Tell nobody of what we spoke of."


"Yes father"


As he watched her lurch up the stairs, he blinked back unbidden tears. Since the death of Arantxa she had been his only life, she and Saff. They had become synonymous - their rides through the city in the pony and trap, their visits to the provinces by train and inspections on horseback. Somebody was taking all that away from them, and as Carlotta said, it was obvious who that somebody was. What was to be done about it was a different question.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Loanda


Spanish Angola


June 7th 1919


"Zales!", she pronounced it zar-lez, a nickname, a by-name, one she had last used three years previously when the Governor of Spanish Angola had been received in Centralia for a state visit.


Balthazar Agusto Gonzales dismounted from the rickety automobile, and brushed imagined dirt from his jacket. Correcting the position of his cap upon his head, he waited until his aides had arranged themselves around him and strode down the dockside towards the girl who had addressed him, and her father.


"Wolfe and Lupita", he always addressed her as that, mini-wolf, a joke that had taken a life of its own.


"You are here to see us off?" Wolfe did the Spanish kissing thing with no second thoughts. Once you had married a Spaniard it became second nature within months.


"Yes", Gonzales ruffled Carlotta's hair, "And to warn you."


"Warn us?", Carlotta took his hand in hers, "What are you warning us against?"


Gonzales looked momentarily taken aback then smiled,


"You have grown, Lupita. I apologise. You are no longer a little child."


"But will you answer?" Wolfe pressed.


He nodded and indicated they move away from the gangways and the phalanx of Angolan National Guard standing to before the liner. As they approached the bow, he began to speak again,


"Your greatest victories are being recast" he said.


"Tanganyika? Abyssinia? Persia?", Wolfe was confused.


"Your new government seeks peace as its first objective", he spat on the floor, "There are those who say that the UCSA war effort was expensive, unnecessary, drawn out - choose any insult you want."


"We won on all three fronts", Wolfe said, not looking at the Spaniard, his eyes carefully taking in the carved lion prow of the liner, the Lioness


"Yes - and we helped you on all three", Gonzales was clearly controlling his own anger at these developments, "You can never trust politicians."


"Are they idiots?" Carlotta glared up into his eyes, then down to where her suede boots were casting a shadow upon the concrete apron.


"In some ways", Gonzales agreed, "But they are worse than idiots. They do not believe what they are saying. They are just using it to score points."


"The Emperor seems to be big on scoring points." Wolfe commented quietly


"He was never big on much else", Gonzales snorted, "He led a life of luxury in London while hundreds of thousands died around the world. He raised incompetency to a new artform, and embraced its disciples..."


"I know", Wolfe cut him off, "What are you trying to tell me?"


Gonzales shuffled his feet in indecision and looked from Wolfe to his daughter, then back again,


"Trust nobody, Governor", he used the term as a clear honorific, "Believe nothing that you do not get verified. London does not care about you. It does not care about Snaith in the Argentine either."


"He has been... let go?", this was news to Wolfe


"Priority update this morning", Gonzales referred to the telegraph briefing that every colony got from Madrid at the start of each day. "A Lord Bernard Cox is taking his place."


"Burnt Cocks!" Wolfe rocked on his feet, "The fellow is a total moron!"


"Who is he?" Carlotta interjected


"I remember him at Scotland Yard", Wolfe referred to the Foreign Ministry by the colloquial name it had from its location, "He was an idiot - a well-connected idiot who could dress well. But even the juniors knew the answers to the questions he failed."


"Like me", Carlotta replied, "But you never tolerated anybody who could not discuss things with me"


"Yes", Wolfe looked at her lovingly. His wife had died having her, and when he had been sent out to South Africa she had been all he had. Most people had expected him to marry again but instead he had brought his daughter up to take the place of his wife. She was barely four the first time she had stood to attention reviewing a colonial detachment.


"You were almost my match the first time I met you", Gonzales told Carlotta, "But I think you now exceed me in your brains."


"You put yourself down, Gonzales", Wolfe laughed, not without pride, "How do you see things?"


Gonzales looked up at the giant white and gold ship and sighed,


"This takes you out of our lives, Governor", he scratched at some unseen scab upon his nose, "Madrid has already warned us that we cannot count upon your successor. He is London's man and London now rules with an iron fist."


"Michael II" Carlotta snorted, "The government in London is his pussy!"


"I agree", Gonzales had read Spanish language reports of the same newspapers that Wolfe and his daughter had read in their passage from Centralia to Loanda, "But in the final resort, it is London who will decide how this war ends."


"Hmmm?" Wolfe turned a curious eye upon him


"It will not be Madrid or Paris or Edo, it will not be Boston or Hartford or Philadelphia."


"Without their input, any peace offer is idiotic." Wolfe said


"But realistic", Gonzales shrugged, "Nobody will fight on if Britain agrees to make peace."


"There is nothing to be done?"


"Not outside of the peace conference", Gonzales looked around him, then asked quietly, "Can you get yourself invited to that?"


"There is not even an end to the war yet!" Wolfe objected


"Even so", Gonzales laughed, "Try"


"We will try.", Carlotta said for both of them
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Douala


German Kamerun


Occupied by Britain


June 21st 1919


"They are still coming in from the interior.", General Augustus Long gave no ground as he stood before the makeshift Occupation Station on the dockside of Douala.


"Yes, I can see that", Captain Robert Parr was angry and impatient subject to this kind of thing, "I should have cleared here long ago."


"Military needs trump the civilian.", Long said smugly.


Lord Jairus Wolfe, lately Governor of the United Colonies of South Africa, could stand it no longer. He stepped forward and frowned at the army officer,


"Are you just another pussy for London?"


Since boarding the Lioness in Loanda, Wolfe had encountered several of these, people whose rank gave off one smell but whose obeisance gave off another, fouler, stink


"Watch your language, swine!", Long drew his service issue sword


Wolfe laughed,


"Do you know how many forms you have to fill in if you kill someone with that?!"


Long snarled and sheafed it,


"You are not welcome here, Wolfe. You are not welcome anywhere."


"We won you the war", Wolfe looked him up and down, "What are you going to do with it?"


"Get rid of shits like you!" General Long had had enough, motioning for two of his men to man-handle the ex-Governor out of the room.


"What is happening, father?", Carlotta was munching on a meat stick, watching the inner port area from the inn.


"Idiots are happening" he spat and motioned to one of the staff to bring him a stein, "Dangerous, evil little shits"


"Kill them", she sucked the last of the meat from the wooden spit.


"It is tempting", he agreed.


"Who can you trust?"


He paused, then shrugged,


"Edward Bates was someone I knew in college. Angel Jimenez", he pronounced it angle, "was a friend of Harri's back in the day."


"How can we..."


She stopped. Everything stopped. The bells were ringing from the interior, and were taken up swiftly by the churches in the town. A moment later the Spanish and Japanese cruisers in the harbour began sounding their horns. Then the Lioness took it up too.


"Father?", she rose to her feet.


"Come with me", he moved quickly back towards the administrative quarter.


Natives, sailors and random people were running alongside them whooping, shouting, and screaming.


"Pax?" said Carlotta breathlessly as they took a moment, "That is peace?"


"Yes", Wolfe held her close to him as increasing chaos swirled about them, "it might be THE peace."


"Then, they have won" she spat.


There was no need to ask or clarify who 'they' were. Wolfe felt the same way as his daughter. All he could do was guide her,


"There is nothing to be gained from fighting here", he said softly, "We are nowhere. I will call in a few favours."


"What about the ship?"


He looked towards the Lioness and shrugged,


"Further delays seem on the cards."


"Good", she looked from the ship to the administrative zone to her father, "We can do it, can't we, father?"


He stroked her hair,


"Yes, Carly", he used the diminutive for the first time since fleeing Centralia, "We can."
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Douala


German Kamerun


Occupied by Britain


June 23rd 1919


"Angel?", Lord Jairus Wolfe eased himself into the recessed wooden seat in the downtown bar. His daughter was already wedged in the corner sipping a Ginger Beer from out of its bottle, and the tankards of ale he plonked down were aimed solely at the Spaniard and his compatriots.


"Beer", Angel Jimenez raised one to his lips and drank, "You always had money Wolfe"


"I always had power" he said pointedly, drinking from his own, "I do not intend to relinquish it"


"Your own Emperor sacked you!" Jimenez meant neither to gloat nor be cruel, just to point out the facts, "Where are you now?"


"Where are you now?", Wolfe gestured around the tavern, and to both their minds around the greater area of this once-German colony


"I have businesses in the town", Jimenez looked from the ex-Governor to his daughter, then relented, "Look Wolfe, if you want something ask. I will always be grateful to the reception you both gave me in Centralia. But I don't know", he threw his arms in the air, "I don't know what you expect me to be able to do!"


"Get me into the peace conference" Wolfe sipped his beer, "I know you have contacts at the court in Madrid."


"For Spaniards, yes" Jimenez frowned, "I cannot order it, but through my contacts I could suggest it - if you were a Spanish citizen"


"A suggestion that would be acted upon", Wolfe snapped


"Of course", Jimenez eyed him carefully, "I am not denying my influence in Madrid - but you are neither Spanish nor in Madrid."


"But we like Spain" Carlotta said, emptying her ginger beer.


"Yes indeed", Wolfe echoed her point.


Jimenez hesitated, then sat back against the hard wooden bench,


"There is", he wracked his brains, "Associated Emissary?"


"Go on"


"They have the powers of his rank in his own country, but is there because another country requests it."


"Do it" Wolfe said


"It is... I am not... I do not know" Jimenez rose from his seat.


"You can do it.", Carlotta assured him.







	
[image: ]




	 

	
[image: ]














[image: ]





CHAPTER THREE
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Arnhem


Empire of Germany


23rd July 1919


At last the locomotive got under way again. The private compartment was crowded, hardly what Wolfe had thought he was paying for when he had boarded the train at Ostende, but it seemed that the world and its dog were heading for the peace conference.


They clacked over the border, spike-helmeted German soldiers watching with silent faces as more of their long-term opponents poured into their country. Similarly, the ex-Governor and his daughter were not the only ones to be staring back at them in stony silence. That the war should have ended this way?!


Carlotta turned to him and frowned,


"The Germans are surely not unhappy to have peace? The Armistice has even let them reclaim these territories."


Wolfe nodded. The German Netherlands had been invaded in April, the Anglo-Spanish army having made an amphibious landing in the occupied Spanish Netherlands, and won convincingly at Loos. It had then fought its way within artillery range of Arnhem, where they were headed now, the state capital of the German Netherlands.


"I am sure they have many things to be happy at," he agreed, "But letting in trains full of British, French, and Spaniards is probably not one of them."


"But London is even letting them host the peace conference", Carlotta was still amazed at this, having been shocked when she had first seen it mentioned in a newspaper taken on board at Agadir.


"Yes", Wolfe sat back, "Quite how that works remains to be seen."


The train rolled on through the war-ravaged countryside, less war-ravaged perhaps than further South, but here even the farms and windmills had been shattered, and the roads churned up by the allied advance.


They passed through a station - Nijmegen, a name remembered for the collapse of the 1st German Guards and the suicide in captivity of its commander, Von Haas. It seemed astonishing to Wolfe that he had only read about that in the paper on the morning of the day in which he had been dismissed. It seemed another lifetime ago now.


The train was an express, direct from Ostende to Arnhem, without any stopping in between. Passing through the Spanish Netherlands, they had seen the logic of this, the ruined cities, the bombed-out buildings, railway stations that barely deserved the name, roofless, and gutted as they were. But the military had repaired the railroad, and the train could run, even if sometimes the bridges it crossed over were pontoons erected by Imperial Engineers, or the newly-cut embankment replaced a collapsed tunnel here or there.


But now as they approached their final destination, signs of damage became less. The Anglo-Spanish army had not reached further than this, instead ranging its guns from a distance upon the provincial capital.


Arnhem station had indeed taken a hit, a crater gaped in the ground on one side of the trackbed as they eased slowly in, but otherwise it looked intact. Some of the over-arcing roof was cracked, perhaps strafed by aeroplanes, but nothing looked bombed, and the artillery had been mainly ranged upon the defensive lines, rather than the transport hub itself.


More German soldiers greeted them upon the platform, watching with careful attention as the porters swarmed around, kidnapping luggage and addressing it for delivery to its final destination. Most of them were brown-skinned, a testament to the success of the German East Indies Corporation, built on the ruins of the Dutch when they had conquered the Netherlands a century or so before.


The soldiers made no move to interfere with anyone, and the passengers thronged between them, among them, alongside them, seeming to take little more notice than if they were advertising pillars erected in a peacetime street.


Wolfe took Carlotta's hand, something he rarely did these days, and something which she would usually have protested against, but the increasing crowd of people made it seem a necessity and she said nothing.


As they approached the barrier, Wolfe drew out some papers from the leather document wallet that he had sealed beneath his overcoat,


"We will have to speak Spanish", he reminded her, "Not because it is required, but because they will enjoy making difficulties for us if we do not."


"I understand", she said, her voice barely audible above the hub-bub.


The barrier was manned by a sharp-dressed old man, one eye covered with a striking patch, a death's head emblazoned upon the black material.


"Papers", he said in English.


As planned, Wolfe replied in Spanish, presenting his and Carlotta's credentials. The man blinked, wondering how he had seemingly got their nationality wrong, and switched to that language,


"Your purpose in the city?"


"Emissary Agent of the Imperial Spanish delegation", Wolfe replied, just as fluently.


"And you, senorita?"


"I accompany my father everywhere", she said, sounding fluent, but it was a phrase that she had been practising the night before in the hotel in Ostende.


The man read each sheet carefully, his one eye taking in all the details, the approval of both Madrid and the Military Governor of Ostende, who remained in control of the Spanish Netherlands pending the return of civilian government after the conclusion of a peace treaty. Madrid was taking no chances, regardless of the attitude of its allies in London.


"Very well", he handed the papers back, "Welcome to Arnhem" he said.


Wolfe almost fell for it. The man had spoken that last in English, and he was about to reply similarly, when Carlotta cut in with slightly more hesitant Spanish,


"Thank you. We will enjoy your lovely city."


He laughed, either at that description of Arnhem, or at what she had done, but waved them through, turning his attention to a be-moustachioed figure who they could hear was announcing in Spanish his identity as Count Ramiro de Vasquez y Lopez.


The station forecourt was no less crazy than the platforms had been. Motor taxis competed with horse-drawn affairs for custom, stalls selling cooked meats and hot drinks crowded in, and all around German soldiers patrolled, siphoning the new arrivals into human corridors, and making the chaos peaceful at least.


"I think we shall walk", Wolfe suggested to his daughter, and she strode along purposefully at his side, as they approached the outer line of German troops. Nobody made to stop them, staring instead at this odd behaviour from the tall man and the girl, but letting them pass.


Arnhem had been a New City, one of those that the German Empire had built to a plan after most of the old city had been destroyed in the war of conquest. Only Amsterdam had kept its pre-war shape, but even there a lot of the buildings were less than a century old, built with German money on the ruins of their forebearers. Arnhem, though, had been completely recreated and divided by wide avenues into quarters. The government quarter was in the centre, ringed by a splendid circular boulevard, and to get to it one approached down the Avenue of the Bavarians, as Wolfe translated from the enamel sign upon the wall, a long straight road with a tramway running down the centre.


"I haven't seen one of those since we were in Cape Town last Christmas", Carlotta pointed at the nearest tram, a dour grey-and-black affair, no doubt wearing wartime paint over a more garish peacetime colour scheme.


She was right. Centralia did not as yet have its own tramway. It was one of those projects, along with the opera house, that Wolfe had planned on raising capital for after the war, most of the wartime budget of the United Colonies being dedicated to fighting the Russians in Persia since the 1918 conquest of Abyssinia had finally driven that enemy out of the war.


"It says 2 pfennigs", Carlotta read the unfamiliar word carefully.


"That would be like two pence back home", Wolfe told her, drawing out a purse from an inside pocket and rummaging among the German money that the booking agent in Ostende had given him in exchange for his Saff gold crowns.


He handed her four small copper coins, and let her pay for them both as they hopped aboard. The conductor was one-armed but very dexterous with what he did have, pocketing the coins and winding out a ticket in one swift motion. Carlotta was already part way up the stairs as Wolfe pocketed his ticket. He followed her onto the partly-enclosed upper deck. The weather was overcast for July, but dry and they sat up front in the open section, looking out over the avenue before them.


"We should be able to see the Hotel Adler once we get close to the government quarter", he told her, "The booking agent says it is the tallest building in the city."


"Eight storeys!" she could hardly conceive of such a thing, the Governor’s Mansion in Centralia with its three floors being by far the largest building there, and even in Cape Town or East London there being nothing above four or five, and those mostly warehouses.


The tram began to move along the avenue, keeping a steady pace and occasionally honking a horn at a slow pedestrian or stubborn cart horse who did not want to get out of the way quickly enough.


Wolfe looked at his daughter and she was simply sitting there, taking everything in. He knew she would be filing it all away for ready recall, and thought he had better do the same.


The avenue was lined with commercial buildings, offices, department stores, and the occasional church. All the writing he could see was in German, the Empire having enforced a standard late last century to the fury of many, but since the common educational tongue was German throughout the empire, it made sense, even if it raised local hackles.


"Goldfarbs", Carlotta read the unfamiliar word on a vertical sign running down the side of a large store at a cross-junction.


"It says it is a milliners and a drapers" Wolfe translated the rest of the writing, having brushed up on his almost non-existent German during their stay in Ostende. He doubted that he would need much, the proximity of the German Netherlands to the Spanish Netherlands meaning that he could probably get by in Spanish for the mostpart, as the merchants and traders had before the war. What he had focused on was learning what official signs and the like would be telling him, so as not to look like a fool. Shop signs had been an add-on he had practised for fun in his late night reading after Carlotta had gone to bed.


"What are they?", she pointed down to the right hand side where a group of men were parading up and down beneath a sign. German soldiers on the street corners watched them carefully but did not intervene.


Wolfe read the sign, translating the words slowly before speaking


"Trades unionists" he concluded, "But I cannot make out the meaning of the words that they are chanting."


"They are demanding a pay rise", an accented voice said from the seat behind them, "Inflation is beginning to run quite high since the declaration of the Armistice."


Wolfe turned around and nodded a thank you, finding the be-moustachioed count from the railway station had followed them onto the tram,


"Lord Jairus Wolfe", he said offering his hand, "and my daughter, the Lady Carlotta"


She turned and grinned,


"You are the Count Ramiro de Vasquez y Lopez" she said.


"You have me" he laughed, "You are here as part of your country's delegation?"


Wolfe looked the man over and shook his head,


"No, as part of yours, actually."


The Spaniard opened his hands in a confused gesture. Wolfe explained,


"I have been appointed an Emissary Agent to the conference under the authority of Madrid and the military governor of the Spanish Netherlands."


"I see", it was clear that the count did not, but he said no more.


They dismounted at the start of the inner ring-road, and walked off to the left, Wolfe following his nose as they approached a tavern, bedecked in the flags of Germany, Spain and Britain. It was clear that the owners were trying to send a message to the vast numbers gathering in Arnhem for the peace conference.


"The International", Wolfe translated for his daughter, "I wonder if it was called that a few weeks ago."


"We can find out", she grinned and went ahead of him into the dimly lit interior.


A German, sitting reading a newspaper at a table near to the door rose up and waved his hands in the air, shouting something unintelligible to either of them. Wolfe shrugged and followed his daughter deeper into the interior.


More German men, seated playing cards now rose to their feet and yelled at them. Wolfe hugged Carlotta to him, and reached inside the back of his trousers, where he always kept a small sheafed knife. The only time he had needed it in Saff was when they had had a disagreement with a lion cub on their travels in Zambezia, so this would be the first time he had to draw it against a human.


"No no!", a rotund man wearing an apron was rushing towards them from behind the circular bar that Wolfe could now see at the far end of the room, his eyes having accustomed themselves to the low lighting of the place.


"Please sir, porfavor senor", the man was clearly hedging his bets.


"What is the meaning of this?" Wolfe felt he might as well be as objectionable as possible, given the situation and the still shouting and gesticulating Germans, who were now joined by more of their fellows from over by the windows.


"Please come with me, sir, senorita", he clearly had no English word for a girl.


Wolfe released Carlotta and they followed the man deeper into the establishment and through a side door leading to a staircase,


"I can arrange the private dining room for your convenience" he said, pointing upstairs, "Heidern will light the fire - Heidern!" he shouted


A girl scarcely older than Carlotta, but noticeably thinner and white blonde in an almost exact contrast to the latter, appeared and nodded, running up the stairs ahead of them.


"Very well", Wolfe looked at his daughter who nodded. She did not want to back down, so he turned to the man and said,


"We will dine, thank you. But we would like an explanation of the outrageous behaviour towards my daughter."


"Yes yes", the man waved them quickly up the stairs, the noise from behind them in the bar still one of loud unhappiness on the part of the German patrons.


"If your customers are upset at the arrival of British in your tavern, then perhaps you should not be flying the British flag outside?" Wolfe snapped, as the fat man led them into a cosily-appointed room, where the girl was on her knees, bringing light to the fire.


"No no", he wheezed, breathless after the ascent of the stairs, "Women, girls" he said.


"What?", Wolfe waved Carlotta to the table that was set out for dinner, indicating that she was free to sit.


"No women or girls in the bar", the man said, still breathing heavily.


Wolfe stared at him. In Centralia, Carlotta had been beloved of the tavern owners and their clientele. Not only had their photograph blazed from behind ever bar, but other photographs cut from newspapers, or ordered from newspaper offices to be mounted in frames, had decorated many another wall. The only reaction to their arrival in person had been one of delight.


"It is their custom", the man was breathing more calmly now.


"Perhaps you should say it on the door?" Wolfe suggested taking a chair opposite his daughter. Over by the fireplace, Heidern was bringing life to the sudden blaze.


"It says so on the door, sir" the man explained.


"If it does it says it in German", Carlotta spoke up, having looked at the door on her way in.


"Which considering that you are conspicuously inviting in British and Spanish, you perhaps need to duplicate in those languages?" Wolfe added.


"Yes of course, I will do it at once.", he reached up to a shelf and pulled down a leather menu, handing it to them, "Everything is in stock sir, senorita. Please tell my daughter what you wish to be ordering."


With that he turned and descended the stairs heavily. Heidern stood up from the fire and brushed herself down. She stood with her head bowed, waiting while Wolfe and Carlotta discussed the possible translation of the dishes in the menu.


"This is beef?", he waved the girl over. It was clear that she had a passable understanding of English for she read it, then nodded,


"Beef yes, in a sauce of mushrooms."


"We will both have that."


"Wine sir?" she produced a second list from the shelf.


The contents were more familiar to him here, the names of German wines being as familiar within Saff as those of the French or Spanish ones that he had preferred for the gubernatorial wine cellar; at least he had preferred until the German submarine had sunk the freighter carrying among other things the annual restocking from Europe. After that he had used some of the government's funds to begin growing the South African wine industry.


"Riesling" he pointed to one, a reasonable vintage by the year.


"For you both?" she asked.


Wolfe looked at Carlotta who grinned back at him,


"Apparently, yes" he said.


"Very good sir", she replaced both menus and disappeared down the stairs.


"Is that real?" Carlotta pointed to a painting to the side of the fireplace.


Wolfe looked at it carefully. It was a self-portrait of an old man,


"Rembrandt?" he suggested, "If it is then the owners of this establishment have more money than I had assumed."


"Perhaps they bought it cheap after the conquest?" his daughter suggested.


"Perhaps they did not buy it at all?" he countered, remembering a lot now of what he had read about that century-old conflict.


The dinner passed with increasingly lively conversation as the wine went to Carlotta's head, the unaccustomed drink making her more talkative, and expansive than was the norm. Wolfe was amused. She had had wine occasionally in Saff, mainly from his own cellar and Max had always watered it down for her, at least until she had told him not to at New Year he had.


They spoke of home, a lot, Carlotta reminiscing about the good times back in Saff, and asking questions about their belongings, and about Henri, Max and the others.


Wolfe was reasonably sure that their belongings were somewhere in London via Lourenco Marques. They would have been delivered by the next available freighter, and unloaded at a bonded warehouse somewhere, probably in the Spanish Docks. An agent would be keeping an eye on the inventory awaiting the arrival of the owner to pay the outstanding fees and arrange final delivery. In the meantime, one of the customs agents would have them listed on his records, and Wolfe would find their location through that means, whenever he returned to Britain.


As for his staff, he had paid everyone two months wages out of the governor's personal account, and allowed Max and Henri to use the telephone. Anybody else who needed to make a call had been able to ask them to place it for them. He knew that Henri had spoken of returning to Paris, but Max had been closed-mouthed about his own plans. Maybe he had intended to try and ingratiate himself with the new regime, or perhaps he was worried that Wolfe would be interrogated at some point. He did not know, but had respected the man's wish to silence on the question.


They turned down dessert, and Wolfe counted out a substantial number of marks for the meal, feeling that either the bill was rather high for a meal of this kind, or that the Spanish count's explanation about inflation was really making an impact here.


The owner had Heidern direct them out of the building by a private stairway that ended in a grand little hall, and opened onto an alleyway, paved with cut stone and frescoed upon the walls to look like a small garden.


Wolfe gave Carlotta a two marks coin and watched as she passed it on to the girl as a tip. Heidern beamed at them, then pocketed it somewhere deep within her outfit.


Exiting the alleyway, they found themselves back on the inner ring-road, and walked slowly around the edge of it, clearing their heads. Wolfe rather felt that his daughter might need just a bit more of that kind of thing than he did.


They passed a pillared building, whose whole upper storey was covered in tarpaulins, and surrounded by scaffolds, men working away up at the top doing whatever they were doing, difficult to see from the ground, but clearly something to do with repairwork.


"Do you think that was hit by the artillery?" Carlotta stumbled as she looked upwards.


He took her arm to steady her,


"Probably a bomb from an aeroplane", he told her.


"Was there a lot of that?"


They looked around but could not see any other such signs of damage in the immediate area. Wolfe had no answer to her question, and they continued on around the ring-road, towards where Wolfe's remembrance of the map in the booking agent's hall had shown the Adler Hotel to be located.


"Wow!", Carlotta stopped and he almost walked into her.


Indeed wow!


The hotel was set back from the ring-road in its own grounds, and had not immediately appeared evident before they were almost upon it, due to their proximity to the nearby buildings. Eight storeys tall, it was topped by a large bronze eagle, wings slightly open, looking as if it were about to leap into the air in fright.


The whole magnificent prospect was rather ruined by the crush of cars and horse-drawn cabs in its own forecourt, and by the comings and goings of numerous people, many single, but some pairs walking mainly directly to or from the government quarter via a road crossing that was manned by more German soldiers.


They approached and weaved their way between two cars, one a beaten-up Heinrich used as a taxi from its construction probably before the war, the other a Hispano-Azteca, a splendid recent import that had to have been constructed within the last few months in Spain. Hispano-Azteca had indeed had large works in the Spanish Netherlands, but like most of that province they lay in ruins and had produced nothing for years.


Entering up a short but wide set of steps, they passed between two liveried footmen, the red of their uniform the first time that Wolfe had noticed that in clothing since his arrival in the city.


A couple of German soldiers stood near the lift, but the main presence was the bespangled concierge, and the short queue of people before his desk. After waiting their turn, Wolfe presented their papers, and said again in Spanish,


"Lord Jairus Wolfe, Emissary Agent of the Imperial Spanish delegation and my daughter, the Lady Carlotta."


Carlotta said nothing, resting against the counter and looking around the hall with her usual keen eyes, taking everything in and filing it away.


"Ah yes", the concierge replied, equally fluently in Spanish, "Your booking agent has booked you the Lion Suite on the uppermost floor."


"It seemed appropriate", Wolfe told Carlotta, the concierge merely raising an eyebrow at the aside, and presenting a cardboard wallet, and a large golden key to him,


"At any time you may be required to prove your right to be inside the hotel", the concierge directed his eyes towards the soldiers by the lift, "and you will also need to show the wallet if you return after Midnight when the night manager is on duty."


"Of course", Wolfe agreed.


"In your suite you will find menus for breakfast, a map of the city, and the times when the dining hall is open for lunch and for supper."


"Excellent, thank you"


They made their way towards the lift, eyeing its buttons carefully. However, with a sudden clang the doors opened and a man swept out, followed hastily by a half dozen other people, including two women, all trying to catch up with him.


He saw Wolfe and slammed to a halt, balling one of his hands into a fist,


"You!" he snapped at the ex-Governor.


It took Wolfe a moment to recognise the man out of any usual context. It was Carlotta who got there first,


"His grace, the Duke of Sylvania" she said, her speech still slightly slurred.


"Foreign Minister", Wolfe's memory finally caught up. He had been disgusted but not surprised to read about the appointment in the newspapers upon his arrival in Ostende. He was just the kind of man the new government would choose for such a vital role - ostentatious, self-important, and an idiot. No doubt he would do the bidding of the Emperor and of the Prime Minister perfectly well.


"What...the...hell...are you doing here?!" the duke ground out, now balling his other hand into a fist.


"Perhaps you would like my help in the negotiations?" Wolfe suggested with an ironic glance at his daughter.


"I would like your......" he swallowed a word, "head!" he spat.


"Is that a no then?" the ex-Governor toyed with him.


"You have NO RIGHT to be here!" the duke was fairly shouting now, drawing the attention of the nearest German soldier who unholstered his weapon.


"I am an Emissary Agent of the Imperial Spanish delegation" Wolfe told him


"A what?!"


One of his flunkies hurried up to him and whispered something in his ear. The duke straightened up and levelled a look at the ex-Governor,


"If I see you anywhere near my negotiations I will have you shot!"


"I think that was a no", Wolfe said to his daughter as the duke stormed off, his flunkies almost running at the pace he was now moving.


Wolfe nodded to the soldier and produced both his papers, and the cardboard wallet. The man read them, then stood more to attention,


"The Lion suite!" he announced in German.


Immediately a bell boy came running, gestured to them both to follow him, and led them to a second, hidden lift.


"This one is direct to the upper floor only", he told them, calling it, and ushering them in.


Carlotta looked approvingly at its golden trimmings, and caught her breath as the lift moved quickly but steadily upwards.


"There are two suites on this floor", the bellboy announced, "The Lion suite and the Tiger suite. The Spanish ambassador has the latter."


Wolfe thanked him and handed over a random note whose value he did not check first. The bell boy's eyes popped, but he quickly pocketed it and said,


"Anything you need, sir. I am Hans"


"Thank you Hans"


Wolfe took the golden key out of his pocket and motioned his daughter towards a large wooden door, bearing the golden crest of a lion.


"As close to home as I could make it", he told her.
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Arnhem


German Empire


July 26th 1919


City Hall, or the Palace of Government for the province of the Netherlands was crowded. It was the first official day of the peace conference and people strode hither and thither with great purpose, largely known only to themselves.


Lord Wolfe and Carlotta walked down one of the ornate corridors, past paintings of former German glories.


"It is the Africa committee", Wolfe was explaining to her, "Hopefully one of several that I will be accredited to."


"Will we see anybody we have met before?" she asked.


"It is unlikely.", Wolfe shrugged, "I would expect most of those present to be official delegates from their countries."


"Perhaps we shall make new friends?" she suggested.


They had reached an intersection, across from which a man in the clothes of a priest was bustling around by a door. Wolfe checked the number upon it, and approached


"Lord Jairus Wolfe, Emissary Agent of the Imperial Spanish delegation, and my daughter, Lady Carlotta."


The Papal legate, who was to act as secretary for the committee, looked over his papers and nodded,


"Welcome, Lord Wolfe, I am afraid your daughter will not be allowed within the committee room."


Wolfe bristled and made to protest, but Carlotta cut in quickly,


"It is no problem, father.", she clutched gently at his arm


"She is of course free to walk the public areas of the palace", the Legate hastened to add, "And to attend any of the public sessions"


The Legate had made the quick calculation that if the girl had got past security on the main doors, then she had the right to be inside the building.


"Very well", Wolfe looked at the ten year old, "I do not think it will be dangerous here, but if you have any concerns at all approach the nearest Spanish official. You are listed on their manifest."


"Or indeed, approach any of the numerous Papal officials", the Legate added, "We are the largest of the neutral arbiters."


"I will", she assured them both, then headed to where her understanding of Spanish said the restaurant was.


Wolfe entered the committee room, and found the table laid out in a horseshoe shape, with five seats on the left, and five on the right, and a man in the red dress of a cardinal sitting at its head, the chairman of the committee no doubt.


As he crossed the carpeted floor, he glanced at the names on the left, they simply said in large letters "Britain", "Spain", "France", "Massachusetts", and "Japan". He handed his papers to the cardinal, who simply checked off a registration number and added it to his book.


Wolfe turned to the right, the labels continued "Pennsylvania", "Connecticut", then three names. His was the last, the furthest seat from the chairman and the nearest to the door on that side, facing across at the British representative. That worthy was someone he did not recognise, and who merely nodded politely at him without rancour.


Ten minutes later the room was full, and the Papal Legate secured the door, sitting himself at a small mobile desk he placed between the two ends of the horseshoe. The cardinal rose to his feet,


"Please recognise Lord Jairus Wolfe as Emissary Agent of the Imperial Spanish delegation."


"So noted" said the legate, writing in the minute book.


The delegate from Massachusetts stood up and waited for the Cardinal to accept his intervention,


"The Dominion of Massachusetts has received the proxy of the Kingdom of California, and will also speak in their interests." he stated.


"So noted", repeated the legate.


The Cardinal indicated to the two men sat at Wolfe's right hand,


"We also welcome with Observer status the representative of the Ottoman Empire, Ali Mehmed, bey", a fez wearing Turk nodded to them all, "and the representative of the Danish Empire, Roald Knudsen."


That worthy was the man immediately to Wolfe's left. He raised a hand in greeting, then lowered it again.


"Observers noted", the legate stated.


The cardinal then read the official spiel establishing the committee. It's aims were simple - to come up with recommendations to take to the Heads of Delegation. The main areas of contention were Tanganyika, Abyssinia, and the German West African colonies. They would begin with an overview, and then take each one of the in turn over the next ten days or so.


There was no lunch break and the committee went on until 2 o'clock when the British delegate, Sir Rupert Durant rose to his feet.


"If it pleases the chairman, this would be an appropriate place to adjourn", he announced, "I am expected on the Submarine Warfare committee at 4pm, and we have now run through an overview of each of the enemy combatant's territorial extents."


"Very well", the cardinal rose to his feet, "This session of the committee is hereby closed. We will reconvene tomorrow at 10 a.m."


"So noted", the legate completed writing in the great book, closed it, and placing it under one arm, used the other to lift his desk and then his chair to one side, before unlocking the door.


Wolfe had contributed several things to the meeting, being somewhat more familiar with Tanganyika and Abyssinia than most of the others. What were but names on a document to them, had been during the war years objectives on military maps, with topography and later on even aerial photographs to augment them.


As they rose to file out of the door, the British delegate nodded pleasantly enough at him and the Spaniard beamed happily enough in his direction. He appeared not to have put anybody's back up, and to have done what he had hoped he could do - make useful and necessary interventions.


The delegate from Massachusetts continued walking alongside him as they exited into the corridor,


"If you and your daughter would do me the honour," he said, "My wife and I would enjoy your company at dinner tonight."


Wolfe nodded. The fellow was a tall straight-talking man, by the name of Charles Hancock, and he had exuded a thoughtful and intelligent aura throughout the session. It had been clear why California had sent him their proxy.


"Yes, of course", Wolfe smiled, "We would be delighted."


"Excellent, shall we say 8 o'clock at The Undine? It is upon the Avenue of the Hessians, along the river front."


"Thank you. We will be there."


The Massachusetts man grinned, slapped him gently on the arm then continued on straight ahead. Since the corridor led mainly to the entrance hall, and the security rooms, Wolfe did not feel that it would be a propitious place to begin the search for his daughter.


Instead he turned to the right, and passed slowly along a corridor where numbered doors faced off against each others’. Some were closed, indicating that they were either empty or were committees, like his own, meeting in closed session. Some were open and he poked his head briefly into these. Some again were empty, perhaps only just recently vacated, one held a group of Asiatic men looking down at a map and arguing fiercely in a language he could not understand. Another seemed to consist of serried ranks of over-wide drawers with a man slowly writing labels upon them. Wolfe was intrigued. A German soldier stood at the door and requested his papers, before letting him inside.


"What are these?" he asked the kneeling man, indicating everything around them.


"Maps", the man sounded like he was from the Americas, but whether from one of the independent dominions or from one of the colonies Wolfe's ear was not suitably attuned to be able to tell at this juncture.


Wolfe looked at the label he had just written,


"Indo-China" he read aloud.


"The maps in here are the verified boundary maps as agreed by scores of international treaties, conventions, agreements and whatever else you might wish to call them. "


Wolfe nodded his understanding


"There are two copies of each map", the man went on, warming to his theme, "each with a twelve digit identical code upon the perimeter. One of each map may be booked out at any time", he indicated a leather book akin to the one the Papal legate had been writing the minutes in of his own committee. It lay on a shelf of its own beside the door, directly behind where the German soldier was standing.


"What if", Wolfe waved in the direction of the guard, "was subverted?"


"There is a twelve-strong company", the man rose to his feet and stretched, "They are from the Bavarian Life Guard regiment, 'Honour is our life' and so on. Each guards a politically sensitive room one day in twelve, upon rotation. Their commander is the Duke of Herrensee, and has literally pledged on his life to allow no interference."


Wolfe was still not convinced, but had to acknowledge that it was at least the beginning of a sound structure. For his own part, he could think of several ways to subvert the system, but then again it depended on whether these men were really the paragons of honour they claimed to be, and what reaction they would have if their loved ones were threatened. He cast his eyes around the room, taking in the other labels so far adorned to drawers,


"Where is Tanganyika?" he asked.


The man smiled, pleased to show off something more of his professional skill. He led Wolfe to a set of drawers against the left-most wall, so far unlabelled,


"Third drawer down. Was that a test?"


Wolfe laughed, and apologised,


"I am sorry, I should have introduced myself. Lord Jairus Wolfe, late Governor of the United Colonies of South Africa, and as an Emissary Agent of the Imperial Spanish delegation a member of the Africa committee."


"Ah", the man extended his hand and they shook, "James Phelps. Official Cartographer General to the peace conference. By profession, Surveyor General for the United Colonies of Arcadia."


"Ah, Arcadian!" Wolfe laughed, "I had placed you somewhere in the Americas but had not narrowed down the accent."


"I hope you had at least ruled out the Argentine!" Phelps laughed then turned to rummage through the drawers and pull out a roll.


He set it on a small table and carefully unrolled it,


"See - 312488012774", he indicated the number at the top, "The numbers are meaningless beyond the first digit which is for continent, but we don't tell anybody that. It makes it harder to forge them."


Wolfe stared down at the map and was transported back to the last time he had hosted a late night meeting on Tanganyika with the Government agents, generals, admirals and quartermasters at the Governor’s Mansion in Centralia. It had been to plan the final push in 1916, though that final push had lasted the best part of a year, such was the terrain they were operating in. Carlotta had been but six, but he had insisted that she sit with them all at dinner and join in their conversation. He remembered with a grin his friend Michael Harrison, then one of the Government agents in charge of procurement, pretending to hang on her every word as she buttonholed her neighbour at the table about the war.


"A memory, my lord?", Phelps asked quietly, afraid of butting in, but getting a little uncertain at the silent way in which Wolfe was regarding the map.


"A memory of the last time I saw this map", Wolfe said, "Good times - hard times, but good times."


"I understand, sir"


Wolfe shook his head and cleared it off nostalgic content. He let go of the map and it began to fold up upon itself,


"Thank you", he said.


"No problem, my lord."


Wolfe took his leave, nodding also to the guard upon the door who just stared at him silently. He continued his progress down the corridor, deeper into the Palace of Government.


He found Carlotta in the library. No ordinary library, but one hastily compiled for the peace conference, its subjects mainly History, Geography, Geology, and Mineralogy. She was sitting with a woman, both of them carefully going over a book on gemstones. When she looked up and saw him, she bounded to her feet,


"Father! Did it go well?"


"Yes I think so", he hugged her close, "Nobody was rude and I think I made some useful comments.", he looked across at the young woman who had been seated with his daughter, "Lord Jairus Wolfe", he inclined his head.


"Lucille Maguire", her accent was unusual, part of the Americas, part of Ireland.


"It is an interesting book", Wolfe looked across at it.


"Yes!" Carlotta enthused, "We were comparing what stones Saff has with what they have in Pennsylvania"


"My home, my lord" Lucille added.


"Pennsylvania", Wolfe seated himself next to his daughter, "Would you advise me to invest in the mines there?"


"You have money to invest?" Lucille was not rising to the question without making sure that she was not being played.


But Wolfe had checked with the representative of the National Fiduciary Bank in Ostende. Rex Torrington had been as good as his word, and all of his assets in Saff had been liquidated. If he had been moderately wealthy upon taking up his Governorship, he was now extremely well off.


"A lot of our money will be looking for a new home in the coming months."


"Then yes, my lord, I would advise you to invest in Pennsylvania."


"Can we?" Carlotta beamed up at him.


"I will have to find myself an agent of Rex's standing back here", he told her, "But as soon as I do, we will put the money to work."


Lucille grinned back,


"If you wish, I will draw up a list of the investments I would recommend."


"Please do", he was still not sure who she was, but any such starting point was not to be sniffed at.


They took their leave, and walked to one of the side entrances of the palace of government. Security was just as tight here, German soldiers upon the door, and the security rooms of the main delegations duplicated, albeit on a smaller scale than in the main hallway.


"So what else have you been doing today?" Wolfe asked his daughter as they passed through the checks.


"I bought steak and fried potatoes in the restaurant with my allowance", she began, "Then I sat in the crowd listening to the Dauphin of France make his opening speech."


"Could you understand it?" he asked with a frown. French had been one of the lessons he had insisted her tutors at the Governor's Mansion give her, but the reports on her interest in the language had never been positive. If she took against something, then there was not much anyone could do, unless and until she changed her mind.


"Some of his words", she said, "But a funny-looking count was stood behind him repeating everything in Spanish. That was a lot easier."


"It is coming back to you?" he asked.


"It comes back easier than my French develops."


They were out of the palace now, walking one of the radial spurs towards the inner ring road, passing only a few men and women heading back along this path to the side entrance. They crossed over a crossing manned by German soldiers, and into what proclaimed itself to be the Avenue of the Silesians. A tram was just taking on the last of several dozen passengers and they tagged themselves onto the end of the line.


"It says 5 pfennigs this time" Carlotta pointed out as their turn came with the conductor.


"Sankt Georg?" the man asked in German.


"That means Saint George.", Carlotta had worked that out.


"I assume it is a cathedral or a church", Wolfe passed the ten pfennigs across, and they took seats on the lower deck, being unsure whether there would be any space left above, such was the number of people who had swarmed up the stairway before them.


Saint George turned out to be a large church on something of a mound at the end of the avenue, overlooking the river. But it was blackened, and roofless and burned. As Wolfe and Carlotta began their walk up the winding path towards it, he turned and looked back on the city behind them,


"It must have been an imposing building", he said, "Perched up here, commanding the eye as you approached upon the avenue."


"What happened to it?" Carlotta stared at the skeleton of a building. None of the windows were intact, and piles of rubble lay in mounds that were fenced off outside the immediate apron of the church.


"Unless it was an accident it must have been aerial bombing.", he told her, "I can't see artillery reaching this far back into the city."


"Our aeroplanes destroyed it?", she asked as they crossed the threshold into the ruined interior.


"British or Spanish, I would imagine", Wolfe replied.


"There is something over there", she pointed to where a notice board had been set up in an alcove that had probably been a side altar or something similar. They crossed a floor that had obviously been assiduously swept of rubble, and regarded the notice. The main text was in German, but alongside abbreviated versions ran in Spanish, English and French. Carlotta read the English version, then summarised,


"On the night of 14th May, fifty British and Spanish bombers from airfields in the Spanish Netherlands and occupied portions of the German Netherlands attacked the city. It was cloudy, and many of their bombs fell to the North of the city, or in the river. However, probably mistaking Saint George's Church for the Palace of Government, several aeroplanes dropped their bombs upon it, starting a raging inferno that by morning had destroyed the building. Six people were killed, and five wounded, all clergy who had been meeting in the sacristy that evening."


"I wonder if they will rebuild it", Wolfe looked around the blackened expanse.


"It was a mistake?" Carlotta said, furrowing her brow, "We destroyed this place by mistake?", something of her understanding of the natural order of things seemed offended by the idea.


"Sometimes they happen in war.", he tousled her hair, "Perhaps they will leave it as a monument to those mistakes."


"They should", she said as they toured inside what was left of the building.


"But you saw what the Germans did to Bruges, Ghent, Antwerp with your own eyes. Everything was destroyed."


"The newspapers said they did that on purpose." she rejoindered.


"Perhaps they did", he agreed, "But all the great churches like this were destroyed in those cities."


She didn't respond, and after ten more minutes of exploration they left the ruined building and headed back to the tram stop.


Back in the Hotel Adler she lay down on her bed for a while, tossing aside the clothes of the day and wearing a loose gown as she perused the daily newspapers which the hotel had provided to the suite free of charge.


Wolfe watched her for a moment, feeling great pride in her, then settled himself in front of the fire that the hotel had kept burning throughout the day. He too discarded his boots, and his cravat, tossing his jacket onto the back of an ornately carven chair, and drinking from one of the bottles of wine that the hotel always kept in the room. It was not of any great vintage, but from one of the grapes that they said new wine always tasted best from.


He went over the notes he had made at the meeting, annotating a few paragraphs with marginalia, and adding onto the end a note about the map man, Phelps. Then he paused and added a paragraph for Lucille from Pennsylvania. He would really have to find out exactly who she was.


Without intending to he slept for a little while until he was awoken by Carlotta lightly punching his arm. He rubbed at his eyes and looked up at her.


"It is six o'clock" she said, "And there is only one bath. I will have mine now if we are to make the restaurant in time."


"Ah yes", he had forgotten in the moment of waking that they had an appointment for later that evening, at... where was it, The Undine.


"Good", she turned and headed towards the golden-appointed room that she had mentioned. Wolfe shook his head, and blamed the wine for his unexpected drowsiness before remembering that he had had no lunch. Carlotta of course had said that she had dined in the palace of government. He would have to make sure he did likewise in future.


He gathered his discarded clothing together and took them into his bedroom. The suite was arranged around a large central area, with three bedrooms off it, as well as the bathroom, a private study, and what might pass for a kitchen if you were in the mood to be generous.


He wandered round the over-large bed, and inspected the wardrobe, full of the clothes he had brought with him from Saff. Something showy but not too ostentatious he thought, and drawing out a black velvet suit, with spiderwebbing of silver thread, he remembered times afore when he had worn it: saying goodbye to Harrison at Centralia's train station, as the ex-Government agent bade goodbye to the United Colony the previous year, or out riding with Carlotta in Bechuana, guests of the provincial governor. Good memories.


He shed the rest of his clothing, and donned a bathrobe, returning to sit before the fire until his daughter had finished with her ablutions.


It proved remarkably easy to find The Undine. They had simply walked up to one of the horse-drawn cabs outside the hotel and asked for it. The driver, a tiny man in what might once have been the remnants of a uniform insisted on taking their money upfront, but delivered them to the door of the garishly lit establishment upon the Avenue of the Hessians.


He paused, Carlotta by his side, but several couples were entering before them, breezing in happily with none of the chauvinism they had experienced at The International. He relaxed and gave Carlotta his arm,


"Formally", he told her, and she fell back into the style of Saff.


A maître d', or whatever the German equivalent was, greeted them in Spanish, which Wolfe did not bother to dispel. He asked for Senor and Senora Hancock, explaining that they were the dinner guests of the pair. The German brightened at the name, and passed them on to a young woman who silently led them through to a rear dining room, with views over the river.


"Lord Wolfe! Carlotta!", Charles Hancock rose from a table and greeted them effusively, "Allow me please to introduce my wife, Sarah."


"Delighted". Wolfe bowed to her, and Carlotta did the same.


Sarah laughed,


"I am not sure the last time that anybody did that to me, Charles?" she said.


"Ah," the Massachusetts man said, "Lord Wolfe and his daughter may be British, but they are here as part of the Spanish delegation."


"Spanish manners", Sarah laughed, "Please sit yourselves"


Without making it obvious, Wolfe studied her, as he also studied the menu handed to him by the silent German woman. Sarah was perhaps a dozen years younger than her husband; he had been tempted to assume that she was just well-preserved but there were no lines at her eyes, and those eyes danced a merry jig even when just looking down at the menu. If he put the delegate at fifty, then she was in her mid-thirties, perhaps a year or two older at a pinch. It did not surprise him - many men came to money and power somewhat later in life, as a result of hard work and dedication. It stood to reason that they would not take a wife their own age.


"The trout is supposed to be exquisite", Charles commented as they looked at the menus.


Wolfe smiled politely. He had never been much of a fish person, somewhat to the sadness of his wife's family who had never gotten over his rejection of their paella, not that they had seriously held it against him, they had just been sad by it.


Carlotta also said nothing, her eyes drawing her down the meat dishes, which were listed in German, English and Spanish.


"Pork", Wolfe made his choice, "The sauce sounds fantastic."


"I'll have the trout", Sarah closed her menu with a snap.


"Me too", Charles decided.


"Beef steak", Carlotta read the description adding, "The one with fried potatoes, onions, and cabbage."


Wolfe looked at her with a grin. Was she simply repeating what she had had for lunch? Either way, he was amused.


As Midnight approached, they sat back in their chairs, drinking and laughing over the remnants of chocolates and biscuits. Wolfe had lost count of how many courses they had had, but was certain he would be not needing breakfast on the morrow.


Carlotta had drunk mainly fruit juice, or ginger beer, but he had allowed her a fine Sicilian red wine just now to finish the night. She was glowing, absorbed in conversation with Sarah, happily jumping from subject to subject and waving her arms to make her point.


He watched her, noting the shimmering satin of her blue dress, noting how it was straining now against her chest and belly as she leant over the table. She was getting older, that was for certain, he would have to think about laying some of his money onto her when all of this was over.


Charles raised himself to his feet, swaying slightly and clutching the back of the chair,


"The Midnight chimes"


They stopped talking and listened. From around the city came the peal of church bells, something that nobody in Europe had heard since the war ended. They were ringing out for Midnight, for the close of the first day of the peace conference, perhaps even for hope in the future.


Carlotta looked across at her father and grinned. As the last of the peals died down, and a momentary silence took its place, she said


"The bells are ringing for us father"


Her grinned at her,


"That they are, Carlotta", he used her full name this time, "That they are"
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Arnhem


Empire of Germany


August 26th 1919


Lord Wolfe followed the sound to its point of origin. Weapons were not allowed in the palace of government, but nobody searched down his behind, and Wolfe reached for his sheafed knife as the sounds of argument reached a crescendo. Carlotta had headed straight to the restaurant, and he had begun walking towards the second committee he had managed to get onto, the West Asia committee.


But the shouts and near screams from the joint hall were pulling him there, as they were dragging others who should have been elsewhere. Wolfe never ran if he could help it, and even at purposeful stride he was outpaced by a running Turkish pasha, almost literally bouncing off the walls in his haste, and a Spanish couple, holding hands, and almost mowing down bystanders who fled to the walls at the last second of their approach.


He fisted the knife, sliding it up his wrist on the inside arm, wondering if Carlotta was still in the restaurant, or if the chaos had reached there too. All around, the German soldiers on guard duty looked nervous, their weapons drawn but still pointing at the floor, not quite in emergency mode, but getting closer with every second.


He emerged into the joint hallway, the inner intersect where a month ago on the opening day of the peace conference the Dauphin of France had made his speech upon a rostrum. Today it was free of any scaffolds or benches, but was increasingly crowded with raw humanity. His ears began to adjust to the multi-language shouting, though at first sorting through the noise just brought further confusion.


"You can't fucking be serious!" an American - Arcadian, he was now much better at accents - voice said.


"This is shit!", that accent was Spanish, the voice familiar, but before he could try and work it out, it was followed by more.


"We didn't fight our way to Mingrelia for this!"


"Neither the Dominion of Massachusetts nor the Kingdom of California gives its consent!"


Wolfe recognised that voice, Charles Hancock, and sought him out, finding him standing beside a statue of some horseback German from the middle ages, standing and shouting in the face of some smiling idiot of a British official.


"Charles!" he shouted, pushing his way through the throng, "What the hell is going on?!"


Around him more voices were raised,


"Of course the Russians fucking agree!", that was the accent of the Argentine.


"I'll make damn sure Philadelphia rejects this, you scumbag!"


"Are you insane? Eritrea is the prize of war!"


It was like listening solely to one side of an argument, and Wolfe's brain was spinning by the time he finally clutched onto Hancock's arm. He rarely swore to the first degree but his senses were spinning and his brain's processors crashing as he tried to make sense of it all.


"What the fuck is going on?!" he yelled at the Massachusetts man.


Charles span round, then relaxed,


"Wolfe, damn me!" he snapped, "You guys are selling us down the road!"


"Spain?", Wolfe had spent so long being the Emissary Agent of the Spanish Empire he had come to identify himself with that country.


"Britain, you arse!" Charles was fair spitting, "Your fucking duke just announced a surrender!"


"A what?" Wolfe covered his ears and tried to think - fucking duke? , "You mean the Duke of Sylvania?"


"Of course", Hancock was buzzing, almost dancing on the spot, "What the Hell are you guys playing at?!"


"I have no idea", Wolfe shouted back, "The emperor sacked me if you have forgotten. London and this delegation", he shook his head, "I have no fucking idea!"


"Right", Charles calmed down, "Spain, right?" he laughed, "I forgot that bit."


"Fine", Wolfe leant against the statue, "Is there an actual beginning to this conversation, because if there is I missed it!?"


German soldiers were now pouring into the room, weapons at the half-rise, faces stern and deadly. People began to break apart, make for the corners, even as more individuals attempted to crowd into the restricted space.


"Somebody has to tell everyone to freeze", Wolfe said.


"Be our guest", it was the Count Ramiro de Vasquez y Lopez, appearing from the side.


Wolfe looked at him, then looked at the angry mass, then looked at the German soldiers, increasingly nervous, fingers on the triggers as they began to raise the weapons to a firing solution.


"Fuck me", he said.


Clambering up onto the gold-lacquered statue, he raised himself to a position above the crowd. A quick scan, and he could still not see Carlotta. Well, that was to the good, however this worked out.


"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" he yelled at the top of his voice.


There was silence, then a diminutive Japanese stepped forward,


"You would give Manchuria back to Russia?"


"No?" he looked down at the angry man; what was this?


"No territorial losses?" this was a Spaniard who Wolfe worked with on the West Asia committee.


"What?", he began to feel that he was losing this. What on earth was going on?


"I think what Lord Wolfe means is that nobody in their right mind would agree to any of that.", Roald Knudsen stepped up into the breach, "We all need to take a moment and see this ploy from London as what it is."


"A fucking betrayal!", that was the Arcadian again


"Philadelphia will not stand for this!"


"Attack the colonies and the enemy will lose the war!", this was a general, one-armed and with a limp as he moved into space. People quieted and gave him respect, a space to talk. He continued, "That is what they said. And that is what we did."


An angry shout, but one of agreement, responded to his words.


"But if the Germans just lose the colonies, then what did we do?", the general was warming to his theme, "Millions will have died, but nothing will have changed."


"Fuck yeah!", that was another Arcadian voice


"We won at Loos, we came within days of shelling this city into oblivion!", the general was yelling now, "We would have taken the war across the Rhine! The German Empire was on the retreat. We were following them. We should have smashed them when we had the chance!"


"Yes!" a great shout went up.


"London betrayed us!"


A single shot rang out, and the general fell, dead. In the silence of shock, a British Life Guards Marine officer strode forward into the space, his revolver drawn and smoking, a look of determination on his face,


"Britain today made a final offer to the Empire of Germany. A moment ago the telegraph office here received Berlin's accord. The treaty will be written by the victors. You are all dismissed."


The German soldiers parted as fully armed British soldiers began to take their places. It was clear that an accord was in place.
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