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CHAPTER ONE



The morning mist just began rising, when three automobiles and a truck arrived at the central firing range of the armed forces near Budapest, the capital of Hungary. The uniformed men got out and assembled into groups. Two sergeants took four marker beams off the truck, then precisely measured the dueling course, and placed logs in the prescribed positions. Finishing their work, they withdrew to a respectful distance from the officers.

Gentlemen, take your weapons, Major Veress said. 

One of the officers approached him carrying the pistols in an ebony box. The adjudicator and duel-marshal directing the procedures offered it to the challenger first.

This one will do, Captain Vardy said. He quickly picked the pistol in the upper compartment.

Lieutenant von Halder had to be content with the other one.

I dont think it matters, he remarked.

The regimental sergeant major loaded the guns under the supervision of your seconds, Major Veress said and looked at Captain Vardy. However, before we proceed, Im obliged to ask the injured party for the last time. Would you accept the apology of Lieutenant von Halder?

No, came the terse answer.

Gentlemen, Major Veress continued, let me reiterate the conditions your seconds agreed to: you are going to exchange one bullet with five yards advance. This means that before taking your shot, you may advance five yards to the marker beam. However, you must receive the shot of your opponent at the point from where you fired. Do you understand?

I do, Captain Vardy said.

I understand, Lieutenant von Halder replied.

In that case, gentlemen, take your places!

Carrying his loaded pistol, captain Vardy walked to the end of the course and turned to face his opponent. Lieutenant von Halder stood at the other end, thirty yards from him.

Captain Vardy, as the challenger, you have the right to fire the first bullet. Within sixty seconds from my command to fire, you must discharge your weapon. Do you understand?

I do.

God help both of you. Captain Vardy, fire at will!

The captain took the five steps to the marker, cocked the pistol and raised his weapon. A little smile appeared on his lips as his finger curled around the trigger.



~ * ~



Adam von Halder came from a long line of soldiers. His great-grandfather, Captain Eric Schmidt had considered himself fortunate indeed. In recognition of his distinguished service with the Austrian Imperial Dragoons during the Napoleonic wars, the grateful Emperor had rewarded him with a title and an estate including Balmaz in western Hungary near the Austrian border. 

The property had been confiscated from a rebellious Hungarian nobleman involved in one of the innumerable, alas unsuccessful conspiracies against the Hapsburgs.

Before awarding it to him, the Imperial Chancery had changed the name of the village to Halder and authorized the captain to call himself Eric von Halder to prove his newly acquired nobility. 

Within a week, he visited the neat picturesque place. Seeing the white-painted, well-kept houses among the green hills, he immediately felt at home. Later, he impressed the locals by his understanding of their situation. 

Im going to settle here, he told the parson.

The people will welcome you, the priest said. He raised his eyes to the sky, hoping the Lord would forgive him for this pious lie.

Look, Father, the captain continued, Im a realist. The villagers are rebellious Hungarian Catholics. Most likely, theyll hate me because Im an Austrian, a Protestant, and faithful to the Emperor. I know that the Hungarians detest living under our rule, but I suggest that you accept the status quo and try to make the best of it.

You dont understand my people, Captain. Every last one of us is a natural born rebel.

I realize that, but since I own this estate and I have nowhere else to go, your people are in the same boat. Thus, we are stuck with each other. Somehow, we must learn to live side by side in peace and prosperity.

That is not going to be easy, sir.

As I managed to defeat the French cuirassiers, Im sure I can win the hearts and minds of the villagers.

Ill do my best. You can count on me, the priest said. He looked the captain squarely in the eye.

Eric von Halder soon retired from the army, married a beautiful, although not very talented Catholic Hungarian actress, and took his young wife to the fortress-like Halder Manor built of stone on the top of a knoll in the midst of vineyards.

Unlike the other brave officers of the Imperial Army of Austria to whom the Emperor awarded titles and estates in Hungary, Eric von Halder had integrated into Hungarian society. Within a few years, he took up the Hungarians lifestyle and way of thinking. The only thing reminding him of his Austrian roots was his mother tongue. He had not cared about his three children converting to Catholicism, but he insisted on them speaking German as well.

Frederick, his oldest son, had graduated from the Wienerneustadt Military Academy and had joined the Fifth Hussars of the Royal Hungarian Army. Horst, unlike his older brother, had chosen a more peaceful profession and became a priest. Paula, the captains only daughter, had married a rich Viennese banker.

After becoming a country squire, Eric von Halder had begun learning the art of making wine.

It is a damned difficult business, he complained to the pharmacist of the village. I read several books on the subject, and each suggested a different method. I must figure out the best way to satisfy my buyers. How am I going to do that?

They are fickle, but you shouldnt worry about them. Go to the small vineyards in the neighborhood and taste their wine. If you like one, ask the fellow how he is making it and make yours the same way. If the buyers dont like it, at least youd have a wine that you could stomach, his friend suggested.

Apparently, the pharmacists advice was sound, and the captain had good taste when it came to wine. His Muscatel turned out to be a much sought-after white table wine. 



~ * ~



Eric von Halder died a day after his oldest son became a first lieutenant. The vineyards flourished for a few more years, until the commander of the regiment promoted Frederic to captain. Delighted by the promotion, he married and took up playing baccarat. For awhile his luck held, but when it turned, he started losing not only his money, but parts of the estate as well. 

Since his partners came to his manor house, his servants carrying the food and the wine to the guests saw him losing heavily.

One day they had enough and reported to Mrs. von Halder about their masters misfortune. The fiery lady took her husbands service revolver, burst into the salon, pointed the gun at his head, and in a cold, measured tone she warned him, Frederick, if you want to live, put down the goddamned cards.

Knowing his wife always meant what she said, he quickly dropped the cards, gave her a long, loving look and replied, Take it easy, darling. This is just a little innocent fun.

Worth several hectares of vineyards. Im not letting you lose the fortune of our future children. If I see you playing cards again, Ill shoot you.

You are beautiful, darling, when you are angry, Frederick remarked.

Indeed, the tall, slim, blue-eyed, blond-haired woman holding the heavy revolver steadily was an impressive site. She gave her husband a dirty look and turned to the others. As far as Im concerned, you are a bunch of card sharks, conmen, and cheaters. If you dont want me to start shooting, get out of my house. If I ever see you on our property again, by God, Im going to set the dogs on you.

The guests, many of them officers, were dumbfounded. Based on the rules of etiquette, a wife was not supposed to stop her husband from losing the family estate playing cards.

You should teach your wife good manners, Frederick. She offended us, one of them remarked.

If you dont like it, Im at your service, gentlemen. Name your seconds, I accept both, sabers or pistols, he replied.

Captain von Halder had to fight duels over the incident, but being an excellent swordsman, he came through unscathed. Deep down, he was happy. Due to his wifes unconventional behavior, more than half of the original grant survived the battle of the green felt tables.



~ * ~



Nine months after Mrs. von Halder threw out the card sharks, the couples first son was born.

Eventually Andrew graduated with the worst mark ever in the history of the Wienerneustadt Military Academy. Therefore, none of the prestigious regiments accepted him except an artillery battalion. They offered him an officers commission.

It is better to be an artillerist than a peasant, he told his girlfriend.

Id prefer you having a more peaceful occupation, she said. In case of a war, youd have to fight, and might get killed. I want you alive.

Dont worry, honey. Artillerists rarely die in action.

Soldiers die in war, civilians do not, she asserted.

As there was no war hovering on the horizon in 1911, they were married, and the next year Adam was born. Two years later, the Great War started, and Andrew von Halder took his battery to the front. Mrs. von Halder waved good-bye to the train heading for Galicia, hoping that her husbands claim of artillerists rarely dying in action held true. By late 1917, Major Andrew von Halder commanding a battalion had acquired several decorations.

As he got off the train in Budapest, his wife met him at the platform.

What did I tell you? he asked. Im here safe and sound.

So far so good, but the war is not over yet. Promise me you wont die. 

I give you my word of honor, Andrew replied. He smiled inwardly and took her in his arms. If I died, she could not hold me to my word, he thought, kissing her beautiful lips.

The Major kept his promise and survived the war, although in 1918 he took a bullet in his thigh. He was convalescing at home when the Austro-Hungarian Empire collapsed.

After Mrs. von Halder learned that her husbands battalion would garrison in Budapest at the Andrassy Barracks, the most prestigious base of Hungary, she declared, Now, I dont mind you being a soldier.



~ * ~



Adam turned out very much like his father. He was an intelligent, although rambunctious child. As his parents were bilingual and he had an Austrian nanny, by the time he started school, he spoke German and Hungarian fluently.

Im worried about our son, Mrs. von Halder said to her husband.

Why?

His playmates are not the children of the other officers living in the army barracks, but the soldiers, especially the sergeants.

Whats wrong with that?

Although they treat him as a prince, they teach him to ride and handle weapons.

There is nothing wrong with that. He is learning his trade earlier than others do. He rides well, and his marksmanship is excellent. My sergeants always tease their recruits with the nine-year-old prodigy on the firing range. Im immensely proud of him, Andrew von Halder said.

Id prefer if he took his school work a little more seriously. In the subjects he likes, he already tops the class, but in the ones he doesnt enjoy, he is hovering on the brink of failure. I dont like it.

Look, darling, he is just like me. I received mixed marks too.

Dont forget that your marks were atrocious. Fortunately, Adam does much better. 

He is never going to be an honors student. His average is good enough to get him into a military school, Andrew von Halder concluded.

There was no question of the little boy becoming anything but an officer of the Royal Hungarian Army.

After ten-year-old Adam finished elementary school, his father took him into his study. The largest room of the apartment was furnished with heavy oak bookshelves loaded with ancient leather bound volumes, an ornate, carved desk, and a rack of antique rifles. The portraits of Adams great-grandfather, his grandfather and his grandmother hung on the wall among the prints of English hunting scenes. The room smelled like apples because Andrew von Halder kept them year round on the top shelves in a neat row.

Sit down, son. There are some important things we must discuss, the father said, speaking German as he always did when he wanted to talk about serious matters. 

Yes, sir. I believe it relates to my poor performance in school, Adam replied.

Not at all, son. You did better than I expected. I just want to know if you really want to become an officer of the army.

Of course, sir, that is what I want, he replied without thinking.

Im glad because I can get you into the Koszeg Military School for the first four years. After that well see which cadet school would take you. Nevertheless, you must live up to the expectations of your name. Im sure you know about your great-grandfather, Captain Eric von Halder of the Imperial Dragoons. Andrew von Halders voice trailed off.

I know, sir, Adam replied quickly.

You should always remember that we hail from Austria, but you should not forget about your allegiance to Hungary, our fatherland, Andrew von Halder continued.

I know my obligations, sir. Ill do what I must, Adam said seriously.

I want you to study and graduate with honors, as your grandfather and I did.

Dont worry, sir. You wont be ashamed of my performance. 

Adam knew about his fathers atrocious marks in school. 

Very well. When the time comes, your mother will prepare your kit and take you to Koszeg. I wish you luck, son. 

After leaving his fathers study, Adam smiled. It wont be hard to measure up to him. I had far better marks than he had, he thought.

He went to his room, picked up Carl Mays Winnetou in German, and settled down to read.



~ * ~
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