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It was obvious that the defenders of this remote outpost had put up a fight, well at least for as long 
as their ammunition had lasted. The ramparts were covered in shell casings and empty ammo boxes. 
Their last minutes must have been terrible though, thought Moreau. 

There was more than just blood by the embrasures on the fort's walls. Several men had wet 
themselves and more than one had left the last bullet for themselves, yet failed to use it. For all their 
desperate courage though not one Legionnaire had survived. 

Moreau walked across the parapet and looked down at the tragic scene. The outpost's Captain, one 
of his Sergeants and five men had made a last stand around the flag pole, giving their lives for a flag 
that for most of them wasn't even their own. The enemy had used a flamethrower to annihilate this 
gallant band, what cruelty and dishonour there was in the heart of man. 

The gate was blown in, probably by a round from a Congreve, and the tracks in the sand showed that 
the enemy had advanced through it shoulder to shoulder heedless of the Legionnaire's resistance. 
What sort of men did that? It was suicidal unless the enemy could not fight back... 

Not a single enemy body had been found so far. There was blood in the sand outside the fort, baked 
dry by the relentless sun, and in the gateway, but not so much as one might expect given the 
firepower available to the Legionnaires who defended this fort. 

"Moreau!" came a shout, "over here!" 

He ran along the parapet to where his Surgeon was kneeling by a corpse. As he approached the 
Surgeon closed the man's eyes and stood to face him. 

"They used gas Moreau, I am sure of it." said Lafitte, the company's civilian surgeon. 

"What makes you say that Pierre?" asked Moreau. 

"Well although every man has some sort of mortal injury, many on the walls were killed with the 
bayonet when they were lying down." said Lafitte. 

"That would explain how they enemy managed to get so close to the walls without losing a lot more 
men." he said. 

Moreau turned and stepped into one of the firing embrasures. From this point he could see down to 
the cluster of buildings beside the oasis. They must be two hundred metres away, far greater than 
the range of a Congreve firing gas grenades. 

The only logical conclusion was that the fort had been attacked from the air, a dirigible of some sort 
probably. The fact that most of the men were on the ramparts would indicate that they had had 
some sort of warning, perhaps a sharp-eyed sentry in the tower. Merde! The tower, no-one had 
checked up there yet. 

Waving at Sergeant Baptiste he ran around the parapet to the lookout tower's door. Baptiste, 
quickly catching his meaning met him there. Both drew their revolvers and quietly made their way 
up the narrow winding stair. 

At the top Moreau found a young Legionnaire. He was very pale with blonde hair and was holding 
his belly with both hands. Moreau turned to Baptiste. 

"Go get Lafitte now. Vite! Vite! " he said. 

He holstered his revolver and then pulled a flask from his belt. He unscrewed the top and kneeling 
next to the young man in the tiny space at the top of the tower, pushed it between his lips and gave 
him a small drink. 

The Legionnaire awoke spluttering and his eyes wide with panic, but as soon as he saw Moreau's 
uniform he grabbed the flask and took a longer gulp of water. Moreau pulled the flask back. 

"Whoa, slow down lad, we don't want you to have too much before the Doctor has a look at that 
wound." he said. The young man's arm fell limply to the floor and he nodded. 

"Name and rank?" he asked. 

"Geste, James, 20416, Corporal, Troisieme Platoon" the Legionary gasped. 
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"Are you able to talk lad?" asked Moreau. 

"Yes sir, I think so" the young man replied. 

"How do you feel?" asked Moreau 

"Not too much pain Sir. Honestly I cannot feel my legs and I feel awful cold Sir". 

Lafitte appeared at the top of the stair. For a minute he busied himself, taking the young man's 
pulse, opening his tunic and feeling carefully around the ragged wound. The young man did not as 
much as let out a whimper. 

Moreau looked into Lafitte's eyes and saw the answer he didn't want. He forced a smile and turned 
back to Legionnaire Geste. 

"OK Corporal, it looks like you'll be alright. Doctor Lafitte is just going to go down and organise a 
stretcher for you" he said. Lafitte took the hint and stepped down out of sight. 

The young man looked at him and smiled weakly. 

"So while we are waiting you can give me your report Corporal" said Moreau, trying to keep his voice 
calm and level. If he was lucky he might have a few minutes before the boy passed, so he had better 
make best use of them. 

"I didn't see a lot as I was shot right at the off I'm afraid Sir" said the boy. 

"Just tell me what you can Corporal" said Moreau. 

"They hit us quick and hard Sir, from above us and down by the oasis" the boy took a sharp intake of 
breath and grimaced. 

"I saw two of them on the dirigible. Tall men in long greatcoats with armour and masks like skulls" he 
said. 

"Were there any insignia Corporal?" asked Moreau. 

"Not really Sir, it was getting dark and I was hit straight off. I managed to ring the bell though Sir, I 
did" the boy coughed and thin line of blood trickled down his chin. 

"Will they be long with that stretcher Sir? It is so cold up here" he said and then his head lolled to 
one side. 

Lafitte popped his head over the last step. He had a syringe in his hand, morphia probably. He took 
one look and sighed putting the cap back over the needle's end. 

"Sergeant, can you get two men up here to bring down the body" Lafitte said in a matter of fact 
voice that unaccountably annoyed Moreau. 

"No need Baptiste!" he bellowed, "I shall bring him down myself". 

With a grunt Moreau pulled the boy onto his shoulder and carefully made his way down the stair. At 
the bottom three of Moreau's Tirailleurs took their fallen comrade and wrapped him carefully in a 
sheet. One muttered an Arabic blessing as they took the boy away. 

"Did he say who did this Sir?" asked Baptiste. 

"Totenkopf Baptiste, fucking Totenkopf!" spat Moreau. 

"But why Sir, there is nothing here but sand and filthy Arabs?" asked Baptiste. 

"That, Sergeant, is what we must find out. Go find Herge we needs his skills I think." Moreau turned 
and walked across the parapet to look northwards across the desert. 

 

Two hundred kilometres beyond Moreau's gaze Oberst Klimt stopped oiling his breath preserver, put 
it down carefully, and made his away across the Dirigible's swaying aft cabin. He sat down next the 
bespectacled little man in the long, black leather flight coat. 

The man was staring at the large, egg-shaped crystal in his hands. 

"What is it Doctor Wolff?" asked Klimt. 
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With some effort Wolff dragged his gaze away from the object and looked into the ice blue eyes of 
his commander and shrugged. 

"I have no idea Oberst. Herr Doctor Kobalt calls it a 'Shankara' stone but he has not shared its 
meaning with me I am afraid" said Wolff. 

"Scheisse!" exclaimed the hulking Saxon. "Let us hope that it was worth twelve of my men!" 

Standing up Klimt strode off towards the pilots' cabin and Wolff went back to staring into the stone. 
He did not blink and after a while a thin line of spittle ran down his chin. 


