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PROLOGUE

1 August 3956: North Dorak tach tine that any wi ng ascended in

Mount haven it was a minor pageant. The tiny aircraft, all with a span
of less than thirty feet, fornmed the basis of the aristocracy and
government in md-fortieth-century Anerica, and were the visible synbol
of each air lord rule. Lanps gl eaned on the dark surface of Canyon
Lake as the M ssouri Wellspring was readied for a night ascent. It was
a float wing regal with two conpression engi nes, capable of carrying as
many as four passengers for two hundred niles. The wing was fromthe
Nort h Dorak governor's personal flock, and nenbers of the diplomatic
staff of Northnost lined the jetties in parade uniform The

Wi ngcaptai n accepted his conm ssion for the flight fromthe Governor
whil e his passengers |ooked on. His flight jacket's gilt work and gemns
gl eaned and glinted in the lanplight, highlighting himanid the other
nobl es on the jetty. "Your first flight over oblivion?" nurnured the
CGovernor. "Every flight is over oblivion, Sair CGovernor," replied the
young warden, who was eager to begin his first flight as a w ngcaptain.
"Remenber, when you fly over Callscour |ands you fly over certain
death. Take no chances."” The wi ngcaptain and his passengers cli nbed
aboard as a steam engi ne cart was wheeled up to spin the regal's
conpressi on engi nes. They coughed, caught, and began to idle. The
tassel ed nooring ropes were cast off, and the float wing drew away from
the jetty to the sound of a brass band and orderly cheers fromthe

onl ookers. The adjunct fired a green flare. As it arced through the
dar kness the wi ngcaptain revved the conpression engines up to ful

power and the float w ng began plow ng through the glassy water
flinging spray behind it. Even under such ideal conditions this was a
difficult ascent, and after a run of over two nmiles the regal was stil
on the water. The wingcaptain finally pushed the throttle forward to
over boost The float wing lifted, bounced, bounced again, then clawed
its way into the air. Now free of the water's drag, it began to gather
speed. "He should have idled his engines for a while |onger," the
adjunct said to the Governor. "Overboost can cause damage that wl|l

not be obvious until he is flying over death."

"Perhaps you coul d have delayed the flare a little |Ionger?" the
Gover nor ventured.

"No, no, he would have taken that as an insult, and so he should. He
has had a fright. Let us hope that he survives it and renmenbers the
| esson. "

The distant float wing turned northwest, with Mrrorsun's |ight
glinting off its wings; then it merged with the night sky and was
gone.

Thirty thousand feet above the | ake a huge, nmatte-black w ng was
banki ng, its navigator taking a beating fromthe Iights of Northnost.
It an was over half a nile fromtip to tip, yet its engines were al
but silent and

10rki its passage was marked only by the nonentary eclipse of an
occasi onal star.

itm
on

on 1 August 3956: North Bartolica



There had been no conpletely dark nights since Mrrorsun had fornmed
twenty years earlier, in 3936. |Its coppery glow always hung in the
ni ght

| C17

sky, at the center of a band of darkness fromwhich the stars had been
| ung sponged away. When the sun rose, Mrrorsun set, and when the sun
set

Jitra

Mrrorsun enacted its own little dawn. To the people of what had once
been North America, Mrrorsun was yet another nystery that had been

)wn added to plague their lives. The Call tried to lure themto
oblivion every

few days, the Sentinels spat hellfire at any vehicle larger than
twenty-nine elpl and a half feet, and they lived surrounded by I and
where the deadly Call the practically never ceased. These were facts
of life, and they had been accepted for two thousand years. At | east
M rrorsun was harmnl ess.

n a
Mount haven was an area in the Rocky Mountains, five hundred niles

Nith across and eight hundred nmiles fromnorth to south. It was the

bi ggest of lull the three Callhavens in North America, those three
areas where the Call cane every few days instead of al nost continually.
In many ways its society and technol ogy were the nost advanced on the
planet.." but not in

lew all ways.
ael

H gh above the nountains the Dorakian float wing crossed North Bar
lies, tolica briefly on its short but dangerous flight from Northnost
to Kallision all ia

Lake in Al berhaven. Eighty mles of its ninety-mle flight would be
over

Cal | scour wil derness, where a forced | andi ng neant certain death, yet
float airl0 wing flights were the only contact between the three
mllion people of toge

Al ber haven and Mount haven's fifteen mllion
t he

There was teening life in the Callscour wlderness, but none of the
save creatures that lived there weighed nore than twenty pounds.

Anyt hing | arger would be lured west, mndlessly wandering away until it
di ed of an accident, or reached wherever the Call led. On the
frontiers of the Call havens, however, the rich but dimnutive
Cal l scour wildlife spilled over and could be hunted and trapped by



humans in something |ike safety.
"11

Three Bartolican trappers sat in their hide listening to the float wi ng
pass overhead, its conpression engines |aboring to gain height.

"Brave fellas, themwardens," said Zekin, looking in the direction of
t he sound and stroking the barrel of his carbine.

"That's why we're trappers and they're nobles," responded Jebaz, who
was listening for trap bells.

"We's brave too, but wardens is brave and crazy," Lemas added, then

took a pull fromhis flask of corn whisky.

"Talk like that's liable to get you flogged for mouthin'," said Jebaz,

who was sonething of a royalist.

"Gah, the Regional |nspector never cones as far as the trap runs.
Besides, there's nothin' wong with being' a little crazy. Take Zekin,
like. He's brave as the air lord Inner Guard, but he's got crazy

i deas. "

The drone of the float wing conpression engines lingered in the
di st ance.

"Have you ever wondered if there's nore than wardens and flyers up
there?" Zekin said as he | ooked straight up at the stars. The other
two chuckled. "I don't mean all that angel and dragon shit, | nean
folk fromdistant Call havens with engines for drivin' wings as |ike we
never thought of."

"Fol k been tal kin' about other Callhavens for thousands of years,
Zekin," Lenmas scoffed.

"Yeah, and when we got real good conpression engi nes our wardens
di scovered Mexhaven and Al ber haven," said Zekin.

"And nothin' else in hundreds of years!" cried Lenas.

"Keep your damm shit voice down," hissed Jebaz, "or we'll be trappin’
not hin' but dem coons who |ike to hear phil osophy."

For sonme mnutes there was nothing but the di mnishing sound of the
float wing in the distance.

"I seen "emflyin'," said Zekin, who had been broodi ng on the subject.
"Big as a warden's gun wing but silent."

"Buzzards," concluded Jebaz succinctly.
"Crazy," added Lenas.

"I seen what | seen. They's what nade Mrrorsun twenty years ago.

Mrrornmen, they are." He gestured to the sky so vehenently that the
hi de swayed
"What should | drink afore | can see 'emtoo?" |aughed Lenas. Jebaz

| aughed too, Zekin did not. A trap clacked somewhere in the distance



and all three men froze and strained for the direction of the jingling
bell s and the squealing, thrashing ani nal.

"West six," Jebaz began, but the rest of his sentence died behind his
lips.

There was anot her sound, sonething unlike anything heard in those
mount ai ns for two thousand years: the npbsquito-whine of an electric
no
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tor. It was away in the distance and from above. A blot of darkness
eclipsed stars, as it passed overhead; then the whining stopped.

seen it, sonething' big," breathed Zekin, "flyin' and all."

"Seen nothin'," chorused the other two, but what they had heard had
been enough to make them click back the safety catches of their
car bi nes.

"CGot better eyes," said Zekin. "Cot eyes to aimat the next one and
blast a hole in it so big you can plant your head in it and say "Wl
how do in there Sair Mrrorsun Man." "

"Meantine we got a trap to clear,”
mality to return

began Jebaz, desperate for nor ork

Yitrfl;

Sonet hi ng crashed heavily into bushes in the distance. Al three nen
on | ooked around.

out ,

"Coon, " suggested Jebaz wi thout conviction

aga

"Mrrorman hit a tree tryin' to land," said Zekin excitedly.

They waited for Lemas' opinion, but he said nothing. In the silence
anot her whi ne becane audi bl e hi gh above t hem

dc[ V

"It's another, it's another," babbled Zekin, thunbing the safety catch
lung on his own carbine. "It's gonna be neetin' with its friend what

| anded hereabout."

Jitra

Zekin raised his gun and aimed into the star-studded night sky. The

)wfl whining grew | ouder, and seened to nove across from east to south.
Jebaz

and Lermas held their carbines ready, trenmbling with dread of the
unknown.



gel DI

"Say Zekin, we got no quarrel with no Mrrorman,'
nervously.

began Lemas The

"Buckle it!" snapped Zekin.

Lemas saw it first, an eclipse of stars, a hazy outline in
Mrrorsun'sith light. He gasped and pointed, and then Zekin opened
fire, blasting at the grill sky and working the slide action as fast as
he could. As the firing pin finally clacked on the enpty chanber the
echoes of the shots died away cent anong the nountains.

few

"The whinin's stopped, I'se hit it!" exclaimed Zekin, hurriedly re
back, | oadi ng.

di es,

"There, it's fallin' therel" shouted Lenas.

all ia

Sonet hing crashed into the trees to the east, and a | arge dark shape
seened to collapse down into the branches. Jebaz fired five shots into
the airl 0 forest where it had | anded as Zekin rel oaded.

t Oge

"Big as a fir tree," nmurnured Jebaz in wonder.

t he

"Proof, this tine |I'se got proof!" said Zekin. "lI'ma-takin' one to
town saw an' sure as hell showin' |'mnot crazy."

"Big as a tree," echoed Lenmas. "How we gonna carry that?"

"Don't care, but we're a-getting' it into town. Hey, for a fair show
like,

and we can get its flyer stuffed. Come on--hey, and bring your trai
packs and Call anchors, you never know how far we may have to chase
Cem "

They clinmbed out of the hide and picked their way across the darkened
ground. They knew the area well, so that the weak light of Mrrorsun
was enough for themto nove alnost at a trot.

The shot that dropped Lemas booned out |ike a thunderclap and echoed
out across the nountains. He fell without a sound, a large hole in his
forehead and the back of his head bl owmn away. The other two trappers
dropped at once, their reflexes honed by a lifetime of trap run feuds
and skirm shes.

"Lenmms!" Jebaz hi ssed.

"Dead," said Zekin, who had a better view of the body. "Half his head



gone! \hat they got for carbines? Cart cannons?"

They lay still for sonme time, but nothing noved or made a sound.
"Powder, | snell old-style gunpowder," whispered Zekin. "Mrrornen
sure got old guns," replied Jebaz.

"Mrrornen nothin', thenmis the Bronmleys a-tryin' to bag that thing we
shot. Get ready, hat trick comin' up."

He rai sed his hat on a stick. Another boom ng thunderclap flashed
bright fromthe darkened bushes al nost due east. Jebaz was ready and
fired three shots back at once. He was rewarded by a cry of pain. He
junped up and ran, working the slide action of his carbine and firing
as he went. Zekin junped up too, but caught his foot on a root and
fell alnbst at once.

Anot her shot booned in the darkness, flashing out to the right of the
two trappers and from beneath the tree where the first shape had fallen

fromthe sky. Zekin lay still for some tine.
"Jebaz!" whispered Zekin over and over. "You okay, Jebaz?"
Each tinme silence was the el oquent answer, and there was still the

scent of gunpowder on the air. Zekin shifted his weight and anot her
shot grazed the shoulder of his jacket. The flash canme fromthe
direction of the first shot. Watever had killed Lemas was wounded but
still shooting. Zekin raised his head and peered into the scrub, which
was lit only by the dimglow of Mrrorsun. A shot from beneath the
tree tore hair fromhis head as it whizzed past. Zekin considered.
There were two of those things out there, and although they seened to
be using rmuzzl e | oaders shooting gunpowder, they could definitely see
in the dark. He could shoot faster, but they could see to aim

"You hang | ow now Jebaz," Zekin called out, nore to his conscience than
to Jebaz. [1'Il get help while you pin 'emdown. They can see rea
good, but their guns is shit. Renmenber that."

Rolling on his back, he fired a fusillade of shots, then | eaped up and
ran, dodging back to better cover. Another thundering blast cracked
out behind himand a bullet whizzed past his head. Zekin dived for
cover just as a second shot sought him He crawl ed, wriggled, and
scrabbl ed through the bushes, as if carbineers were shooting at himin
broad daylight. He lost track of time, but slowy his panic and
desperati on subsided as he realized that he was no | onger being shot
at .

Lying very still and peering through a gap in a |ightning-blasted
tree,

he strained to see noverment. Nothing was coming after him By the
glow of Mrrorsun he watched two distant figures separate fromthe
shadows of the forest and hurriedly gather in what seenmed to be billows
of bl ack cloth.

One was linping, yet they worked with efficiency and speed. They

wal ked over to where Jebaz and Lemas were lying, as confidently as if
it were broad daylight. Kneeling in the shadows, they began | ooting
t he bodi es.

Zekin saw one stand up and pull on a jacket. They were taking their



,orki clothes, he realized. Sonething about such personal theft
enraged the trap ,itmper. He worked the slide action of his carbine
and took aimfor a long

on | shot. The gun gave a click. No anmunition, and his pack was back
with

a’,

the intruders and dead trappers. By the light of Mrrorsun Zekin

wat ched the figures pack the trappers' gear away and drag the bodies
onto a pile aga of trimmngs left by loggers half a decade earlier

They piled together riticl what seened to be their own clothing and the
bl ack cloth beside the eM bodies; then there was a small flash and
snoky fl anes began danci ng and spreadi ng.

Tears of frustration trickled down Zekln's cheeks. Now he could see

Iltra. the intruders but he could not shoot. The two figures fromthe
sky hefted wn the trappers' packs and strapped themon, then set off
for the northeast,

;om nmoving away across the Callscour frontier and into the w | derness.
Behind lelpl themthe fire blazed brightly, consum ng black cloth,
cords, clothes, and the bodies of Jebaz and Lenas.

The sunlight of the next norning | eached away the mystery of the night
with before. Zekin returned with the Janberry deputar and nuni ci pal
mlitia, and U I C they went over the scene of the deaths in great
detail. It soon becane clear to the deputar what had probably
happened, so he set the appropriate official processes in notion. Late
in the afternoon of that sane day those ew processes had run their
course, Deputar Bremmel's edict was passed, and

ack his sentence was carded out. ]ies

A week | ater the Regional |Inspector arrived as part of a routine
tour.

At first there was the drone of a conpression engine in the sky; then
the I'llial half-saucer shape of a Bartolican sail wing circled Janberry
several times lirl0 while the local wing field was cl eared of grazing
enus and rheas. The crests

10ge of the Central |nspectorate and the Harman war denate were on the
little

he white aircraft, so that by the tinme it |anded the deputar had his
books ready and was frantically sweeping his office.

ave

Wander Harman clinbed out of the tiny sail wing that marked himas nore
than just another nortal. Being able to fly nmeant that he was above
the Call, that he could go where he pl eased, that he was of the
nobility,

and that he was quite rich. He had the right to duel in the air, fight
in wars,



and sit in judgnent over even the magistrates and deputars. On this
day he was in Janberry in his role as an inspector

"Had a good hangin' here | ast week," said the wing field adjunct as

Wander supervised the guilds men pushing his sail wing into a shelter
shed. "Only one?" asked Wander

"Ch but it was a good one. The yoick said devils dropped out of the
sky and shot his partners.”

"Devils? Are they in detention?"

"Well, can't say as they are--but at |east we hung soneone." \Wander
was favored with adnmiring | ooks fromthe girls and wormen of the town as
he strode in to make his inspection. He was only twenty-five,
unmarri ed, and his father was the Inspector General. 1t would have
been easy for Wander to live well and do little work, but he took his
duties seriously. He visited the frontier towns at |east twi ce a year
and al ways inspected in field parade uniform The citizens of the
frontier had to be reminded that the air lord took an interest in them
and had a | ong reach

"Thing is, | can't figure his reason,"” Brenmel explained as the
Regi onal I nspector finished reading the Janberry court's proceedi ngs.
"He actually cane here to fetch us back and all."

"And hi s conpani ons were both dead by then?"

"Yeh. 1t's plain as the nose on your face what happened, 'cause both
had their guns and silver stole. Their bodies were charred pretty bad,
but not so you couldn't see they was shot."

"What did Zekin say about that?"

"Said two devils dropped out of the sky and shot at 'em Lemas and

Jebaz were plugged, so he ran for help."
"What did you find at the site of the murders?"

"Ashes, mainly. He'd burned the evidence. The trappers' blind hide
was okay, the fire didn't spread too far. Qur tracker terriers found a
trail fromthe shootout to a streamup northeast--but hell, that could
have been Lermas and Jebaz just comn' back fromfillin' their
waterskins. | figure they was returnin' when Zekin dropped
like."

em

"Just like that? Wth no warning?"

"Happens. Men go a mite crazy with each other out there. Hell
I nspector, it's dangerous enough wi thout his kind makin' it worse. You
capital folk don't know the frontier."

"On the contrary, Deputar Bremmel, as Regional Inspector | spend nost
of my time on the Callscour frontier and | deal with nore crines in a
nmont h than you see in a year."

He jerked his thunb at the body of Zekin dangling on the end of a rope
fromthe | oading beam of the general store. Beneath were the charred



bodi es of Jebaz and Lemas, the latter two covered by bl ankets in the
nanme of public decency.

"Take the victins' bodies to the town nedic's cabin," said the Regi ona
I nspector. "I want to do an autopsy. After that you will escort me to
the scene of the shootout."

Two days | ater Wander Harnman had conpleted his work and witten his
report, The report censured Deputar Art Brenmel and his mlitia for

negl ect of due process |leading to a possible breach of justice. The
bull et that had killed Jebaz had not cone from Zekin's gun, but the
possibility of Zekin's conplicity with the real nurderers could not be
ruled out. The verdict was |left open. A fine was inposed on the town
for hanging Zekin can without a blue Section 19 form signed by a county
magi strate or the Re Ork gional Inspector, and the deputar and nmilitia
were ordered to pay for a itmnenorial service, burial, and tonbstone
for Zekin.

Wander blotted his report, called for a clerk, and told her to scribe

"O[ copies for the Governor and the town records. Wen she had gone
he

"0Ot// stared at Zekin's weatherbeaten but well maintained carbine, then
at a lead aga ball that he had cut fromthe charred flesh of Jebaz. It
was for a larger ri tic bore than Zekin's weapon. Zekin's testinony
had mentioned the snmell of clV gunpowder, and the ball -shaped
projectile inplied a very ol d-fashioned gun. Regional |nspector Wander
Har man opened his personal journal and

In began a new entry.

Iltra

VERACI TY ADDENDUM TO THE CASE OF THE AIR LORD OF

, Wn

GREATER BARTOLI CA VERSUS ZEKI N FELTER

Orel lelp

In ny assessment of the evidence tendered, | determned that the he
victinms both died of a single gunshot wound froma primtive flint |ock
firearm and that two other persons were at the scene. One of a a them
trailed bl oodstains, presumably as a result of bei ng wounded.

ith

They escaped al ong Greenbank Stream where the terriers |lost the

Itlilc scent. My examination of their trail revealed that the wounded
man

was |inping and nmaking use of an inprovised crutch. They were wearing
t he boots belonging to the deceased. This suggests that two ew nenbers
of some frontier tribe attacked the trappers wi th home ac nmade guns,

| ooted their bodies, then returned to their own trap run

Jies



Sair Felter had mentioned that ol d-style gunpowder was on the air Illia
at the tinme of the shootout. The part of his story that |acked
credulity lirlc was that the intruders had swooped out of the sky on
what | ooked to be huge bl ack birds as big as houses, and that these
humred |i ke oge insects.

he

At the shootout site | found a scrap of cloth and cord beside the fire.
It was dyed bl ack and was very finely nmade. It had survived the flames
by being jamred into the splintered end of a | og which had burned
through and rolled clear of the main fire. The cord can support ny
full weight, although it is very thin. |Its weave is finer and strength
greater than | have ever seen in any fabric.

It is possible that these intruders were Dorakian agents that
parachuted down fromthe regular float wing to Al berhaven, but why
Janberi 3'? There are no mne able ruins, fortresses, strategic tram
ways or wi ng fields nearby.

Witten this 4 day of August, 3956, by the hand of Regional I|nspector
Wander Harman of the North Region |nspectorate.

Zekin Felter had been innocent of this crime, of course, but was he

bl amel ess of any other w ongdoi ng throughout his life? Wander
wondered. That seened unlikely. \Whatever the truth in this case,
justice had probably been done for sone crine or the other. The
frontier nountains were isolated fromthe confortable order of

sout heastern Bartolica: violence was a part of life, but retribution
was al so swift, decisive, and very public. Justice had to be seen to
be done, and so citizens had to take all the nore care to be seen to be
i nnocent .

Even as Harnman was witing his words, two trappers entered Northnost,
just over the Dorak border. One had a bandaged | eg, and was |i nmpi ng.
They were unrenmarkabl e as trappers go, except that nost trappers who
cane to town had pelts bundled in great rolls above their packs. These
had none. First they went to the tramterm nus, where they nmade
inquiries about tickets south in barely intelligible Od Anglian, and
then they sat down on a bench and began counting their griny coins and
proni ssory not es.

Near by a trammay contractor was addressing a group of newy arrived
gangers on their work for the nonths to cone. He was al so using the
common | anguage, A d Anglian, in deference to the varied nationalities
of his recruits.

"Now Northnost is the nost northerly town of the Dom nion of Dorak, as
well as the nmobst northerly town in all Munthaven,” the contractor
began.

"Figures," called soneone, and the others chuckl ed.

"I"mglad we have a conedi an anong us, because where we are going
there's not nmuch to [ augh about," the contractor responded. "Now then
go one nmle north of where we stand and you are in the Callscour

| ands.

Have any of you worked at the Callscour frontier before?"



Three hands were raised.

"You there, sair, with the red hat. Can you tell us your name and what
you' ve done here?"

The youth shanbl ed forward reluctantly, took off his hat and nervously
fiddled with it as he spoke. By now the trappers were |listening
attentively, although still going through the notions of counting.

"Tartaror Beisel of Yarron, steamtramdriver first class. | worked on
the Call scour trammay for two nonths. Last year, that is."

"Tartaror, tell us what goes on, like with the Callscour and all--not
the religious bunf, mnd, just technical, like."

"Well, to understand the Callscour |ands you have to understand the
Call," Tartaror began in a soft, educated voice. "The Call began two
thou sand years ago, during what we call the Chaos War. [It' scalled

t hat because nobody is sure who was fighting who, or even why they were
fighting.

They had nmany strange weapons of great power and some still work
t oday.

The Call is one of them"
an
"You mean like the Sentinel Stars in the sky, what burns up anythin'

what noves that's thirty feet or |onger?" asked a burly youth of about
t he

Ork same age

itm

"That's it. Lots of Call engines were built under the oceans by folk
' 0l

who did not have Sentinel Stars. Mnd you, the priests in sone
centuries foul reckoned that the Call came from God, so historians who
wrote otherwi se were burned along with their books."

aga

"What's oceans?" called sonmeone fromthe back

ri tic

Tartaror scratched the back of his neck, then glanced to the
contractor,

who nodded.

tJl.



"Well, fromold books we can see that the world is a big ball, nostly
covered with water but with some dry land. That's where we live. Wen
the Call weapons were started they put out a kind of sound like a dog

w

whi stl e or sonething, and that forced everything bigger than a terrier
to

Om cone towards it, like as if they were sl eepwal king. The Call was
meant | el D for sonmeone's enemies, but | reckon they set it too powerful
because nearly he all dry |land has been under the Call ever since."

He paused anid attentive silence. They had lived with the Call al
their n a lives, but few had ever heard such a technical explanation.
with

"The Call scour |ands are actually the normal sort of Call as a

weapon,

li ke because it's full on for three days at a tine, then there's a
break of lull thirty or forty mnutes, then it's full on again for
anot her three days. That

kills folk, nobody can live long like that. |It's not conpletely
regul ar, but

ew we can predict it to about half a day using tinmetabl es and charts.
Now i n ac the Call havens, |ike Munthaven, the Call cones about every
three days for only three hours. Bands of it sweep across the
countryside like invisible broons."

tllia

"Why's that?" asked the burly youth.

airlc

"We don't know, that's just the way it is. | think someone just set
t he

| Oge

Call machi nes wong during the Chaos War. That's lucky for us, like,
or

the there would be no Call havens and the world would be run by dirk
fang cats and dem coons

say

"Ckay, Sair Tartaror, that's told it straight," interjected the
contractor.

"Now t hen, Northnost is where Dorakian wardens and flyers ascend from

Canyon Lake in their float wings to cross the Callscour lands to
Al ber haven



Dorak and Greater Bartolica |lease an island in Al berhaven's Fl at head
Lake,

where we have enbassies. Only wardens and their npst senior servants
make the flight, because float wings are the transport of nobility.
Small things |ike gold, books, nedicines, and suchlike are traded right
now, but your work will change all that. You boys are inportant."

He paused to let that sink in, smling benevolently. Mst of the
audi ence were inpressed. They had never done anything inportant
bef ore.

"The tramnay tracks on this line continue out past Northmpost into the
Cal | scour lands, and are being extended by two nmiles every year. Wrk
is slow because breaks in the Call cone for no nore than forty m nutes
or so every three days, but we got ways to work around that. A half
day before a break is due you're sent off on a special tram burning

| ow grade conpression spirit and needing no stoker. It hits a special
trip lever to stop it just near the rail head, then you wake up when the
break cones. After that it's forty mnutes of laying tracks and stone
like the devil hinself's your boss man, then it's back onto the tram
before the break ends. Cot it?"

"What happens if you don't get back to the tramin time?" asked a
guavering voi ce.

"Your Call anchor stops you wandering too far, and there's specially
trained terriers left behind to fight off the dirk fang cats. Three
days |l ater you're either dead or you wake up tired and hungry and the
next trams there to take you back here. Another question?"

"How | ong until the line is through?"

"The gangers fromthe Al berhaven side should neet us in fifteen years.
War dens have surveyed the route fromthe air so that it follows old

roads which are level, like. Make no mistake, this is hard, dangerous
work. Take a look at the folk on your right and left. In two nonths
one of themwon't be alive, but the rest of you will have nore gold

than you could earn in two years. Like | said, welcome to Northnost.
Training starts tonmorrow at dawn, neantinme your tents are over at the
rail dunp. |1'd advise you all to get a good night's sleep.”

As the group began to break up, the burly youth came over to
Tartaror.

"What you were saying before, like, | was wondering about the other
| ands beyond the oceans. Could there be Call havens there too?"

"We know t he nanes of places |Iike England, China, Australia, and Russia
fromold maps, but if they have Call havens we shall never know. The

Call is nost intense near the oceans, and even our best sail wings are
too small to even reach them |et alone cross them | think there
probably are other Callhavens, but it's just a guess. | mean, like, we

went for centuries before one of our wardens di scovered Al berhaven and
that's only eighty mles away."

Tartaror pointed north, then put his hat back on. The burly youth
bowed and they wal ked of f toward the tents.

"I"'mCeil C Mrl," he said. "Wy are you here?"



"I shot soneone back in Yarron. Wat about you?"
"I altered the status of a girl's virginity."
"And you fled here for just that?"

"She was a mmgi strate's daughter.™

The two trappers watched in silence until the youths were out of ear
shot. By now they were counting their takings for the fifth tine.

"Tartaror is bright," said the one with a bandaged leg. "He is right
about ot her Call havens."

"But wrong about the Call, Fras Sondian."

"Sair Hambrian Carabas from now on!" hissed the bandaged trapper an
Ork sharply. "Get into the habit, Sair Pyter Kalward."

"Sorry Carabas, sorry," Kalward replied quickly. "Still, how fortunate
itmthat their common | anguage is still intelligible after two thousand
years of isolation."

' 001

They sat back and wat ched the townsfol k goi ng about their business.
"Pretty wonen, Sair Carabas," renmarked Kal ward.

"Call in a half hour, Sair Kalward," replied Carabas.

ri tic

"Like | said, Sair Carabas, pretty wonen."

gV

Just then a wonan strode past dragging a screamng, struggling child

IIn(. behind her. As they drew level with the trappers she stopped
and turned on the child.

"I'f you don't behave the Callwal kers will get you," she shouted in
t he

Wh common tongue, probably thinking that the trappers woul d not
under st and.

Om

"Aren't any! They're like ghosts and fairies!" the little boy
shrieked el p back, aimng a kick at her |eg but m ssing.

The trappers sat in silence until they were gone.
he

"When they briefed us they said there were no avia ds on this continent



said Kalward fearfully.
ith

"CGet a grip, you heard the brat. To them Callwal kers are
make- bel i eve,

U It like ghosts. The only two avia ds in North America are you and
ne."

Kalward rel axed slowly, then smled. "I think that child needs to be
;ent lie ve in Callwal kers, Fras--uh, Sair Carabas," he decl ared.

eWw

"So you're planning to | eave the proof with his nother, Sair
Kal war d?"

ac
"Just as soon as that Call gets here, Sair Carabas."
lies

It was midafternoon, on a cloudless and cal mday. The town deputar
noted that the trappers wandered about for sone time, asking brief
guestions of those they nmet and | ooking through the store wi ndows. He
was lirlc about to go over and speak with them when the bell in the
east Cal |l tower oge began ringing.

he

A Call had swept over the watchman in the tower, and he had rel eased
his dead hand | ever and wal ked east to the barred wi ndow of his
chanber.

Wth nobody to reset the dead hand | ever the mechanismhad clattered a
short warning that a reset was needed, then engaged the gravity
mechani sm of the tower's bell. The deputar unclipped his own bell and
began striding down the street, ringing it as he went.



"Call in ten mnutes, fasten your tethers, secure your children!" he
baw ed, over and over.

Peopl e began to prepare, but it was not a busy tine of day. |If there
had to be a Call, this was as good a tinme as any for it. Had it
arrived an hour later it mght have stopped over the town for the night
as a Null Zone. That woul d have been bad for business, and the steam
tramwas due to leave for the south. As he strode about with his bel

t he deputar noted that the two trappers had attached thenselves to a
public tether bar and were sniling amably at him

Wthin ten mnutes the Call arrived, invisible and silent. Everyone
turned to mndl essly wander west, but all were tethered. Three hours
passed.

Deprian the tailor awoke fromthe Call, pressed against the padded west
wal | of his shop. Turning to the wi ndows, he could see that the
shadows had | engt hened outside. Hardly any of the day left, he

t hought, hardly worth staying open. He turned to his workbench to pack
up. The bell over the door rang as two trappers entered.

"Sorry boys, | got nore pelts than | can handl e," Deprian began; then
he saw the gold Bartolican crendars in the taller man's hand.

"Want we clothes, traveling, for the purpose of," he said in halting
ad Anglian, and with a very heavy accent. "This, payment, for the
pur pose of ."

"Sure son, that ought to do the trick," replied Deprian at once. "Wen
do you need 'em by?"

"Toni ght, steamtram for traveling upon."

It was robbery to be sure, but they were willing to pay and Deprian was
willing to miss dinner. Wthin two hours he had altered two existing
suits to fit the trappers while they washed and shaved at the back of
his shop. The deputar called in to ask if he had | ost any noney, as
there had been several thefts around the town that had been noticed
after the Call had passed. Deprian checked his float but found nothing
m ssing. The deputar noved on.

The chuffing of the steamtram|eaving the service shed could be heard
in the distance as the trappers had their final fittings. They had
burned their reeking clothes and boots in the grate, but Deprian would
have done that anyway. He noted that one had a bandage on his calf
that was tied in a neat but unfamliar pattern--alnost artistically, he
thought. Finally they bought Deprian's own catch bag and fed their
greasy packs to the flanes. They had their own town boots, he noted,
boots with a fine cut in unfamliar |leather, wi th hook-snap | acing.
Depri an wondered where such a style night be the fashion.

It was dusk as Deprian stood watching the trappers wal k down the nmain
road to the station, where the steamtramwas halted while its wood
bl ocks were | oaded aboard and water was punped into the reserve tank

SEI I N M MULLEN
Those departing enbraced their friends and relatives on the platform as

the driver blew the whistle. Finally the doors were | ocked, and with a
series of ponderous chugs the steamtram began to ease its way al ong



the tracks with its two dozen passengers, two crew, three carbineer
guards,

and cargo. People watched fromthe platformuntil the squat spruce and
canvas tram di sappeared around a distant bend. The engine's chuffing
echoed for a while am d the nountains before fading into the w nd.
Deprian sighed with relief as he turned back into his shop and began ca
to close up for the night. The suits had been worth only a fifth of
what the two trappers had paid, yet nobody had pointed that out to them
before it! they boarded the steamtram The deputar called in again
as Deprian was about to clinb the stairs to his dwelling.

"You positive nothin's been lifted fromyour shop?" he asked the

10u tailor.

ala

"Sure as | got two hands. Wy's that?"

ritk

"Weird stuff been happening'. There's nore than a hundred gold
sovereigns and Bartolican crendars reported missin' across the town,
fromtwo

dozen fol k. "

un!

"You think themtrappers did it?"

Iltr

"Nah, | watched 'emlike a wod hawk, they were steady. There's nore
too. Semme That chi ng says she was, like interfered with during the
w

Call."

:0m

Deprian | aughed. "Mre |like she's been takin' too |ong a-buyin' her

lelp bread at the bakery."

"he
The deputar did not smile. "Med says three other wonen have seen him
since the Call, all agitated-like and asking' if it's possible to get

| a mounted during a Call--by Callwal kers. "
"Cal | wal kers? They're storybook stuff, Pel."
[ui[

"I"'mnot sayin' | got Callwalkers, just a pile of weird shit."



The tail or whistled nervously, thinking of the seven gold crendars in
em his pocket. There was nuch that he could have nentioned, but he
chose ew silence. Wy should he share in the bad fortune of those who
had been

ael robbed?

lies

]Jirk :og he savi



CORONATI OH

5 May 3960: Condelor it was said that no dom nion in Munthaven did
coronations and funerals so well as Geater Bartolica. In area it was
t he biggest of the domi nions and Condel or, its beautiful and ancient
capital, was the nost el egant of the known world's cities. The
buildings that lined its streets were built proof against age as well
as earthquakes, built with curving walls that tapered gracefully
upward, as if striving to rise into the air. The wi ndows were within
heavy arches, but there were so many wi ndows in each building that
their interiors were never dark or oppressive. The apartnent terraces,
shops, and storehouses were all encrusted with nulticol ored stone and
glazed tiles. Even the tiles on the roofs were glazed and col ored, for
it was inportant that Condel or also be pleasing to the wardens who saw
it fromthe air. Raised aqueducts of sawn bl ack basalt, orange
sandstone, and red brick carried water in fromthe nearby nountains,
where it passed down terra-cotta pipes to power machi nes before
enptying into the canal water ways that interwove the roads and tram
ways of the city.

As one neared the center of Condel or the parks becane bigger, the

mansi ons were nmore splendid, and the streets and avenues grew w der
until the royal palace canme into view above the trees. It was built in
parkl and interlaced with canals, and to the south was the spaci ous

pal ace wing field that could accormpdate the gun w ngs of hundreds of
visiting wardens and air lords Even the gun wing halls of the w ng
field had stained glass in their arched w ndows, while the adjunct's
tower was surrounded by flying but tresses and encrusted with w nged
gar goyl es.

The coronation of Greater Bartolica's new air lord had attracted war
dens and squires with over three hundred sail w ngs and gun w ngs and
the field guilds nen and their tents supporting the vast flock of w ngs
had spilled out of the wing field area and into the surroundi ng parks.
Ground crews could be seen pushing aircraft of every airworthy shape

i magi nabl e al ong the avenues to reach the guild tents where they were
to be serviced, tuned, and cleaned. Freelance engi neers advertised and
di spl ayed their valves, cylinders, rings, bearings, and atomni zers at
stalls on the nosaic sidewal ks. Conpression spirit of nmany caloric

bl ends was available fromcarts |aden with barrels, while other carts
carried little steam engines to spin conpression engines into life.
Freel ance gunsniths did a particularly good trade. The best reaction
guns were sold in pairs and were built light Iike everything else that
had to fly.

Quite apart fromits nost obvious objective, the coronation was a
celebration of travel and class distinction. |In fact speed of travel
defi ned

Mount haven soci ety, and one's social status defined whether one had
taken nonths or hours to reach Condelor. At the | owest |evels,
i ti nerant workers,

poor scholars, outlaws, trappers, and bounty hunters travel ed the
trails by foot. Such travel was sl ow and dangerous, but free. At the
next |evel, the ear farmhands, bird herders and townsfol k never
traveled nore than ten mles

"fromwhere they were born, but they were generally secure and happy,
and never attended coronations. The nerchants, artisans, and ot her



respect abl e

,itrr folk travel ed on the steamtrans, whose nesh of track work |inked
all the

i mportant cities, towns, and estates. The tranms were regul ar and
wel |

QJ!

guarded, but crowded and expensive, and averaged barely three tinmes the
ag: pace of a brisk walk. Fuel, raw materials, and equi prent were al so
moved riti( by tram which neant that everything was expensive unl ess
produced locally Mst estates were self-sufficient, and few cities were
bi gger than a half-day journey with a farm handcart.

| un!

The nobility flew Airlords, wardens, squires, and a few select guilds
men flew the sail wings re gals and gun wi ngs that defined the
aristocracy.

Iltr

No part of Munthaven was nore than a few hours away from any war wn
den's estate, but even a flock of three or four wings required an
estate of

',0mtwo hundred to support, maintain, and fuel them A new aircraft
cost what lelp a prosperous comoner could earn in two decades. \Wardens
patrolled the he land during Calls, fought duels and highly stylized
wars, attacked renegade mlitia strongholds, and nonopolized fast
comuni cation and travel. The na wardens were visible to all, and in
turn saw, taxed, and controlled everyone itt beneath them They were
also free of the Call while in the air. VWhile in

Juil many ways | ess than perfect as political systens went, it had
endured since the reinvention of diesel conpression engines over a
t housand years earlier

em

Serjon Feydanor was the | owest of the flying elite, an apprentice

:eWguildsman and trainee flyer. The Yarronese youth wore a plain
green flight

3ael jacket as he explored the nultitude of stalls of what might easily
have been

lies mstaken for an artisans' festival. On the right and left of his
collar he also wore silver flyer blazons signifying that he was
qualified to fly armed sail wings in the service of his aidord. He had
the crest of his engineers

airl( guild on his cap, but his cap was folded up and hidden in his
pocket .

| g



Cccasionally he was hailed as a squire by the vendors, and each tine
his the heart flushed warmw th pride.

SaV(

Serjon was in a very curious position. After having sired severa
daughters but no sons, the guild master Jeb Feydanor had petitioned his
wi fe and his warden under the tradition of assisted succession. Under
this custom Warden Jannian visited Jeb's wife for several weeks unti
she becanme pregnant by him Wre the child another girl, the warden's
youngest son woul d beconme the nom nal heir of the Feydanmor guild
famly. As it happened, Serjon was born of the union, yet he was born
with his true father's love of flying and was proving a poor apprentice
engineer. |In theory, if Warden Jannian and all his other sons were to
die, then Serjon could lay claimto the war denate Even though he
never wi shed such a disaster to happen, Serjon neverthel ess considered
hinself to be a flyer. The thin, angular, and intense youth of

ni neteen wore his engineer's crest with reluctance and shane, and only
when forced to.

The great gathering of aircraft was not open to the citizens of
Condel or, who had to content themselves with nerely watching the w ngs
fly in fromall points of the conpass. Sailw ngs and gun w ngs of the
Mount haven wardens soared lazily through the sky while Serjon wandered
the streets. They were elegant and stylish aircraft, whose form had

of ten remai ned unchanged over centuries because their estate guilds nen
had de creed that they had achi eved perfection already.

There were nore cerenonies than just the coronation, which was the
actual focus for the gathering. The guild masters of the engineers,
airfram sts, fuelers, gunsnmiths, and instrumenteers had neetings to
refine standards, while wing field adjuncts nmet to discuss wing field
adm ni stration, dueling and war protocols. Menbers of the guild of

nmet eor ol ogi sts di scussed weat her theory and precedent, squires met to
arrange marriages for their children, weavers debated the virtues of
the new cross woven air frame silk that prom sed doubl e strength, and

t he wardens thenmsel ves di scussed flying. The conpetitions were already
over, but pinned to Serjon's collar at his throat was a little gold
star point kite that marked himas the winner of the sail w ng division
in target kite shooting. Every so often he would caress it, as if
reassuring hinself that he was born to fly.

Wthin the pal ace grounds the Inner Guard and ancillary carbineers al
wor e parade uniforms, bright, smart, and well tailored for the
coronation. The instrunents of the bands shone in the sunlight as they
mar ched al ong the avenues playing bright, precise marches for the

par ades and processions, but by night string orchestras took over as
the nobles and their w ves, sons, and daughters danced in the brightly
pai nted and tapestry-laden halls of the palace. An air lord from
Senner had once said, "W go to Condelor to fall in love, and to
renenmber how to live." To Serjon, however, the Condel or gathering was
an excuse to hide his cap in his pocket and m ngle anong strangers as a
flyer.

Serjon's wanderings had taken himto the palace wing field when a
Calltower bell began ringing. He imediately went to a public rail and
clipped his tether toit, then waited to watch the duty warden ascend
for his Call patrol.

The duty warden of the palace wing field heard the ringing of the



Calltower bell as he was breakfasting in the adjunct's chanbers. Even
as he | ooked

SEAH MeMJLLEH

up, the guilds nmen of his ground crew began shouting to each other. M
nerits later the conpression engine of his sail wing spluttered into
life as his engineers spun it with a steamengine on a cart. The

war den stood up,

buttoned his jacket, then took a steaned towel from his aide and w ped
his face and hands. Hi s flight jacket was a blaze of gold thread
enbroi dery on blue and yellow silk quilting, with gilt epaul ettes of
dirk fang cat skulls and red genstones inset within each button
Standing in front of a full length mrror, he pulled on his |eather and
felt cap with raised dones of at gilt work over the ears, laced it
tight, then picked up his tassel-fringed

gloves. Finally his aide brought a gold cloak with his estate's crest
emitrr broidered on the back, and Warden Brantic strode fromthe room
out onto the wing field

Along with Serjon there were hundreds of foreign dignitaries outside

Ot/ waiting to watch the warden ascend, ranging from seni or wardens to
nmere nerchants. Serjon should have felt pride burning through his
body, know ritil ing that even the weal thy nerchants al ongside himwere
below a flyer in to peerage status, yet sonething was nagging at his

m nd. Warden Brantic's flight designator was 13. Serjon stared at the
nunber as if it were a |arge and dangerous predator, fearful for the
war den yet relieved that soneone

I1trl else was about to step into its cage.
Most of the onl ookers were in national parade dress, guild uniforns,

or their own splendid flight jackets. There were so many dozens of war
dens, squires, flyers, guild masters and envoys that Warden Brantic
found l el the spectacle overwhel mng as he energed. Wat was usually a
routi ne he part of a warden's duties had becone a major cerenony. One
hundred and thirty wardens and nine air lords were in the city for the
Bartolican Air n a lord' s coronation, and Bartolican prestige and honor
rode with every action of every official in even the nost nundane of
duties. The adjunct and the lull wing field herald were waiting beside
the warden's sleek, white sail wing

and the onl ookers included guild masters from Dorak, Senner, and Col an
doro, as well as several wardens from Yarron. Al wore Call anchors or
eWw

Call tethers but Brantic: for this day, he alone was to be godlike and
above

ac the Call.

lie "
"The | ayabouts are of higher rank than usual today, Sair Jimnay," said

tI1i E the warden quietly as the wing field herald opened the silver
clasps of the airl,



Book of Orders.
"A Call now neans no Call for three days or nore," murnured the
TOO

herald. "Tonmorrow norning's coronation will be free of interruption
so the the new air lord can rightly claimdivine favor."

say

"Who knows, perhaps he really does have divine favor," the warden

replied.
The herald rang his hand bell for attention

"Hear now, citizens of Geater Bartolica and honored guests, that War
den H ndanal Brantic has been charged by the Airlord Designate of
G eater

Bartolica to oversee his palace, capital, and all its approaches during
the responsibility of flying high above Condel or, watching over its
peopl e's safety, guarding its approaches, and warni ng ot her wardens and
flyers of the peril of the Call. Do you accept this charge?”

"I do accept this charge and all its responsibilities,” replied
Brantic. The warden pinned the Airlord Designate's pennon of arms to
his jacket beside those of his wife, then strode over to his sail wng
and eased hinmself into the seat. Like all wardens of nmeans, he had a
gun wi ng for dueling and a sail wing for Call patrols. The guilds nen
of his ground crew renmpoved the chocks fromthe wheels and aligned the
aircraft on the wing strip then the warden was fl agged cl ear to ascend.
He tried all the flaps and control surfaces, opened the throttle, and
rolled off along the ramed gravel surface. The sail wi ng |acked the
power of a gun wing but was lighter and nore delicately built so that
it could stay in the air for over four hours. The warden's sail w ng
ascended snmoothly, and then he cranked in his wheels and banked to the
north. The ordeal was over, he was up. He had not made a fool of
hinmself in front of the assenbl ed nobl es of Munthaven

The Call was approaching fromthe east, luring every mamral |arger than
aterrier to wander mndlessly west. The warden flew over the city
wal I s and out over the irrigated farm ands, aqueducts, canals, and
track ways Sure enough, the bird herders were nmilling about agai nst
the west fences of their fields, yet their rheas, ermus, and ostriches
were grazing normally. The Call did not affect birds of any size;
neither did it affect people if they flewfree in the air. Nne mles
through the Call's depth he flew over fields where its effect had
passed. There were no outlaw packs hurrying along in this Call's wake
to raid the capital. The warden turned back

The Call had still not reached Condel or as he flew back over its walls,
but the people were prepared. The streets were al nost deserted, snoke
was | ess thick fromthe nyriad chi meys, and only the canal barges and
gravity tranms were still running. The warden noted several buil dings
that had not run up their flags: the owners would be fined in due
course. He pressed the lever that rel eased the sail wing siren, then
nmet hodi cally patterned the city so that none but the deaf could have
mssed its blare.



The front of the Call finally arrived, and presently Brantic was the
only human awake in a strip nine mles deep and thirty mles wide. The
truth was that the capital did not need the sail wings to patrol its
skies during a Call. There was an adequate network of signal towers,
war ni ng stations, and Call bulwarks, so that people were sel dom | ost

t hrough accidents or lack of warning. The patrols were synbolic; they
were to be seen rather than to protect. The sail wing was a plain
statenment that the nobility were above the Call in every sense of the
word, as it had been for nmany centuries.

The novenent that caught Brantic's eye was within the tal ace



grounds. A figure was wal king briskly, diagonal to the Call's
direction and allure. One of the ornanental birds, the warden told
hinsel f as it vani shed behind a bush; then the figure was in sight
again. Through his field glasses he could see arms sw nging, and the
bright blue of a merchant carbineer uniform A nman! The figure
vani shed into a doorway.

The warden |l owered his field glasses and rubbed his eyes. An
i I1usion,

he told hinself. A shadow, a machine, a trick of the light. He
hesi t at ed,

then made a note in his log. "Figure walking across direction of
Cal I/

al pal ace adm nistrative wing ornanental rhea bird may be | oose
there."”

He was circling for another | ook when he noticed a gun wi ng over the
itmcity, approaching the palace wing field with its wheels cranked
out. Brantic pushed his sail wing throttle forward to full power and
stood the aircraft on its wingtip as he came around to warn it off.
The red doubl e wedge grew until he could see that it was painted with
t he East Region's colors.

He flew right across its path, but its warden ignored him

"Idiot, can't you see the flags?" exclaimed Brantic aloud as he
rel eased

6]
his siren and cane around again.

The red gun wing trainer was droppi ng fast as he caught up, and al O!
t hough the airscrew was spinning, he suspected that it had been
f eat hered

[1]r

Brantic di pped his wi ngs and pointed east of the city to where the Cal
had al ready passed. The other warden stared grimly ahead at the pal ace
wing field Now Brantic noticed two other heads through the glass of
the narrow cockpit. Al that weight, no wonder he's in trouble, the
warden | el O thought. He must have ascended with a bare m ni mum of
conpr essi on

"he spirit to get off the ground at all

At fifty feet the Call's effect cut in, even though the aircraft was
flying n a free. The warden had done the alignnent well, he was on
course to land with smoothly and roll to a stop on the flight strip
even if insensible with the lull

Call. The Bartolican heralds woul d decl are another triunph of
Bartolican eol wardens' skill at flying.

The gust of wind that caught the gun wing trai ner woul d have been ew
nothing to a warden free of the Call, but the red aircraft was gliding



dead ael stick. It tipped, then righted, but it was now parallel to
the flight strip as it

continued its descent. It flew over the tents, gun wi ngs and stores of
the tlli assenbl ed wardens, and a wheel passed only inches above the
insensible lift

Serjon Feydanor's head as he mndl essly strove against his Call tether
to

TOO

wander west. Finally the gun wing slamed into the conpression spirit
barrel s of the Pangaver wardens. The resulting explosion was al

bill owi ng the bl ack snoke and arcing fragments, yet nobody on the
ground react ed.

3V(

Brantic clinbed, his head spinning with shock and dismay. A Barto
lican warden had crashed during his Call patrol. There would be hel
to pay, the Airlord Designate hinmself would be shouting for blood, and

t he wardens would all be clanoring for an inquisition when he | anded.

"Fool!" Brantic shouted at the colum of snoke that was slanting up



into the sky; then he turned his sail wing to sweep the airspace over
the city for other gun wings There were none. For the briefest of
nmonents Brantic contenplated a vertical dive at full power into the
di stant waters of Saltlake, but his training and sense of honor woul d
not allowit. He circled until the Call was past, and although the two
remai ni ng hours dragged, they were not slow enough for Brantic. Cal
flags were being | owered throughout the capital as he began his descent
to the palace wing field

The Governor of East Region, his wife, and Warden Darris of Pocatello
had cramed t hensel ves aboard the red gun wing intent on making a grand
entrance at the coronation. Even with the extra three hundred pounds
of passengers and their |uggage there should have been fuel to spare,
yet there had apparently been headw nds that ate away the margin for
safety during the brief ninety-mle flight. Perhaps pride had dictated
that they try to land at the capital, rather than com ng down on sone
cart track where the Call had passed already. \Whatever the reason, al
aboard had died. Fortunately nobody on the ground had been killed, and
apart fromthe fuel dunp there had been no ot her damage. Pangaver was
a small and uni nportant Domni nion, and nerely being the center of
attention was a matter of satisfaction to its nobles. To Brantic's
surprise, nobody had realized exactly what had happened until he had

| anded. Serjon had helped to fight the last of the flanmes once the
Call had passed and freed him yet the Yarronese flyer had thought he
was attending the crash site of Warden Brantic's gun wi ng--dooned by
the 13 of its designator.

The duty warden was suspended fromall further Call patrol flights
pending a full inquisition, but preparations for the coronation went on
wi thout interruption. The investiture of a new governor for East
Regi on was scheduled as the new air lord first official duty,

however .

Sone mles to the south a steamtram chuffed across the pastures and
farm ands that were still under the Call. The driver was in the grip
of the Call and had rel eased his dead hand brake and firebox quench
yet another man was gripping the dead hand | ever with his left hand
while holding a small telescope to his eye with his right. Wile not
totally oblivious of the allure of the Call, he was still in full
control of both his mind and body.

Juan d asken was far less in awe of the distant outline of Condel or
than the vast nmajority of the Bartolican capital's visitors, but unlike
that vast mpjority he had traveled far, far further. Sonetines the
bi g, m ddl eaged man had been in search of fortune and sonetines city
const abl es had been hot on his heels. On one occasion he had even been
i n conmand of the squad of mnusketeers whose flintlocks were all that
stood between the Southern Alliance Mayorates and an overwhel m ng arny
of Sout hnoors.

But there were no nusketeers in the four Anerican Call havens, and not a
single arny or mlitia still used flintlocks. Neither were there any



Sout hnoor s, and the Anmerican nations were called domi nions rather
than may orates d asken was good at |earning new | anguages, was used
to travel, and could handle hinself well in a fight. This made hima
good choice for a I ong and dangerous mssion to the other side of the
worl d fromwhich there could be no return, but there was sonething el se
whi ch made hima truly ideal choice: he was under a sentence of death
in his very distant homeland. A friend had once described d asken as
not conpletely human in sone ways, yet far nmore human than any human
had a nr right to be.

t)r

d asken rel eased the dead hand | ever, and automatic mechani sms began
itff to slowthe tram He wal ked back to the passenger conpart ment
where a worman sat reading while two others strained mndl essly agai nst
their Call tethers to followthe allure west into a nearby salt |ake.

0/ z

"The tramis slowi ng, Fras d asken,"” said the mi ddl e-aged but stil
strikingly beautiful woman, |ooking up from her book

ri tic
"There is a Call upon us and we are approachi ng Condelor, Frelle
| O

Theresla,” he replied.
" goo"
I n!

"So these peopl e have wardens who fly above the Call's influence.

Il'tr can see a wi ng-machine patrolling above the city with ny
tel escope, and if he saw this tram noving he woul d be suspi ci ous about
why the dead hand | ever had not been rel eased.”

Theresl a cl osed her book and | ooked out over the flat pastures where
rheas and emus grazed, as oblivious of the Call as she.

]e

"It is such a bore to have humans who can defy the Call," she said as
the tram shuddered to a halt. Steam began hissing through a valve in

the a boiler.

itt

"The driver will be surprised to be within sight of Condelor and with
Jtlil a hot boiler too--but then we know nothing of that, do we?"

tn

"OfF course not, Fras G asken. As always, | am pleased to have you in

charge of such details. Speaking of details, they say that the current



Bar tolican fashion is for the wonen to display a great deal of
breast."

a

@ asken twirled the points of his waxed nmustache and wiggled his
fingers.

"Perhaps | was unduly hasty in rel easing the dead hand he repli ed,

lirl( but he sat down and clipped on his Call tether neverthel ess. "So,
do you

10g still think we will find the aviad radicals in Condel or?"
"Fras d asken, this coronation is one of the biggest gatherings of

Mount haven | eaders that is possible. If they wish to buy allies and
hatch | Wplots they will do it here.™

"There may be hundreds of them and they will not be pleased to see
us."
"So they may reveal thenselves by trying to kill us," Theresla

concluded with an open flourish of her arns.

"Frelle Theresla, | have ideas about dying asleep, in bed, as a very
old man, and in the conpany of soneone else's wife," 4 asken
grunbl ed.

"You will probably die soon, in great pain, and with your body riddled
with bullet holes, Fras d asken, just like the rest of us. 1In the
nmeantime, are you ready to play the part of a suave |lecher with no nore
noral restraint than a pig in a cake shop

"G nk, oink," replied dasken. "And will you be spying, stealing
lying, and killing people?"

"Ch yes. Ah, the driver is stirring. Best to speak only Add Anglian
from now on.'

Serjon Feydanor stood with his father, watching the Inspector General's
staff sifting through the still snoking weckage of the Bartolican gun
wi ng and Pangaver fuel barrels. Serjon was now wearing his cap and
guild crest, the gold radial conpression engi ne of the engi neers

guild. H's crest was dull and griny, yet every few mnutes he took a
handkerchief to polish the silver wings on his collar that marked him
as a registered flyer.

"OfF course this is only to be expected,” Serjon pronounced sol emly,
wi ping at the silver w ngs yet again.

"What do you mean?" asked guild master Jeb Feydanor, wondering what
his stepson had seen that everyone el se had m ssed.

"This is thirteen weeks and thirteen years since Warden Darris made his
first solo flight, | checked in the adjunct's register. Now he should
have--"



"Serjon, give it a rest! W're guilds nen not astrol ogers."

Wth that Feydanmor turned away in exasperation, and began to slowy
circle around the crash site. Serjon glanced across to Brantic's
distant sail wing then went after his father

"Warden Brantic's sail wing has 13 in its flock designator code,"
Serjon continued as they paced together. "Il tried to warn him
yesterday but he called ne an ignorant Yarronese peon."

"You are an ignorant Yarronese peon," replied Feydanor testily. "You
give the rest of us a bad nane with your superstitions--and that
badge! "

Jeb snatched the cap from Serjon, rubbed the gold radial engine crest
on his sleeve until it shone out against the dark cloth, then janmed
the cap back on his son's head. They passed an officer of the
Bartol i can ner chant carbineers who was standing with his arns fol ded,
al so watching the investigation. Once the guild master and his stepson
had their backs to himhe sniled and nodded i nperceptibly.

Warden-heir Align Damaric of Yarron also stood at the crash site,
payi ng his respects to the dead nobles. Thoughts and associ ati ons
passed through his mnd as he searched for a reason for the tragedy.
@Qunwi ngs were kept in the air by fuel barrels and guilds nmen tents, yet
how inglorious it was for a warden to end his life by smashing into a
pile of barrels.

He becanme aware of a girl nearby, a Bartolican noble with a | cose plait
of red hair that reached down to her knees. She had her nouth covered
wi th her hands, and there were tears streanming fromher eyes. The tiny
pennons sewn onto the shoul ders of her sleeves declared that she was of
the royal house of the Airlord Designate. Alion walked across to

her .

"A tragedy of the very worst kind," he said in Bartolican. "Did you
know t hen®"

"Hardly at all," she replied, staring unfocused into the litter of
black nr char. "I weep for the tragedy, but | weep with joy that they
di ed honorably,

fl inagun wing Ohers say they were fools, dying for the sake of a
better viewin the coronation, but..."

"They died honoring their new air lord Setme. \What better way could
they have died? In bed? 1In a training flight?"

ot/,

"Ch sair, you do understand--"

She turned, then caught sight of the gold Yarronese | acework on
Alion's flight jacket. She backed away a step

Id

"Warden-heir Alion Damaric, at your service, Seme," he said, bow ng
fromthe waist. "I nmay be Yarronese, but | amnot evil."



The girl recovered her conposure, stepped forward again, and took his
iltr hand, bowing in turn.

"Pl ease, your pardon, sair. | am Sanondel of the Leovor estate. You

you startled me, | do apol ogi ze, again. Just now sone ignorant
Yarronese at guil dsman was saying that they died because of thirteen in
a flock designate or or sone such rubbish.”

he

"They died through chance, but chance also |let them die honorably,"
Alion said solermmly. "There is nothing nore to say."

1la

They wandered away together. Alion gave the Bartolican princess a d|t

tour of the gun wings of his father's estate before escorting her back

to the lull palace. As they passed the tents and wi ngs of the Jannian

estate a guilds etll man tapped Serjon's shoul der as he worked with his
head beneath an

engi ne cow i ng, hoping to get grease on his engi neer's badge agai n.

"Al ways happens,"” said Pel Jemarial, guild master of Jannian's air |ad
frame guild. "Wenever there's a gathering of the flocks sone young
fools lies fromthe wong side of a feud decide to fall in love."

Serjon | ooked out fromthe open cowing of the sail w ng and gl anced
lirl( at the couple.

"Lucky fools" was all that he had to say to his warden's airfrane
guil d master

In spite of the hundreds of towns and cities that Rosenne Rodri guez had
travel ed to, she was still astounded by the nagnificence of the capita
of Greater Bartolica. The inter dominion trammvay | ed through the nost

i mposing parts of the city: across w de canals, over boul evards teening
wi th peopl e, under nighty arches, through tunnels, and finally over a
huge stone bridge | ooking down al ong the processional avenue to the air
| ord pal ace.

The angul ar Sky Tower of the pal ace reached up above its other spires,
as if standing guard over the ancient throne rooms red-tile and stone
arch roof, and park |l ands encircled the palace like a ruff of green

| ace.

Across the steamtrain's cabin the envoy's three servants were
observing the city as well. Theresla and Darien were the sanme age as
the envoy, and all three wonen had their hair bound tightly and w apped
in scarves. d asken wore a scarlet hat on which an ostrich feather
bobbed.

"This is wonderful!" excl ai mred Rosenne, cl apping her hands as they
passed within the flying buttresses of an ornate bridge whose



ext ensions net above the track way "Unbelievable, fantastic,
enchanting!"

"Wonderful ," Theresla replied mechanically, attentive but |ess
ent husi astic than her mstress.

A asken was attentive too, but in the way that a bodyguard is
attentive. The tramways had been laid to a plan, and that was to

i mpress visitors arriving fromother dom nions. Two thousand years and
si x dozen generations of nmasons had nade the city what it was, and
not hi ng had been lost for a long tinme. Munthaven's wars were not the
type that laid cities waste

The steamtram slowed as it approached the way station and was switched
into the Airlord's platform The chuffing of the steam engine faded to
hi ssing as the tram stopped am d acrid exhaust fumes and the sweet
aroma of al cohol and seed oil. Wod-fired steamtrans were banned from
Condel or, as their exhausts soiled the stonewrk. @ asken opened the
door and stepped out, then nodded to the envoy that it was safe.

I nspector General Roric Hannah was waiting for the envoy, resplendent
in the boul evard coat and gold chains that he was wearing for the
viewing of the fly past later that day.

"The Airlord Designate's welcome to you, Semme Envoy Rosenne Rodriguez

of Veraguay," he said in AOd Anglian, with a manner that man aged a m x
of grace, dignity, deference, and superiority. "l amlnspector Genera

Rori c Hannah."

Rosenne bowed slightly, then | ooked Roric directly in the eyes.

"In all my travels from Veraguay, | have never seen such a beautifu
city," she decl ared

Har man bowed again, the trace of a smle on his lips. She had said
beautiful rather than magnificent, but she was nonethel ess in awe of
the capital. Geater Bartolica was indeed magnificent, beautiful, and
nore. Theresla and Darien stepped onto the stone platformand an

of ficial beside Harman snapped his fingers. Two guards and a liaison
clerk cane forward.

"Your servants will be sent to prepare your new residence," Harnman told
t he envoy.
"l advise against it, Ladyship,"
with you."

G asken runbled warily. "M pace is

"Ch Juan, there is no danger," Rosenne replied. "I have all these
Bartol i can guards, but Theresla and Darien have only you."

"I was not hired to protect servants,"” d asken replied firny.

Harman noted that G asken had preserved his fitness against the years
and wonder ed about the studded |eather collar that encircled his neck
He was cl ean-shaven except for a heavily waxed and dyed nustache that
sat like a spindle on his upper lip, and a pointed goatee beard.
Theresl a was obvi ously Rosenne's chief servant: she held her head up
proudly and had authority in her every gesture. Darien stayed back and
kept her eyes down, not saying a word.

Hannah took a deep breath. "Aureate, nake sure that the servants of



Envoy Rodriguez are taken to their quarters in the Encl ave of
Dom ni ons. G ve them whatever help they need to settle Semme Rodriguez
and make her feel at hone."

He gestured to a pronmenade barge that was tied up in the canal that
flowed beside the tramstation platform The gilt-painted barge was
about twenty-five feet long, and the soft, whispery chuffing of a
four-cycl e conpression engi ne was coning from somewhere beneath the
decking. It was open on the sides, but the sun was held off by a red
canopy fringed with green and gold tassels. There was no sign of any
crew as the party stepped aboard and clipped their Call tethers to the
retaining ring in the middle. One of the guards cast off the ropes and
Harman said sinply, "The palace wing field

The note of the barge's engine rose a little in pitch as they pulled
away fromthe quay and out into the canal

"We Bartolicans like to keep the mechanics out of sight," said the
guard captain as d asken | ooked about in astonishment.

"And why is that, Sair Captain?" he asked in confident AOd Anglian

"So that they will not get ideas about being part of the vista, so that
they will remenber their places as mere cogs in a greater machine.
There are men beneath the decking, although there is little nore than a
foot of clearance. They crawl about on their bellies, tending the
conpressi on engi ne and peeping through slits in the bowto steer."

"This is an inpressive wel cone."

"A stranger made welcone is a friend to be. You are just in time for
the fly past of wardens and allocation of standing ranks for the
coronation tomorrow. W Bartolicans take it very seriously, in fact
three nobles died this norning in their efforts to get here in time for
t hose cerenonies.”

They glided anmid gardens of flowering vines hangi ng down fromthe stone
sides of the canal and trailing in the water. All the bridges were
drawn back, even though the | ow barge could have cleared themeasily.
The captain explained to d asken that they were in one of the fleet of
royal barges, and nobody was permtted to be above any barge of the
Airlord of Bartolica.

"That's the official story, at any rate. The truth is that a blind
beggar named Rinol Harz pissed on Airlord Jurmeril the Fourth in 3791
The poor wretch was seized and shot before he'd even had tinme to | ace
up, then

Jureril had every bridge in the city put on hinges. The Yarronese
| ater erected a statute honoring Sair Harz in Forian, their capital."

"So the Bartolicans and Yarronese are not on the best of ternms?" "Not
for nore centuries than the nunber of ny lovers, no. W of Bartolica
strive for the glories of the Age of Cybers. W seek to enulate the
machi nes of that glorious time, using servants instead of cybers, al
the while striving to rebuild the cyber technology itself. The
Yarronese wal l ow in grease and rivets w thout renmenbering what those
rivets and that grease are leading toward. Wat is your |evel of
techni cal achi evenent in Veraguay, Fras @ asken?"

Ah, the thin edge of civility that precedes the wedge of espi onage,



d asken t hought.

"I amonly from Mexhaven, but the envoy often speaks of hone. The |and
i s mountai nous, far nore so than yours. They have wall ed roads,

cabl e-cage rail cars terraced farm ands, and range pens of cobarci."
"Cobarci ?" asked the captain.

"They are like little, fluffy pigs, and are not affected by the Call

The villages are small, and there are only five towns with nore than
ten thousand souls. The cathedrals and universities are in those
towns." "But where do your artisans work?" "They go where demand

| eads them"

"That seens unworkabl e. What about the governments and arnies of their
domi ni ons?"

"The roads are built into the sides of nobuntains and are easily
defended by the town mlitias. The Conciliar nmenbers have no specific
capital or palace, they travel fromtow to town. They are artisans of
organi zation, just |like blacksmths or tailors."

They passed the Encl ave of Dom nions, where the foreign diplomats were
housed. Rosenne said that it rem nded her of a university: al

parkl and with ivy-shrouded buil dings blending in with the trees. One
tower nearby reached high above the trees, a conical structure with a
circular gallery near the top. Hannah proudly announced that this was
part of his mansion. Presently they passed through a gate in the wall
of the outer grounds of the palace, and Harman noticed a |lone figure at
one of the stone |andings.

"Qdd, that's Warden Stanbury," he remarked. "l wonder why he's not
over at the wing field for the fly past

Warden Stanbury paced restlessly beside the pal ace canal, hardly

beli eving that his governor was dead. Carabas had proni sed, and

Car abas never broke a promise. "Your way will be clear for honors," he
had said. Stanbury had thought the nman had the ear of the Airlord

Desi gnate, and had not expected the disaster that had foll owed.

He plucked a sky-blue rose froma bush beside the stone barge quay and
began met hodi cal ly breaking the thorns off the stemand flicking them
into the water. Carabas finally appeared in an oar gig wi th another
man rowi ng, and both of them wore the uniformof the nerchant

car bi neers.

He beckoned Stanbury to join them The well-mannered Carabas was in
his late forties, and although he walked with a slight linp he was as
| ean,

strong, and fit as any warden in his prine.

"It is chronicled that roses were never blue before the engineers of
the twenty-first century took a hand to them" said Carabas with a
neat, circular gesture to the bloomin Stanbury's hand.

"What of hinP" Stanbury asked, |ooking to the | ean but mnuscul ar

rower.



"He knows all that | do, Warden Stanbury. You may speak safely in
front of him"

Stanbury stepped into the oar gig and they pulled out into the center
00, of the canal. There were other boats on the water, all full of
noi sy excursioni sts and bedecked with flowers. The rower began to pace
a barge in

i n which a brass band was pl ayi ng.

Id

"Well, how did you do it?" hissed Stanbury, his heart poundi ng.

"I do a great deal, Sair Stanbury," replied Carabas. "To what do you
tn!  refer?"

tr
"The gun wing crash that killed the Governor of the East Region!"
w

"The I nspector General's inquisitors have been over the w eckage but
found not hing. "

"That's just the field inspection. The guild scrutiny will not be so
easy ell 3 to escape.”

he

"There is nothing obvious to find, a nmere pinprick in the bottom of the
atom zer's float well nothing nore. A stick of wax sealed it shut ini
la tially, but the bypass pipe on which the stick rested becane hot and
caused all the wax to nmelt within a half hour. After that the engine
began to burn an unreasonabl e amobunt of conpression spirit. The fire
burned all traces of all wax fromthe engi ne, and who woul d notice one
tiny hole extra amd all the other danage?"

"So your people did do it. That's bad, the hole will be found when the
pi eces are scrutinized in the guild chanber."

lie
"Good, it is neant to be found."
[T

Stanbury fl opped back in his seat and flung the blue rose into the
wat er .

The enigmatic carbineer clearly had agendas that he could not even
guess at.

"Flight guilds nen guard their wardens' gun wi ngs better than they
guard their own balls. How did your people do it, are they Cal



wal ker s?"

"If you learned the truth, Sair Stanbury, your hands woul d be too
unsteady to take your gun wing up for a duel."

Car abas | eaned back, waving one hand in tine with the music fromthe
barge up ahead. Stanbury folded his arnms and shudder ed.

"Did you have to kill hinP" Stanbury asked in a voice that was barely
audi bl e above the nusic.

Car abas shook his head as if chiding a foolish child. "The Governor
killed hinmself, good sair. The sweep of the Call is only nine miles
deep, he could easily have glided to a field, road, or pond beyond the
sweep and made a forced | andi ng once the conpression engine died."

"That woul d have del ayed his governor's arrival until after the
coronation seating had been decl ared.”

"Ah yes, but what is a |life against an event? Alas, he was determ ned
to land at the palace in time to secure a place that befitted his rank
in the coronation ceremobny. He paid the price of hubris and

anbi tion."

Stanbury had the look of a dirk fang cat cornered by a gang of bird
herders even though the day was warm sunny, and tranquil, and Condel or
resenbl ed nothing nore threatening than one huge carnival

"The CGovernor was not a bad man," said Stanbury mserably. "He
presented ne with ny warden bars... | even flirted with his wife. |
saw her body being carried away. Gah, her hair was burned off and her
skin was charred bl ack and oozi ng bl ood. "

"One way or another, Sair Stanbury, you would have had to destroy
him-in reputation if not in body. Your only problemnow is that
Warden Desondrian is his named successor and will be appointed tonorrow
unl ess you declare himto be unfit."

Stanbury sat forward and hunched his shoul ders as a gun w ng droned
overhead trailing streaners of col ored snoke.

"Desondrian is sure to hand the black glove to ne if | do that. How
will you help me to fight hin? W are evenly matched for any duel."

"I do not help, Sair Warden Stanbury, | provide opportunities. You
have your opportunity, and now you nust cultivate it if you want to
seize a magnificent destiny. Renmenber that chances like this come only
oace in alifetime. Declare an objection to Desondrian's appointnment,
sair, then fight for what is yours to take."

They wer e approachi ng anot her quay by now, and Warden Stanbury was as
anxious to be done with the neeting as he had been to commence it.

"I have been doing sonme research in the registers,” he said, |ooking up
at a gun wing practicing aerobatics. "Your birth, studies, and career
are all recorded, but up until four years ago people have trouble re
calling you."

Carabas smiled easily, as if he had anticipated the question |ong
bef ore Stanbury had thought to ask it.



"The Marquis de Carabas was a character in a very old fairy tale. He
was a man of inportance fromvery far away who did not quite exist. |
am all of those things, Warden Stanbury, so | amcall ed Carabas."

SEAH NeMJLLEH

Juan d asken and the captain of Hannah's escort had by now di scovered
that they shared a strong interest in wonen. While Harman pointed out
the glories of the ancient palace to the Veraguay envoy, across the
barge a rather |less tasteful conversation was taking place between the
captain and

Q@ asken.
"Your Bartolican wonen, do they, ah, jiggy junp?" asked d asken

The captain blinked at the man's bol dness, then smled know ngly and
| eaned cl oser.

nr

"They have strong notherly instincts, Sair G asken. First make them
feel sorry for you. Then--and only then--pay them conplinents. Barto
i|tr Iican wonen tend to be generous of figure, and cl eavages in
particular are a matter of high fashion just now "

"Cl eavages and | are old friends from decades past."
00,

"Mnd out, Sair d asken, that you engage their synpathy first.
O herwi se you may find yourself with a slap on the face."

il

"My face is no stranger to slaps, Captain. Love and war cannot be
e

engaged in wthout casualties."

"OfF course, dasken, | understand. Seduction is part of ny stock-in
trade in the diplomatic service. Public |lies are shouted in councils
and nlr courts, but secret truths are whispered in beds." The captain
gri pped d asken's arm suddenly and inclined his head toward the stone
quay that the barge was approaching. "That rather formi dable battle
tramon the quay is

Senme Laurel ene Harman, the Inspector Ceneral's wife. Don't waste your
el 0 time | ooking for her synpathy."

A asken | ooked in the direction he had indicated to see a wonan in her
md-forties who was a little above average hei ght and consi derably

above average wei ght. She was surveying the canal inperiously. Her
hai r was bound back tightly to hang in a plait festooned with gold and
red

JU | tassels, while her blue, ankle-length skirt was cascading with



fl ounces.
etl

Qoviously neant to disguise her figure yet they expand it all the nore,
he decided. As was the current Bartolican fashion, she displayed an
expanse

all of cleavage that was to d asken nore awesone than all uring.

The barge docked and G asken was first to step onto the quay. Laulies
rel ene swept grandly along the flagstones, with a little page boy
runni ng

1l h beside her holding a | ong-handl ed parasol high to keep the sun
fromthe drlt flawl ess white skin of her face and cl eavage. She
st opped before d asken

"Sair Envoy, | am Senme Laurel ene Harman," she declared. "I thought
lie

| should meet you at least, but |I cannot stay. The Airlord Designate's
wi fe has asked ne to--"

By now G asken had bowed so | ow over the white expanse of her breasts
that the waxed point of his beard had di pped into her cl eavage.

She |l et out a squawk of surprise but otherw se retained her
conposur e.

"I regret that | ambut the envoy's guard," d asken expl ai ned as he
strai ghtened. "The envoy is safe in the conpany of your good
husband. "

Hannah was hel pi ng Rosenne fromthe barge. Laurel ene stood speechl ess
while the quite beautiful Veraguay envoy swept al ong the stone quay,
escorted by the Inspector Ceneral.

"Semme Hannah, ny thanks for troubling yourself to neet me here," she
said without waiting for her escort's introduction.

A mnor diplomatic incident was averted by the arrival of an official
of the Airlord Designate, who came clattering down the stone stairs and
whi spered sonet hing to Laurel ene.

"I regret that | nust |eave ny husband to | ook after you," said
Laurel ene to the envoy in a voice as cold as the north wind. "The wife
of nmy new rul er has need of ne."

She cast Hannah a glare that said he woul d soon suffer for this, then
turned and ascended the steps with her parasol boy trotting beside her
Rosenne, Hannah, and d asken clinbed the steps together, then stood
wat chi ng Laur el ene sweepi ng away down the path.

"An... extraordinary wonan," said dasken in a | anguage that neither of
hi s compani ons coul d understand as they set off along the path to the
wing field

"Uh, your pardon, Sair d asken?" said Harman.



"Ah, she is a gracious woman, mstaking nme for an envoy," d asken
replied in Ad Anglian.
"Gracious?" snorted Harman. "would not even wi sh her married to ny

wor st enerry. Well, maybe ny worst eneny, but nobody el se.™

The envoy took Hannah's hand and squeezed it, smling warmy at him
Harman was so startled by the gesture that he stared blankly at her as
t hey wal ked.

"Poor Inspector General, there is little mercy in your life, is there?"
she said gently.

Wiy, |--1 don't know what you nean."

"I see it in your eyes, in the lines on your face, | hear it in the
stiffness of your voice. You were not prepared for this neeting, were
you, Sair Harman?"

"You have a sharp eye, Semme," he admitted wearily.
"Then tell me, dear Sair Harman, why did you cone to wel cone ne while
the rest of the nobles are making nerry at the pal ace?"

Harman gave a sigh that alnost turned into a sob. Sonmehow talking to
Rosenne was like collapsing into a soft, welcom ng bed after a very bad
day. One sinply wanted to trust her and depend on her

"My wife, Laurelene, was supposed to neet you. She said she had better
things to do than trade grunts with sonme barbarian yokel, so | canme in
her stead."

Rosenne put a hand on Hannah's shoul der and ki ssed hi mon the Cheek
"You grunt nost charm ngly, Sair Hannah. Seeing that your wife so
busy, would you do ne the honor of being my escort on this day?"

The wonman adnired him That single fact stood out like a gun wing in a
clear sky. Harman paused to bow low to her, sweeping off his hat to
reveal a prematurely grey and seriously bal di ng head.

"Gracious lady, of course, how could I refuse when your charmall but
reduces nme to tears?"

Sone paces ahead, d asken and the captain were oblivious of the rap
idly flowering romance.

"W are about to see wings and neet wardens," the captain expl ai ned.
"Wardens are our warrior nobility. Each of their fam lies maintains
hereditary engi neers, airframe builders, and other such guilds men to
keep their gun wings and sail w ngs maintained and flying."

"So being a warden is an expensive business?" asked d asken

"I'f you need to ask the cost, you are too poor to qualify. Look
there's another flock of gun wings arriving for the coronation week."

To the north a wedge of dots was noving across the sky. There were
three of the little aircraft, and G asken soon saw that they were
awkward, tri wing shapes painted with heraldic synmbols and codes.
Thei r conpression engines were | oud and insistent as they passed



over head.

"Only Yarronese gun wings the captain said with a sneer. "Now then
anong our dom nions the wardens settle the nore intractable disputes in
duels with their gun wings They are arned with reaction guns nounted
in the nose."”

"Ah, what are reaction guns?"

"They are guns that use the reaction of each shot to reload. They can
fire hundreds of times in a single mnute.”

"But should a Call come past while they are flying they would be as
good as dead!"  asken excl ainmed innocently.

"Ch no, a gun wing flying above treetop height is not affected by the
Call, Sair dasken. Proximty with the ground or contact with the
ground is required, by either rope, building, tree, or whatever. Even
should they land during a Call, they would not blank out until they
were within about fifty feet of the ground. I--"

He had turned, to see Rosenne with her armon Harman's. They were
| aughi ng and smiling, oblivious of the crowd and spl endor around
t hem

"Sair d asken, renenber when you nost bravely di pped your beard into
Senme Laurel ene' s cl eavage just now?" the captain asked, turning away
qui ckly.

"I't was sonething of an accident."
"Well nmy master is currently doing sonething far braver."

Fl own as the preferred weapon of wardens, the gun w ngs of Munthaven's
dom ni ons were what the warhorse had been to the European kni ghts of
three mllennia earlier. Wile hard to tune, expensive to build and
mai nt ai n, underpowered, difficult to naster, and dangerous to fly, they
were nearly



invincible to all but another gun wing as well as being the very soul
of wardenly status.

Only the wardens and a few of their support guilds men flew, | ooking
down on the countryside |ike gods and travel i ng between dom ni ons
within nmere hours.

Serjon Feydanor's family had been in the engineers' guild for
centuries, and they worked for the estate of Jannian, one of the
princi pal wardens of Yarron. Warden Janni an had sent his airfrane

gui ld, engineers' guild, fuelers, and arnorers in advance by steam
trams, along with spare parts and tools. Serjon had flown there in a
spare sail wing but Jannian was to arrive in his gun wing Jannian was
wel I known for meking spectacul ar entrances, however, and he had sworn
to fly not fromhis estate on the border, but all the way fromthe
Yar r onese capital

Jeb Feydanor stood | ooking up at the sky with Serjon and fuel er
gui I dsman Bel l aroy on the part of the wing field assigned to the
Yar r onese.

"A stupid and dangerous gesture," Bellaroy said yet again. "Flying
from Medi an to here woul d have been enough in itself, but Warden
Jannian just had to fly directly fromForian. After what happened this
nor ni ng, too."

"It's nmore than a gesture," said Feydanor with resigned understanding.
"It declares superiority. This says that his wealth is such that he
can rail in his own conplete crews and not depend on Bartolicans, while
his gun wi ngs have such a range that no Bartolican gun wi ng can

touch. "

The droni ng of conpression engi nes becanme di stinct above the background
bustle of the wing field tents and stalls, and through his field

gl asses Feydamor resolved three tri w ngs approaching fromthe south.
The gun wing and two T-class sail wings circled the pal ace once, then
| anded in quick succession. Wrden Jannian's gun wing taxied to the
mai nt enance tents between its two | ess powerful conpanions. The
Bartolican officials who had come to greet himgathered around the gun
wi ng as the canopy was raised. The flyer within renoved a flight cap,
but the head that energed was that of a girl, no nore than ei ghteen
years of age. Her thin, alert face was franed by dark brown,

shoul der-length hair, and wary brown eyes regarded themthrough the
twin oval marks left on her face by her goggl es.

"Warden Jannian is in the starboard T-class,"” she said as they stared
at her speechl essly,

She hurriedly ducked down out of sight within the cockpit. The
outraged officials strode off to Jannian's T-class sail wing just as
Serjon arrived to collect the | ogbooks. He stopped in astoni shnent
when the head of Jenamrial's daughter Bronlar reappeared.

"What are you doing here?" he demanded.

"I"mpleased to see you too, Serjon"

"But you're in the warden's gun w ng

An extra tank was rigged just behind ny head with a twelve extra



gal l ons of compression spirit for the journey. | landed with nearly a
gallon to spare.”

"You flewthis thing all the way from Forian?" he excl ai ned
"Shush, the warden will hear."

The warden did not hear. There was a | oud exchange goi ng on between
himand the Bartolican officials as they wal ked back past the gun
Wi ng

"It is the greatest possible insult to the Airlord of Bartolica to |et
a

)J

mere child, and a girl, fly the very synmbol of wardenly authority and

|chivalry," the wing field adjunct was insisting |oudly.

)n

"Bronlar is the daughter of nmy airfrane guild master and is an
accredited flyer," retorted Jannian. "She is permitted to have flyer
status in order to test gun wings after maintenance or alterations."

"That rule applies to apprentices!" «cried the current duty warden
i]i

"The letter of the rule says 'child' : age and sex are not nentioned,"
t

War den Janni an counter ed.

The adjunct's conposure weakened. "That cannot be true," he
spluttered. ]lIr

"It is true," said the wing field herald reluctantly. "The word is
‘child

rather than 'son', so that adopted sons and stepsons can be incl uded

for
guilds nen wi thout sons.”

"Why were girls not specifically excluded?" demanded the duty
war den.

" "Son, adopted son, stepson, or any other male deemed to be the son
a by law and in line of succession of a guildsman' is twenty-three

wor ds,

"child is but a single word," the herald explained while counting out
words itt on his fingers. "Wen the Guild Charter was sinplified |ast
century such uil abbreviations became conmon."

erll



"But nobody dreamed that the intent of the reforners would be abused
like this!" interjected the adjunct.

el

"Meaning that Bronlar is permitted by law to nake any initial test
flight," added Janni an

"A three-hundred-mle test flight." scoffed the wing field adjunct.
I 1iE

"It was the first flight after the addition of the extra tank," Janni an
[irl assured him

Bronlar's status as a flyer was known in courtly circles as a matter of
debate rather than fact. GOccasionally wonmen woul d ascend to the throne
as air lords of dominions, and one could not be an air |ord wthout
being able to fly. When this happened the air |lord designate was given
sufficient flight training to ascend solo and fire a practice volley at
a target kite

done, they would be accredited as a warden but never ascend again,

as a passenger. A governor's wife had learned to fly with the issue
femal e accreditation still unresol ved anong Yarronese wardenry, but she
had died in a training accident The rank of river had been conferred
nnrm



her as a gesture of synmpathy to the very popul ar Governor Sartov--and
because she was safely dead.

On the other hand Bronlar was female, alive, young, fromthe artisan
class, and superior to nost youths with conparable flight experience.
CGovernor Sartov hinmself had pointed out to Jannian the | oophole in the
i nter dominion regulations that had all owed Bronlar's accreditation to
be passed, but now debate was ragi ng on whet her the | oophole should be
cl osed or whether the talented Bronlar should be allowed to progress to
the squires' lists. The Bartolicans had thought that the girl had been
| ucky enough to survive one or two solo flights in a sail w ng and was
just a pawn in some Yarronese political dispute. Now she had arrived
in a gun wing having set a record for gun wi ng endurance that would
probably have to be entered in the inter-doni nion Annals of Honor

The wing field adjunct | ooked back to the Yarronese gun wing in time to
see the dimnutive Yarronese girl clinmb out of the cockpit. She stood
on a wing, hurriedly conbing her hair in the chase mrror, then brushed
strands fromthe glittering enbroidery of her flight jacket. That
slight touch of fem nine groomng was too nmuch for the adjunct. His
face flushed with anger again, and he threw up his hands in
frustration. This was a clear abuse of the intent of the Guild
Charter, even though no specific breach had taken place. He strode
away in the direction of his tower while Jannian and the duty warden
wal ked of f toward the pennant pole, still arguing.

Bronl ar junped to the ground, then gazed after themas their voices
faded in the distance. Serjon began an assessnent check on the gun
wi ng that she had been flying. He was a year ol der than she, also
lightly built but taller--in fact at an inch below six feet tall, he
was a giant anong flyers. Wavy black hair covered his ears and collar
whil e his protuberant green eyes gave hima sonewhat manic aspect. Hi s
attitude did little to dispel this inpression. As Bronlar sat on the
grass witing her flight report, Serjon withdrew his head fromthe
access hatch and glared at her, his fists on his hips.

"There's no spare gallon in these tanks, Bronlar," he said firmy.
"Your indicator float was ill calibrated. You |landed with only the
fuel in the feed lines Thirteen per its of conpression spirit, to be
exact."

"Yet here | am alive and--"

"By the grace of fortune alone!" he snapped. "Only this norning sone
Bartolican idiot managed to kill hinself and his two passengers while
trying to do less than you just did. Thirteen per its That's very
unl ucky." "Then where is ny bad | uck?"

Serjon glared at her, then held up the measuring gl ass.

"Bad luck is bad luck. Today you collected some, tonmorrow it wll
poi son you."

"Warden Janni an's judgment was good," said Bronlar. "I do whatever he
says. He's always right."

, 'ele Wrdn'e II-"

t hrough cl enched teeth. "Had he been flying this gun wing it would
have cone down before he'd even crossed the Bartolican border



Besi des, |I'mthe neophyte flyer on the estate. | should have fl own
this gun wing here."

"I know," replied Bronlar. "But you weigh nore than nme and woul d have
run out of conpression spirit over the nountains."

Serjon was annoyed to catch hinself practically admtting his
j eal ousy,

but a fight was a fight whether the cause was just or not.

"You are just a synbol for Jannian's reforms," said Serjon, gesturing
al up to the gun wing Bronlar slapped his hand down.

"You and everyone assunme that |'mallowed to do what | do because

[l

| ama girl and a synbol. Well I'ma skilled flyer too! |1'mgood at
nursing a wing along and traveling great distances. | can hang just
above stall speed--"

"I"mbetter at shooting target kites--"

"Aye, but this was about distance."

[i

"You flew here without colors,"” Serjon now declared. "That's very

c
bad | uck, ascending in service or anger w thout colors."

"Luck is what you nake of opportunities, Serjon. Besides, | do have
colors, see here."

Serjon peered at the bunch of ribbons fastened to a tag on the right
err armof Bronlar's red and green |leaf pattern flight jacket. One had
the enbroidered crest of the Jannian estate, another was for the

engi neers guild, another for an unmarried girl, a three was enbroidered
on the next

J|
for the girl was a third daughter, and on the next was a very famliar
famly he crest. Ransdel, of the flight fabric division of the

airframe guild, sauntered

| a up while Serjon was naking his exam nation

"Kallien!" exclainmed Serjon as he put the enbroidered codes
t oget her.
itt

"My own sister!”



ui |
"She hel ped ne nake ny jacket. | wear her colors out of thanks."
fl

"Ni ce needl ework on the jacket," said Ranmsdel approvingly, "but tW
there should be nmore and smaller |eaves--and in gilt thread. Gt is
def

Cinitely you."

"But | should wear Kallien's colors,” cried Serjon

"You have another four sisters, you wear their colors in rotation,"
retorted Bronlar.

tirl

"But, but I'mher brother, she should care for me first."

1)

"Wul d you want me to have ascended in service with no colors, Sair
Serjon? That's bad |uck, you know "

At a total loss for words, Serjon scanned both Bronlar and the gun wi ng

iV for thirteen of anything, but to no avail. His shoul ders sagged and
he scuffed the grass at his feet.

"Perhaps |'d better prepare colors for nyself,’
suddenly gl oomy with resignation

he said at | ast,



"It should be the sane as Kallien's," said Ransdel, m ssing the
sarcasmintended, "except that the maroon ribbon with three will have
to be one and.." what color? No man has ever prepared colors before,
there is no precedent in heraldry--not officially at any rate."

"The air lord flies over his estate burning a violet flare on the night
a son is born, and maroon for a daughter," suggested Bronl ar

"Ch, congratulations, it's a boy," said Serjon

"I"ll do you a set of colors for another half hour of flight time in
the trainer sail w ng offered Ramsdel

Serjon rolled his eyes. "Wy not? |If nore girls keep ascending it may
be the only way 1'lIl get one to notice ne."

They were interrupted by the appearance of Bronlar's father, Pel
Jemarial, who was striding over and smling broadly. Serjon thrust his
head back into the engine's access hatch

"Bronlar, darling, what a girl you are!"™ he cried, hugging her and
whirling her around. "Three hundred mles."

"The weat her hel ped, Papa, it was calmnearly all the way."

"Pah, even a raging nountain stormwould not have stopped you. Cone
al ong now, your nother has your trunk. A flying jacket is hardly
suitable for your first coronation.”

Serjon withdrew his head fromthe engine and stared after them as they
wal ked away toward the acconmpdation tents. Ramsdel was traci ng out
the current Bartolican |adies' fashion for high, w de cleavages on his
own chest, a fashion for which Bronlar was not particularly well
endowed. Ramsdel had no invitation to the coronation, but had sonehow
secured work as a standard-bearer so that he could note the fashions
and tailoring at the great cerenony. H s small, wiry frame, curly

bl ack hair, and olive skin allowed himto pass as someone nuch younger
al t hough he was actually ol der than Serjon

Serjon had no invitation to the coronation; he was just a flyer of the
| owest rank. He began punping conpression spirit into the reserve
tanks to recalibrate the indicator float of the gun wing all the while
hol ding his mnd in a painless blank

6 May 3960: Condel or

The coronation of Leovor VII of Geater Bartolica was as successful as
a court herald' s wildest dreans m ght conjure. The day had begun
overcast. The Airlord Designate arrived in a conpression-engi ne barge
and did a circuit of the six-mle canal npbat that surrounded the inner
gardens of the palace. Children on the banks flung rose petals into
the water before him and chosen Bartolican wardens circled overhead in
their gun wings trailing smoke in the Leovor colors. By the end of
Leovor's circuit, the overcast had broken to show patches of blue, but
the weather still seemed unwilling to provide its blessing. The barge
stopped at the outer bank near the Grand Bridge of Ascension, and the
young heir went ashore, called his nane to

the sentries, and denmanded that the bridge be | owered.



Fifty thousand citizens watched as the huge ash wood bridge runbl ed
down to rest gently on the stone bank of the canal. M dway across the
bridge the Airlord Designate was chall enged by the court herald, who
barred his path with a gilt-handled silk whip. The heir proved his

| i neage by a geneal ogical scroll that he was carrying. The herald then
gave his

at whip to Leovor, stripped his own court finery and regalia to the
wai st, and

)1 knelt for nine cerenonial strokes of the silk whip.

The citizens cheered their approval while the Airlord Designate symlit
bolically asserted his authority over his own court with each stroke.
Leo vor noted with satisfaction that by a slight flick on the downward
stroke

Xl

he coul d | eave inpressive red marks on the herald' s skin w thout
seeming to be brutal. The ceremonial flogging over, an adjunct stepped
for in ward with an inlaid, [acquered box, into which Leovor placed the
whip and closed the lid. Wth an odd little pang he realized that the
next time t3 the Iid was rai sed he woul d be dead and his own heir would
be about to

JfIl whip a herald.
The Airlord Designate wal ked the rest of the way across the bridge,

t hrough the gates to the pal ace gardens and al ong the pronenade between
tn the stone water steps to the open doors of the reception plaza. Not
once did the sun break through to shine upon him He crossed the
nosai ¢ of ninety-five thousand separate stone squares in a full-col or
rendering of the gun wing flown four hundred years earlier by Delvrian
Il at the Battle of

Green River. Antiphonal choirs sang a hytm to Leovor's authority and |
a justice, and at last he emerged through the ironbound oak doors of
the it!"™ throne room Not one stunble, Leovor thought with relief.

ui |

The assenbl ed nobl es of Bartolica and the foreign dignitaries and of
alll ficials all bowed, prostrated, saluted, curtsied, or covered their
faces with their hands with a sound as if a strong wi nd were rushing

t hr ough the

throne room Leovor then wal ked to the throne, seated hinself, and
waited aCd for the Bishop of Geater Bartolica to approach with the
crown. A choir of sons and daughters of Bartolican wardens began to
sing to his health

and wi shed him an inprobably [ong reign while the Bi shop approached.
[tit
Just then the sun broke through the clouds and shone through the gl ass

facets and tinted mirrors in the roof and southern walls, concentrating
its rays so that Leovor gleamed with nulticolored lights as he sat on



the throne. The courtiers gasped at the sudden spectacle. The choir
stopped in md-bar with shock, then quickly resumed. Even the bishop
took a step back and nearly let the crown drop. Seconds |ater trunpets
bl ared and choirs all through the palace sang the anthem of G eater
Bartolica as Leo vor was crowned in a blaze of light that the

auspi ciously lucky break in the clouds had best owed.



The Bi shop ascended a stone dias bound with strips of gold. He
cleared his throat.

"Your Majesty, nobles of Bartolica, worthy guests from ot her dom n

i ons, | ook about you at the splendor of this palace, and of the mighty
yet beautiful city of Condelor. Stop and consider for a nonment how
such a magnificent capital can be maintained in the face of the three
scour ges.

"The Call sweeps across our |and every few days and seeks to lure us
away in a nmindless reverie, yet we are still here when the Call has
passed, three hours later. Wy are we here in the face of the mghty,
the irresistible Call? The streets are built to gently guide folk
allured by the Call into curved haven walls, the Call towers ring out a
warning of at least ten mnutes as the invisible allure stal ks over
fromthe east, and there are many public tethers and tether rails.
Those in trans or barges are safely tethered, and dead hand brakes and
anchors stop them safely. Overhead at |east one warden is al ways
flying, watching over this city and above the Call's ac cursed reach
For all of this you nmust thank the Airlord.

"The Sentinels are the second scourge. Should anyone be so full of
pride and confidence to build a barge, tram regal, or gun w ng of
greater length or breadth than twenty-nine feet six inches, what would
be its fate? Wen next a Sentinel Star passed overhead by day or by
night, and if that vehicle was nmoving, it would be seared to ash with
such speed that the blink of an eye could well mask its passing.
Nevert hel ess, nobles may fly in safety, steamtrans carry merchants and
t heir goods across nountains and deserts on rails of wood shod with
steel, barges ply our rivers and canals, and push drays runbl e al ong
our country roads behind teans of free, hearty laborers. The

i nspectors, the standardeers, the guilds nmen and the artisans that keep
our civilization flourishing within that confinenent of twenty-nine
feet six inches, all of those nen are under the direct patronage of the
Airlord of Bartolica.

"And the third scourge, that which kills electrical essence devices:
how can it be that we have flourished without the electrical engines
and | amps for two thousand years? It is because our Airlord is the
patron of work shops, artisan halls, and other such places of research
and these devel op ways to clinb back to the anci ent achi evenents

wi t hout el ectrical essence. Such research gave us the conpression
engi ne many centuries ago, and noved war into the sky where it is
har m ess.

"In the twenty years past that Airlord Parttral the Fourth reigned,
there have been less than a thousand Bartolicans lost to the Call. 1In
that same tinme not a single vehicle has been burned by the Sentinels.
Surely this is Divine blessing on both his rule and the Bartolican way.
Today the clouds parted to enshrine Airlord Leovor in |light as he was
crowned, and who can deny that this is a sign of better things to cone?
War den nobl emen W1l patrol the skies to keep Greater Bartolica safe
fromforeign invasion and warned against the Call. Squires, guilds nen
and artisans will keep the



Wi ngs, conpression engines, and guns maintained as they have for un

counted centuries. Inspectors, clerks, and nerchants will travel the
vastness of Bartolica and preserve its unity, and the estatiers and
their tenants will keep our tables |aden and our wardrobes full.

"Let us now pray for the blessing of a prosperous and gl orious reign
under our new ruler, Airlord Leovor the Seventh of G eater
Bartolica."

The bishop led the chant, and all but Leovor hinself joined in the
"at responses. As he sat presiding over his first grand cerenony it
seened to the new Airlord of Bartolica that the wing field disaster of
t he previous day

had been such a terrible msfortune that it had sponged up all the bad
| uck

[I'l that could possibly befall the coronation cerenmony. Heaven itself
had

) 11 obvi ousl y--and publicly--blessed his coronation

Neverthel ess, his first official duty of appointing a new governor for
the East Region was still to come. His protocol advisers had been
franti

IJ cally coaching himfor the Governor's investiture in every spare
nmonent in since the very hour that the gun wing crashed, however, and
Leovor actu i; ally felt rel axed and confident about the words and
procedures. The pre

JI limnary report fromthe Inspector CGeneral had been presented, and
it mentioned that nothing suspicious had been found in the w eckage.
War

Itr den Darris, who had also died in the disaster, had been naned as

t he dead governor's recomended successor. In the opinion of the
Ofice of Char r acter and Heral dry, Warden Desondri an of Lem hara was
the next in line Il for the position

he

Wthin the crowd that packed the throne roomthe envoy from Vera guay
and her guard were follow ng the cerenony as best they could. They | a
could understand only A d Anglian, the comon schol arly | anguage, but
tit all the coronation's speeches and decl arations were in

Bartolican.

@ asken felt a tug at his sleeve, and he turned to see a maid from
t he

Hannah househol d. Al though not a short woman by any means, she had
afll to go up on her toes to whisper in dasken's ear. Never one to
m ss any opportunity, he bent down to listen and slipped an arm about
her wai st.

IC

"Ch! Sair, ah, the Inspector Ceneral w shes the Veraguay envoy to cone



to a soiree in five days," she whispered rapidly.

"Way not tell her yourself?" d asken whispered back, his |ips brushing
her ear.

lirlr

"Sair d asken, the, ah, Inspector General does not want unseenly
runors..."

Her voice trailed off. d asken nodded know ngly.

"So, he has the nmessage delivered as if you and | have a tryst
i nst ead.

Lucky me."
"Ch Sair, | would never presune such a thing."

"Ah, unlucky ne," d asken sighed

Her face suddenly displayed a grin, and she gave hima little nudge
wi th her hip.



"Well, we should act the part out | suppose,” she said coyly.

"Join me when we go into the gardens later, | shall have a reply from
the envoy and ... we may speak nore easily."

"Suit d asken, ask her only to hold the evening free. A formal
invitation will only be delivered with an hour's notice. The w fe of
the In spector General is not at all understandi ng where the Veraguay
envoy i s concerned."

"I understand," said d asken, allowing his hand to slide from her wai st
to caress her runp.

The maid had no nore to say, but she lingered for another mnute before
melting into the cl ose-packed cromd. Wen she had gone the envoy took
d asken by the arm and whi spered to him

"So you are nmking friends already, Sair d asken?"

"Only exploring diplomatic channels, Senme Envoy. Ch, and by the way,
| believe that a certain Bartolican wishes to explore your own
di pl omati c channel ."

"Wul d he be an I nspector Ceneral ?"

"He woul d, and he wishes to invite you to an evening of refined
pl easures on May the el eventh. You are advised to keep the evening
free and expect a | ate sumoning."

"I am di sposed to accept such advice. He is a dear, well-neaning, and
vul nerabl e man. Wy can't you be like that, Sair d asken?"

"Because | echerous, shiftless wetches have a better tine of it. |
shal I pass your disposition on to his maid."

"You must cone along and protect nme when | attend. Hs wife is a
dragon. "

Just then the Bishop ended the prayers. The court herald called for
attention, then announced that Airlord Lovor woul d speak. Fighting an
automatic inpulse to stand, Leovor declared fromthe throne his
intention to appoint a new governor as his first act of office. The
crown had been on his head for only mnutes, and it was a great display
of statecraft and maturity. H's father had nerely declared a week of
festivities at his own coronation two decades earlier. Leovor

enunci ated the prescribed words clearly, mssing none, and managed
quite a comrandi ng tone. \Wen he had finished, the court herald
stepped forward and the Airlord rel axed everything but the nuscles of
his face and his bearing. H's part was over, and he was practically
nmelting into the throne with relief. Nothing could go wong now.

"Warden Al exes Desondrian, come forward in the nane of the Airlord!"
conmanded the court herald, and the nobl e stepped before the throne and
went down on one knee. "In the nanme of the Airlord | ask if you are
willing to accept the honor of this appointnment?"

The question was indirect, so as to avoid the chance of a slight to the
Airlord in the event of a refusal. 1In this case there was no sneh "
"l accept," answered Desondri an



"If any peer of the Convocation of Bartolican Wardens sees fit to warn
the Airlord of an inpedinment to this appointnent, |et himspeak now,"
declared the court herald, grandly and gravely.

"I do!" cried Warden Stanbury, stepping forward.

The court herald froze with surprise. He had never heard a chall enge
in a dozen such appointnments, and he had to think frantically to
renmenmber the formof reply. The Airlord had even | ess experience in
such matters, but knew enough of the cerenbny to realize that it was
beneath the dignity of a nonarch to be directly involved. He renained
di screetly inpassive and above it all

"Decl are your name and war denate ordered the court herald. "I am
Warden M kal Stanbury of the Wardenate Stanbury." "Warden M kal
Stanbury, state your grounds or hold your peace." "The |ate Governor

Movael Merrotin, Semme Merrotin, and Warden Darris were well known to
me, and | am sure that they woul d never have taken such a foolish risk
as led to their deaths. | petition for a crimnal inquisition before
Governor Movael Merrotin's successor ascends to that office. |

regi ster ny dismay at the unseemy haste with which Sair Al exes
Desondri an has accepted the appointnent, w thout the scrutiny chanber's
results having cleared Warden Darris' judgnment as contributing to his
own death."

Desondrian had not in fact wi shed to ascend to the office so quickly
after his friend s death, but the new air lord courtiers had been
anxious to enbellish the coronation cerenmpnies with an appoi ntment.
Faced with blanming his air lord for undue haste or defending the insult
hi nsel f and thereby acting as chanpion of the Airlord, Desondrian chose
the path of honor and sacrifice. He rose to his feet and wal ked
forward, renoving the black glove fromhis right hand. Standing before
Stanbury, he held out the glove, then dropped it before the
chal l enger's fingers could close on it. Rather than bend before
Desondrian to accept the glove, Stanbury put his hands on his hips and
spat, hitting the glove squarely. Desondrian reddened and his |ips
pressed together. After an exchange of nurderous glares both turned
and bowed to Leovor.

"The Airlord has deened that this sane day the position of governor is
to be filled," the court herald concluded, "so in duty to the Airlord
you will fight this very hour. The victor will ascend to the office in
di spute. Go to your guilds men and make ready to duel ."

Envoy Alveris Sartov, governor in absentia of NorthYarron, was not the
preferred choice of company for nobst Bartolican nobles, but Regiona

| nspect or Wander Harman valued his fair and forthright opinions. The
man was like a mirror, and if what was reflected therein was not to the
taste of the original, then blamng the mrror was hardly sensible. As
usual , Sartov start, but he was still steady on his feet.

"There's nobody el se here?" asked Sartov as they clinbed the stairs of
the observation tower.

"No, there's no Bartolicans for you to insult."
"There' syou."

"Ah, but | amnot easily insulted."



They stood together on the bal cony of the tower at the east corner of

t he Hannah mansi on, whi ch conmanded a good view of the southwest of the
pal ace and the wing field There the preparations were under way for
the duel, the sword that would slash apart the threads of knotted

di pl omacy. The courtiers and guests had dispersed to their homes and
hostelries to watch fromthe confort of their own towers. This due

i nvol ved the judgnment of the Airlord and thus synbolically had to be
hel d above the city and above his grounds. Such duels were rare, and
it was unusual for nore than half a dozen to be held in a decade.

There was no wind at all, and sound carried very well over the holiday
hushed city. A fanfare of massed trunpets sounded in the distance, and
was followed by the cheering of thousands of spectators who were
gathered in the vicinity of the pal ace--and who were nostly ignorant of
the dispute at the heart of the duel. The sound of conpression engines
cut through as the cheering subsided. A servant appeared with pairs of
field gl asses for both the Regional Inspector and his guest, and
mount ed them on chase franmes. Both aircraft were plainly visible on
the wing field painted in the heraldic colors of the two Bartolican

war dens.

"So, the Conciliator has failed," Sartov observed.

"Sometines a result is nore inportant than justice,"” replied Wander
"Settlenent by conbat does at |east produce a result.”

Down anmid the turmoil on the wing field Stanbury spread his arns w de
and addressed a group of nobl e onl ookers.

"I came here with no intent of dueling, so | wear the colors of no |ady
on ny arm" he pleaded. "WII any lady honor me with the warnth of her
colors, or nmust | face the sky with nmy heart cold and my | uck
ecl i psed?"

Most of the nobl ewonen present hesitated, but Sanmondel skipped forward
at once, sweeping a bunch of enbroidered ribbons fromthe clip on her
sl eeve.

"Wear the colors of Sanondel of Leovor, Warden Stanbury," she decl ared,
and he accepted themw th a bow

"Wardens may fight for the honor of air lords and | adies, Seme
Sanondel, but on this day a |l ady did indeed come to the rescue of a
warden's honor," he said with gallant flair.

Away in the serenity of the Inspector General's residence, Sartov
strained for sounds of action fromthe wing field. The conpression
engi nes of the distant aircraft revved briskly, as if inpatient to be
al of t.

"I heard that they are both using Dai nzer engi nes and M scafi guns,"
Sartov said, as if to show that he took this very seriously.

"That is correct. Stanbury is Desondrian's cousin, so he has the right
to use the work of their famly guilds. | believe that the Dai nzer

Gui | dmast er of Engi neers has cursed Stanbury for the affront and
commanded all those of his house to render no assistance to him
Gremander had to do all the enhancing and tuning."

The crowd at the distant wing field cheered as a fanfare sounded agai n.



The guilds nen dispersed fromaround the two gun wi ngs and the aircraft
were | eft standing together at a white line across the flight strip The
city's marshal strode out before the gun wings fromthe Hannans' tower
he was a bright, tiny figure in scarlet robes. He walked first to
Stanbury's gun wing then to Desondrian's before taking a black flag
fromhis aide and wal ki ng down the entire length of the flight strip

Wander was still focusing his field glasses as the Marshal began wavi ng
the black flag and the Dai nzer engines of the two gun wings roared. To
Harman they | ooked |ike distant white Vs painted on the wing field
flight strip They clinbed into the air, then banked away in opposite
directions, each turning for their respective tourney towers.

Tournanent rules applied to duels, and they had to circle their own
tower at less than its height before engagi ng the opponent. They were
evenly matched, and Harnman foll owed Desondrian as he flew for the
tower, his gun wing only a few feet fromthe ground. At the tower he
pull ed up steeply, clawing for altitude and circling for the sun
Stanbury sped outward, but in a shallower clinb.

Wthin two mnutes Desondrian had the advantage of altitude while
Stanbury was better placed to use the sun's glare. Both clinmbed in
tight spirals, but Desondrian was edging closer to his opponent.
Desondri an broke and dived, yet Stanbury continued to clinb as he
approached. Desondrian was trying for a tail pass, but Stanbury rolled
his aircraft and turned into an even steeper, straight clinb.

"If he stalls, he's dead!" exclained Sartov, but Stanbury had judged
his speed well. The gun w ngs swept through a head-on pass, reaction
guns chattering, then broke into a chasing circle and again fought for
hei ght as they pursued each ot her

The Mount haven epi cs descri bed how wardens used to duel wth unpowered
sail w ngs pushed over cliffs. The object then was to descend nore
slowy than one's opponent. There was grace and style in such a
tournanent, but this had no such style and finesse. It was all brute
power and speed.

Just then, Stanbury broke out of his circle and arced outward as
Desondrian turned to pursue him Again as the gun w ngs converged
Desondrian found hinself facing an al nost stalled opponent who was
nevert hel ess facing himand firing. On the other hand, Stanbury
presented a far better target, and fragments of fabric scattered into
the air as the two aircraft passed. Yet again they ended up in a
chasing circle, clawning for height. For a third time Stanbury broke
and turned to intercept Desondrian's pursuit, and again the gun w ngs
sl ashed at each other in a head-on pass before dropping back into a
chasing circle five thousand feet |ower.

"Stanbury took hits again," said Sartov. "He nust have a reason for
offering hinself as a target |like that."

"I nexperience," replied Wander

St anbury broke again, but this tinme instead of diving Desondrian cane
around in a wide arc, intending to catch Stanbury's gun wing after it
had lost altitude in its near-stall. It never happened. Stanbury
banked to clinb in a countercl ockwi se circle, gaining precious

hei ght .

"Good Lord, he's won!" exclaimed Sartov. Wander nodded gravely in



agr eenent .

Stanbury rolled into a dive, and Desondrian tried to emulate his
opponent's ploy of firing froma near-stall. Stanbury had the benefit
of practice, however, and confidently raked his cousin's gun wing with
his twin Mscafis. Desondrian broke into another chasing circle, but
there was a thin streaner of dark snmoke trailing fromthe engine of his
gun wing Stanbury closed with the advantage of full power, and within
anot her m nute had clinmbed above Desondri an and cut across the chasing
circle. Now only one pair of Mscafis chattered as Desondrian's gun
wi ng bucked and swerved within a deadly hail of shots. He dived,
roiled, did a spin-turn, then dived again, but Stanbury nerely dropped
back and cl osed again each tine.

"He has height and power, damm him" said Wander. "Desondrian can do
nothing but fly the silk."

At that noment Desondrian's gun wi ng bel ched a plume of black snmoke and
rolled on its back before dropping into a steep dive. Stanbury

foll owed wi t hout attacking, dropping back and plainly taking a

chival rous aspect. Desondrian's gun wing recovered at rooftop |evel,
gai ned height, then leveled out, all the while trailing black snoke.
Suddenly his port wing snapped, its structure burned out by the flames
trailing fromthe engine. The gun wing seemed to give up like a

vanqui shed warrior. Desondrian |eaped fromthe gun wing his parachute
stream ng behind him The canopy opened al nost horizontally; then both
gun wi ng and warden crashed into a stand of ancient, ornanmental fir
trees. Stanbury turned for the wing field giving a single roll. There
were cheers and fanfares in the distance. Red and white pennants were
di spl ayed at the pol es over the pal ace gates.

"Had Stanbury but kept doing those head-on passes Desondrian woul d have
shredded himlike a target kite," said Sartov as he turned away to go
back inside. Wander foll owed.

"Desondrian tried to ride his tail, to humliate him" said the

Regi onal Inspector. "Those head-on exchanges nade Stanbury | ook brave
and tenacious. Desondrian's famly wanted the eneny discredited, not
just haps Stanbury was counting on Desondrian having a political agenda
be hind his tactics."

A rocket trailing black snoke rose from where Desondrian had conme down.
Wander watched it through the open doorway of the gallery.

"So he is dead," Wander decl ared, although there was not a soul in the
city above the age of four who did not know the meani ng of a rocket
trailing black snoke.

a

They turned their backs on the scene of the duel and settled into a
pair r! of chairs. A footman waited with a tray of glasses and a jug
of wine chilled by ice flown in by some warden for Leovor VII's table,
but whi ch had been sonehow divided and distributed el sewhere. Wander
took a distorted lead ball and rolled it between his fingers. Sartov
sat down and pressed the tips of his index fingers against his lips as
t he footman poured his wi ne.

"Desondri an di ed beneath his parachute," said Sartov. "In the public



|i eye he died in the act of surrender--and while Stanbury was
chival rously

El standing off. Stanbury has won nore than a duel for his famly, he
has won honor and influence as well."

"The tone of your voice is dark," Wander observed as he toyed with
| r the musket ball.

"Dark, yes. Stanbury is a fine warrior and warden, but he and his
fam ly are anbitious and unpredictable. Although Bartolica' s nobles
have no | ove for them they synmbolize glory and honor triunphant for
all those

who have ever been overl ooked or neglected in the interests of good po
I itics."”

"You talk in obvious truths, Envoy Sartov, but what could Stanbury and
hi s peopl e do?"

ill

"Shake the peace of the Munthaven dom ni ons, Regional |nspector
Har man. "

13

"Madness. The wardens of Cosdora and Yarron are both an even match for
Greater Bartolica's, and all the southern dom nions would rally agai nst
us if Senner, Montras, or Westland were attacked. Bartolica would
have

IC

formal wars with as many as five dom nions, yet is scarcely united
enough for even one."

"Do you really think so? A chivalric war is a good way to ensure unity
among war dens. "

"I""'msure of it."

Stanbury was gracious in victory, paying respects and consolation to De
sondrian's wi dow as soon as he | anded, then praising the dead warden's
skills to the adjunct. He finally returned Sanondel's favor wth

pr of use thanks.

"The power of your favor is exceeded only by your beauty and ki ndness,
Senme Sanondel of Leovor," he said as a circle of admring nobles and
gui l ds nen appl auded. "Wbuld that it could be avail able next tine |
ascend in service or anger."

"Wuld that a | ady be lucky enough to be tied to your heart by then
Governor Stanbury," she countered gracefully.

Alion stood in the background, |ooking studiously at the toes of his
brass-capped parade boots and with his hands clasped firmy beneath the
tails of his flight jacket. As the group began to disperse he scarcely



noti ced. Sanondel touched his arm He | ooked up

"My lady, | had no idea!" he exclained in a sharp whisper. "Yesterday
| thought--no, | nean |I hoped that--"

"Alion, hush. The new governor was caught al one and w thout col ors,

and | came to his aid. It was the honorable and chivalric thing to
do." "OF course, of course, but--"
"Alion, I would be honored if you would wear my col ors when next you

ascend in service or anger. Keep themuntil then."

"My | ady, Semme Sanondel!" whispered Alion, going down on one knee and
ki ssing the hand that held the bunch of ribbons out to him

Not far away a group of commoners was watching. The young Yarronese
guilds fol k could not hear what words were being spoken, but the
expressions on the faces of Alion and Sanondel spoke far | ouder

"I think they're so sweet and romantic," said Kallien Feydanor,
Serion's youngest sister.

"The stitching on her colors is sound, but |acks inagination," observed
Ransdel

"I hear she once flew a sail wing trainer,"
There were thirteen ribbons in her colors,’
good will come of it."

Bronlar said with approval.
Serjon pointed out. "No

Wander had returned to the wi ndow to watch Stanbury's gun w ng bei ng
nmobbed as it |anded. Presently he turned to the footman, spoke an
order, and went back to his chair. The footnman reappeared with a | ong
case and presented it to Sartov, then left the rooftop gallery.

"Pl ease, open it," Wander pronpted.

Sartov lifted a beautifully made flintlock pistol fromthe case.

Al t hough there was sone damage to the wood of the stock, it | ooked
servi ceabl e, and had been cl eaned and oiled recently. Its action was
firmand sound.

What do you think?" Wander asked. "Not an ornament" was Sartov's
verdict. "This is the work of a guildsman who specializes in such
weapons, yet to ny knowl edge no such guilds nen exist. Does it
wor k?"

"I have tested it nyself. It has a heavy kick, but shoots true."” "Who
made it?" asked Sartov, intrigued.

"l  had hoped you nmight help ne with that natter. A trapper on the
northern Call scour frontier has his terriers trained to foll ow nen

lured away by the Call. The dogs bring back itens dropped and

di scarded by the dooned followers of the Call, often after days
away. "

"It is aliving, | suppose, and no | ess honorabl e than diplomacy."

"One of his dogs found this four years ago, but the trapper thought it
of no inportance or value. He added two nore pegs to his gun rack and
there it stayed until | happened to pay a visit relating to noonshine



whi sky production in the area."
Wander took the lead ball that he carried and tossed it to Sartov.

"I't probably shot this half-inch ball--which was cut fromthe body of
the man it killed back in 3956. It was fired in near darkness at quite
a long range. \Woever used this was very experienced with flintl ocks,
and beat an opponent on his own ground who had a rapid-fire carbine
made by a reputable guildsman. How do you expl ain that?"

Sartov thought for a nonent.

"Logi c suggests that an elite warrior fromsone distant Call haven has
reached Bartolica. |In his Callhaven they have very skilled artisans,
yet their weapons |ag behind ours by centuries."

"Such a visitor should have caused a sensation, yet |, the Regiona

I nspector, heard nothing. Either this is an el aborate prank, or there
really have been visitors froma renote but civilized dom nion that
fled hone at once.”

"Or they are known to highly ranked people within Bartolica."

"That is true, and thus worrying. Wy would a pair of explorers arned
with flintlocks be kept such a cl ose secret?"

"l cannot say, but then there are nmany things that | cannot explain
about your domi ni on, Wander. Wy are so many carbi neers being
recruited by Bartolica's merchants for the trammvay nmilitias? Your

outl aw problemis no worse than Yarron's, yet your merchant carbineers
have increased tenfold in the four years past."

"Why worry? You can't wage war with carbineers," said Wander
di smssively. "The Mexhaven dom nions do," said Sartov.

"Maybe so, but their nobles have no gun w ngs

Later that afternoon the Inspector General released his scrutiny
inquisition ruling on the death of the late governor. He found that
the fuel system of Governor Merrotin's gun wi ng had been tanpered wth,
and as the Dainzer guilds nen serviced both the governor's gun w ng and
that of Desondrian, suspicion fell upon the house of Dainrer. All
field engineers and artisans were ordered to be arrested, and their
tool s and assets i npounded.

Not only had Stanbury been proven right, he was al so shown to be an
excel | ent judge of character and behavior. His bravery and skill in
the air made himall the nore of a hero. The new air lord formally
confirmed him



as governor of the East Region, and | auded himbefore his court, the
envoys, and the visiting dignitaries as being an exanple of the finest
virtues of Bartolican chivalry.

That eveni ng Wander Harman was at hone havi ng di nner when the mansion's
mai n door slanmed. The boom reverberated throughout the |arge
resi dence. Wander | ooked up to see the footman w nce.

"My nother is in another of her tenpers,"” Wander commented, the forkful
of emu neat poised just below his |ips.

"Semme Laurel ene has been in a continuous tenper since the envoy from
Veraguay arrived in Condelor, Sair Wander," the footman replied.

"So | have observed, yet what is the problen? M father has had
di screet dalliances before.”

"They were discreet, Sair, and for those which Semme Laurel ene
di scovered he was given a great deal of tongue. Wth the envoy there
is no discretion, and--"

The doors to the dining hall were flung open by Laurel ene, who storned
in wthout breaking stride. She was dressed in an afternoon gown with
a skillfully designed and sewn franmework supporting an expansive
cleavage rimed with olive-gold frills. The rest was just an

i mpression of gold brocade and ruffles to Wander as she swept up to the
tabl e and pounded so hard with her fist that the silverware jingled.

"That filthy, lecherous stoat did it again!" she thundered. "The
Veraguayan guard of that scrawny little hen of an envoy!"

"Sair A asken is fromSierra Madre i n Mexhaven, he--"

"Don't contradict nel" she shouted, pounding the table over and over
again. "He, he hung about with Kyleal. | feared for her virtue so
sent her on an errand and renonstrated with himin person. 1 told him

that | oose and fast romance was not the Bartolican way, but he replied
that he did but learn by exanple--that was a remark about your

shanel ess father, make no m stake. Then he swept off that absurd
feathered hat of his and bowed to me so low that the filthy waxed point
of his beard dipped into ny, ny... cleavage!"

An adventurous man, thought Wander. He clasped his hands, rested his
chin upon them and tried to | ook synpathetic.

"OfF course | conplained to your father but it did no good. That's the

second tine that Veraguayan guard has shaned me in public. If your
father will do nothing then you nust!"

"My region is the north, | have no authority here," replied Wander
hastily.

"But you can challenge himto a duel."

"He is not a warden. As far as | can tell his rank is about that of
car bi neer yeoman. It is his master who must puni sh himor duel."

"His master is the envoy."

"The envoy can't fly. You could declare a civil feud and--"



"No! That woul d shane ne because ny husband and son did not intervene
on ny behal f."

"Then what do you want me to do?"

"I want you to arrest Juan G asken for nolesting a noble. Make the
envoy accountable in court.”

"Mt her, the diplomatic protocols--" "I didn't come here for excuses!"
"Well, why did you cone here?"

Laurel ene swept up a goblet and flung it at Vander's plate, scattering
his dinner along the table and onto the floor. Wen she had |left,

sl amm ng the door behind her, the footman suddenly becane reani nated
and called for a serving man to cl ean up

"Semme Laurelene is a loud, intimdating, and forceful woman," observed
the footman as he cl eaned scraps of food from Vander's di nner coat.

"But the envoy is a soft, synpathetic, and persuasive woman," replied
Wander. "Wth luck I may be back north by the tine they square off
across ny father's body, but then | amnot a believer in luck."

11 May 3960.. Condel or

Rosenne Rodriguez was not on any of Laurelene's lists of people to
invite to Inspectorate gatherings in the days follow ng the coronation
but to her annoyance her husband seened to find his way into the
conpany of the envoy at every other function. On the evening of May 1
[th there was no delaying the invitation to the reception for the
envoys any longer. Rosenne was an envoy, so Rosenne had to be invited.
The invitation was sent out with an hour remaining to the conmencenent,
but the envoy's acceptance cane straight back with the nmessage boy.

The I nspectorate nmansion had quite a large reception hall, and it was

i deal for entertaining the thirty-one envoys fromfour Call havens. They
talked mainly in A d Anglian out of deference to the Veraguayan envoy,
a point that was not lost on the fum ng Laurel ene. Rosenne's guard

A asken also mingled with the envoys and aides. His clothing was a
contrast of tight straps over baggy cloth, with the trousers tucked
into his boots. Laurelene knewthis to be the Hildago fashion of
around a year ago. She also had the inpression that his eyes lingered
on her breasts whenever he had cause to | ook in her direction

"What inpressed nme nost was that pretty little.." how do you say it,
gun bird girl," Rosenne was saying as the platters of delicacies were
brought past by the servants. "She was so small and sweet, yet she
flewall the way from Yarron in that big war gun bird



"The word is gun wing ny dear," said Inspector General Harman, his
voice easily famliar, "and as to her flight, well, it was quite
i npractical as a feat of endurance.”

"Inmpractical? | do not understand,"” said Rosenne with a sinpering
smile.

"Ch she was far lighter than a strong, trained warden and thus the gun
wing could carry nore fuel. She has little strength, however, and
strength is required for conbat."

"Strength? Ch yes, a warrior nmust be strong.”

She charms men with great facility, thought Laurel ene, hol ding an

am able smle over a sullen glare. She asked intelligent questions,
but played the fool with the answers. From her observations of the
envoy Laurel ene realized that Rosenne reserved her greatest charmfor
men of the senior nobility. Her husband was just such a man.

"You too have travel ed an i mense di stance, Semme Rosenne, | can barely
imagine it," Laurelene interjected, nore to defuse an obvi ous buil dup
of her own anger than out of interest. "l envy you so much."

"But you travel as well," Rosenne replied. "You have said that you go
wi th your husband on some of his trips."

Not when he could help it, thought Laurelene. "All that | have seen is
North Bartolica and parts of the Dorak frontier. Oh | have travel ed
to

Senner and Westland too--and Montras, everyone goes to Montras." "So
you like travel ?"

"Peasants and peons are much the same everywhere."

"What sorts of guns do you have in Veraguay?' asked Wander, who had
said little during their reception so far. "Do they |load at the nuzzle
and have flints to strike sparks when you shoot?" Rosenne reached
beneat h her parlor jacket and took out a small, ornate gun with two
barrels and handed it to him Wander turned it over several tines,
maki ng a careful appraisal

"The inlay work is beautiful," said Wander

The artisan who made it had been wonderfully skilled, but had clearly
based the design on one by the Lewi star famly of Denver. He renoved
one of the rounds and saw that it had been nmade in Cosdora.

"We of Veraguay believe everything that adorns a | ady should be a work
of art as well as functional. Guns are the weapons of the better

cl asses in Veraguay. Commoners use crossbows and snares for

hunting."

"And out | aws?"
"Ch I would not know such things."
Just then Envoy Sartov was announced. Being the Yarronese envoy, he

was pointedly late and was dressed in a plain pronenade coat instead of
formal finery. At the door he registered a request to be presented to



t he
Ver aguay envoy.
"Semme Envoy Rodriguez, | am pleased to introduce the envoy from

Yarron, Warden Sartov," Harman said with snooth politeness, naking the
presentation only to be near Rosenne.

"I am as honored to neet you as | am stunned by your beauty,” replied
Sartov, bowing |ow as he took a step back

Rosenne nmade a show of being charned by any conplinment and beaned at

t he Yarronese envoy as he strai ghtened again. Hi s novenents, however
graceful, were slightly uncoordinated. The Yarronese envoy had arrived
dr unk.

"Gracious sair, | see you are a warden," she replied. "That neans you
fly. How brave of you."

"Ah, but you flewin a regal to cross the Callscour from Mexhaven,"
Sartov replied earnestly. "You are brave as well as beautiful, while
am nerely brave."

Rosenne sinpered and bl ushed, but Harman drained his glass, called for
anot her, and drained that too. This was proving to be a very trying
exercise in diplomacy.

"I amenvoy to Bartolica for only two nonths nore," Sartov was

explaining. "W Yarronese like to share the burden of living in
Bartolica, so even though | ama provincial governor and seventh in
line for the Yarronese throne, | had to suffer here for six nonths."

Rosenne | eaned forward and exam ned the tiny badges of gold sewn into
his collar. She counted fourteen, and noticed that they were all fe
rent

"Are those your house crests?" she asked, pointing with her two
fingers pressed together.

"No, they are victories in clear air conbat. Three in duels and in
chivalric wars. Five are Bartolican kills, you will note."

Rosenne squirnmed slightly, knowi ng that Harnman was beside her. She
turned to him mneaning to ask about the nunmber of victory badges on his
collar, then discovered to her disconfort that he had none. Very
hastily she turned back to Sartov.

"Your wife nmust be very proud of you," she said. "Alas, ny wife died
| ast year in a training accident." "As a flyer?" Rosenne exclainmed in
genui ne admi ration

"Yes. She was preparing for accreditation as a flyer. W Yarronese
are very advanced in such matters. Her death broke nmy heart, but I
nore proud of her than of all my victories. She was accredited nously.
| decl ared nyself governor in absentia, then petitioned to be envoy to
Bartolica for six months. | reasoned that the torture of being in
Bartolica would distract me fromgrieving for ny wife."

Rosenne had by now decided that the conversation should end the tipsy



envoy said sonething that caused her host to die of apopl exy.

"Wuld it be possible for ne to be presented at court when | Yarron
next nonth, Sair Sartov?"



"Introduce me to your secretary and | shall make the arrangenents.”
"Ah no, my guard Sair G asken oversees all my travel plans.”

Hannah put on a show of forced synpathy once they had left Sartov with
Q@ asken.

"He may be rude, but he cones froma good famly. Their tradition of
flying goes all the way back to the dueling kites of the twenty-fifth
century. He lost his soul when his wife died, and now he is suprenely
rude, even by Yarronese standards. He has killed two fine Bartolican
wardens in clear air duels since arriving here. Sonetimes | think he
is looking for an honorable way to die. Most tines | w sh he would
find one."

A handsone, heroic, unmarried envoy conpliments her so graciously, yet
she spurns himto flirt with nmy |l echerous old stoat of a husband, funed
Laurel ene silently. To nmake matters worse, the guard d asken was stil
allowing his eyes to linger on her own cl eavage. Theresla had been
standi ng near by, and Laurel ene now noticed that a man in the bl ue

uni form of the merchant carbineers had come up to her

"What in hell are you doing here?" she heard himdenmand in a very odd
dialect of Ad Anglian.

"W were sent to provide an independent perspective,"”
calmy

Theresla replied

Car abas, his nane was Carabas, Laurelene recalled. She had nmet him
earlier in the week, but remenbered only that he was part of sone new
tramway mlitia.

"Qur work is sensitive in the extrenme," Carabas hissed. "If you betray
us, we can never go hone."

"Fras Carabas, the M ocene Arrow operation has cost hundreds of

t housands of gold royals, yet nobody is willing to say just what it

m ght be--outside the Supreme Assenbly of Aviads. W are here to find
out." "How did you get here?"

"Tell me about the Mocene Arrow and | mi ght discuss ny transport
arrangenents. "

"You cannot be trusted with the plans of the Suprene Assenbly." "If
it's like their plan to nurder Highliber Zarvora, then | think it is ny
duty to save the Suprenme Assenbly fromitself. Wth a single bullet
they cut off our supply of the old technol ogy and set us back
centuries.”

Carabas clicked his heels and gave the briefest of bows. "I do not
bel i eve we have further business, Frelle Theresla," he said, and nelted
into awaiting a reply.

the crowd wi t hout

Laurcl ene had not understood much of their rapidly spoken conversation
but it was obvious that agents of another Call haven were active in
Bartolica. |If so, the Veraguay envoy would be part of the conspiracy,
and m ght well be vulnerable to the truth being exposed to daylight.

d askcn Wul d know, Laurel ene deci ded, and G asken was stupid enough to
l et SOrething slip. She caught sight of the feather in his hat above



the crowd and noved toward him She hailed himand he broke off his
conversation with Sartov. Bowi ng | ow over Laurel ene's cleavage, he
again caressed it with the point of his waxed beard. She flinched
back, but retained her snile.

Fifty if he's a day, Laurelene thought. No bulging gut, all rmnuscle,
and he carried the scars of a lot of action. One ear was partly shot
off. Not far behind hi m Rosenne and Harman were di scussi ng sonet hi ng
earnestly, as they nearly always seened to be doing. She asked @ asken
several questions about Mexhaven, and dropped the words M ocene Arrow
quite casually. dasken did not react at all, yet sonething about his
manner hardened ever so slightly.

"You speak O d Anglian with some facility, Sair G asken," she remarked.
"Have you been in Munt haven bef ore?"

d asken, who had been expecting nmore searchi ng questions from her
rel axed i nwardly.

"l have never crossed Munthaven's Call frontier before now, Senme
Harman. There was a warden's aide from South Col andoro living in

Chi huana. She taught me, ah, the scholarly tongue in this Call haven.
It has a lot in commbn with our own scholarly | anguage."” "But Hi span
is nothing like dd Anglian." "Ah--but there is also Anglaic."

Laurel ene had not heard of Anglaic, yet d asken could certainly speak
ad Anglian well, and had a convincing H span accent. Still she knew a
lie when she heard one, and he was definitely |ying.

"That is a lot of trouble to go to, |learning the | anguage of such a
renote and di stant place as Munt haven. "

"Ch no, Mounthaven is the sunmt of civilization and | earning, great
Semme. Wen the Veraguay envoy announced that she was going to cross
the Call scour desert there were dozens of fine bravos coming forward to
be in her service. | knew AOd Anglian, however, so that put ne ahead
of all the stronger, younger, and | ess experienced young nmen. Besides,
| ama guard to the nobility, and nobles travel nmore than others, even
in Mexhaven. "

"Are you sure that you are not a noble yourself, traveling in disguise
to observe Munt haven nore candi dly?" Laurel ene asked, batting her
eyel ashes at him

The effect was not so nuch alluring as alarmng, as practiced by
Laurel ene. @ asken managed, "G eat Semmre, you flatter ne."

"I"'msure a great many |adies flatter you, Sair d asken," she said,
turning her head to one side with a sinpering snile
"Maybe so, but | nust attend the safety of ny envoy,"
wi t h nechani cal charm

G asken responded

I cannot even charmthis yoick who pays better heed to my servants than
me, Laurel ene thought with a nomentary pang of despair. As a parting
flourish, d asken began a | ow bow over Laurel ene's expanse of cl eavage.
Her patience with everything that was frustrating her snapped wi thout
war ni ng, and seizing d asken by his whole ear and what remained of the
ot her she rammed his face down between her breasts.



"I'f you like them so nmuch, G asken, take a really good | ook!" she
shouted, then swirled around and stanped away through the crowd--which
parted readily at her approach. Total silence blanketed the reception
hall until the door slammed behi nd Laurel ene.

"You must forgive ny wife, she is alittle rough in her affections,"
said Harman to the astoni shed G asken

As the reception struggled to regain its genial nood Sartov seenmed to
materi ali ze beside d asken. He was swaying alarm ngly and hol ding a
pi tcher of wi ne, but the expression on his face was anythi ng but
jovial.

"Sair d asken, the 'spector Ceneral's wife.." attacking the Veraguay
envoy.." through you," he said slowmy, maintaining the logic with
difficulty.

"A remarkabl e woman, " said @ asken as he straightened the points of his
waxed nust ache.

"Don't under ah, estimate. She'll press charges, unseemy conduct. .
agai nst you." "That may not be all she presses against ne."

"Your patroness, Semme Rosenne... be exiled, if you |lose."

"And what happens to ne if | |ose?"

"Hmm .. Could be inprisoned.." forever. Could get hung on the public
scaf fol d--shorter sentence! Get it? Shorter sentence!”

Sartov el bowed himin the ribs, began |aughi ng uncontrollably, and
col l apsed. d asken caught the lightly built Yarronese as he fell and
renoved the pitcher of wine fromhis grasp

"I'f you flee, poof, no trial,"
straight by his collar.

Sartov gasped as G asken drew hi mup

"But that would declare ny guilt."
"Thi nk your word's better than, er, 'spector General's wfe?"

d asken swal | owed, and needed no nore time than that to make up his
m nd.

"1l flee--but where?"

"d asken, | wish to go honme but I'm.. ah, incapable. Navigate nme toer
Yar ronese enbassy, and I'Il point you to Yarron."

Sartov arrived back at his enbassy across d asken's shoul ders. The
clerk did not respond to his knocking.

"Slack wretch, going Bartolican,"
drew out his keys.

Sartov nuttered in exasperation as he

" After several mnutes of fumbling d asken took the keys from Sartov
and opened the door. The envoy turned up the lanps, then slunped into
a chair and regarded his guest.

"You're lean, strong, and fit, Sair d asken," Sartov pronounced



"You'l | make it."

He stood up, tottered to the bell cord, and grasped at it. Sonewhere
in the distance a bell jangled.

"Announci ng Sair Juan d asken, Sierra Madre," declared Sartov as
A asken guided himback to his chair.

The appointnments clerk presently shuffled in wearing a bed robe and
slippers, and looking a little puzzled and drowsy.

"Prepare border passage papers for, er, Juan G asken of Sierra Madre,"
said Sartov. "Now. "

When the clerk had gone the big man t hanked hi m and bowed slightly, his
hands crossed over his chest. He sat down on an inported Yarronese

| ounge chair, which was hi gh-backed and nore firmthan the Bartolican
variety.

"So, you went where no nman woul d, ah, voluntarily go," said Sartov.
"What did you say that Semme Laurel ene woul d, ah, take offense?"

d asken | eaned forward. "I nade no | ewd suggestions, Envoy Sartov, |
do not hunt seductions. | gather up those that are easily avail abl e,
and Semme Laurel ene could not be described thus. W had been speaking
of language and travel when she seized me and--"

"Yes, yes, saw it all. Unbelievable. Thought | was drunk. Well, ah
| knew that. And you took no liberties at all?"

"No. Not even a little nip while | was down there. It all happened so
fast."
Sartov blinked. "She'll be angry, she'll act quickly. Pack, |eave

now. You're dangerous. No, Laurelene's dangerous. You're in
danger. "

"Long experience with angry fathers and husbands has taught me be
prepared to flee at all tines. | have a gun, knife, and gold with ne,
coat is warmand ny boots stout. A blanket and sone dried fruit and
woul d be wel cone, though."

"Done! Pantry's there ... on the right. Take a w neskin too, hey,
there's Mexhaven condons in there. You'll need one if Laurel ene up
Bartol i can pox, Bartolican pox; It grabs their menfol k by cocks;.." ah

shit, what cones next?"

The clerk returned with the papers. Sartov signed w thout the
detail s.

"Anywhere in Yarron you'd like to go--particularly?' d asken pointed
to a map of Yarron under glass on a low table. die Junction, Median
and Forian. After Forian, to Denver in Col andoro.

have, ah, colleagues there, and a library that | must explore.™

"Alibrary? You? You, ah, no scholar."

@ asken draped a |l eg over the armof his chair and twirled his nus
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tache. "Scholars can be as rakish as the next man, but they are nostly
di screet about it."

"Mostly."
"Mostly. | once tried being discreet. It led to a war."

Sartov shook his head as he endorsed d asken's papers in a register
He di smissed the clerk, and did not speak again until they were once
nore al one.

"Can give you papers, Sair G asken, but steamtranms only |l eave in the
nmorning. Too late. You'd... better walk."

"I"mgood at that,"
di sappoi nt nent .

d asken replied without a trace of

"Thank you very sincerely, Envoy Sartov."

They stood up and grasped wrists.

"Just why are you doing this?" @ asken asked as he buttoned his coat
and pulled his cap |ow over his face. "I amnot inportant and | can

never hope to repay you."

"You are a jack hare with the whol e hunt pack of terriers at your

heels: | feel sorry for you. Besides, |'mdrunk, and when |'m drunk
annoy Bartolicans. Annoying Bartolicans is... national sport of
Yarron. Senme Laurelene will be exceedingly annoyed by this."

"I don't believe that," said G asken as they reached the door. "You
are friends with her son."

"Ha ha, sharp, very sharp. Vander's fair and reasonable, a good
inspector. My friend. 1'll not see ny friend.." dragged into the
gutter. Stupid nother, she'll do that. Force him." be her advocate.
Wth you gone, poof! No case.”

"I presume Semre Laurelene is jeal ous of her husband's interest in the
Veraguay envoy, and seeks to stir bad feelings between the two
househol ds. "

"Aye. Now promise nme to escape, d asken. You owe me a drink for
this."

"Il fetch you a drink to remenber, Sair Envoy."
Agai n they seized each other's wists in the Munthaven greeting.

Sartov opened the door and checked for |urking constables or
car bi neers.

"Take the mountain road east, past Bear Lake. |It's rough and steep
but only one hundred nmiles to Yarron. A fit and desperate man m ght
take.." three days."

"I amthat man," replied d asken, turning up his collar

12 May 3960: Condel or



The next day marked the official end of the coronation festival, and
the capital of Geater Bartolica hung between revelry and normality as
the debris of celebration were swept away. The bakers and tailors

cl eaned their



shops and counted their profits, while the churls who swept the
streets and haul ed the refuse carts noved many | oads of faded petals,
dry | eaves, and shreds of colored paper fromthe streets. The w eckage
of Desondrian's gun wi ng was recovered by the guilds nen and arti sans
of his war denate The airfrane was cremated, along with Desondrian's
body, but the guns and engi ne were taken away to be stripped down and
rebuilt.

The snoke from Desondrian's funeral pyre was rising into the calmair
as Carabas met Stanbury on the pronenade of the palace wing field The
new governor of the East Region was on his way to his gun wing to fly
back to his capital. There he would formally present his credentials
and take charge.

"So, | have ny region," he said nervously, aware that many pairs of
eyes could see himin the nerchant carbineer's conmpany. "Wat paynent
do you want in return?"

"The use of an isolated and abandoned estate with a wing field and your
help to secure the services of several artisans.”

Stanbury threw him a sidelong gl ance but kept wal ki ng.

"The first is not hard, the second will raise questions. \What will
their work be?"

"It will be in support of Dorak against Yarron."
"Against? |n what sense?"

St anbury stopped in his tracks.

"What ?" he exclainmed, |ouder than he had intended. "The DorakJan and
Yar ronese wardens have a truce goi ng back decades, they are even

devel oping that small, newy discovered Black HIls Call haven

t oget her. "

"Neverthel ess, they will soon be maki ng decl arati ons, selecting
seconds, petitioning for a council of delegates, and making territorial
claims. Bartolica will second Dorak, count on that."

Stanbury thought this through for a nonment. Hi s new region shared a
border with both Dorak and Yarron, but it was not prinme territory.

"How will a few artisans affect the outcone of a war?" he scoffed.
"Even a minor war of, say, seventy dueling pairs?"

"They will be guilds nmen artisans, and they will be the price of
services rendered. Your guilds guard their artisans well, and the
peopl e who sent nme here have seen little return after four years of
expense. The artisans are a synbol, a deposit, a holding fee. Certain
factions at hone will lose credibility if | can supply gunsmiths who
are willing to train our own artisans in the maki ng of reaction guns,
for exarnpe."

"And will those reaction guns come back to us in the hands of Mexhaven
car bi neer s?"

"CGovernor, we have a whole continent to conquer, we have no interest in
your dry and poor nountains. The reaction guns are for our interna






struggles, to nmake our own sail w ngs invincible. Remenber, our sai
wi ngs are far, far in advance of yours."

"I still cannot understand how your people can build sail wi ngs powered
by the sun, yet sinple reaction guns and conpressi on engi nes are beyond
your skills."

"Look upon it as a nercantile opportunity, Governor Stanbury. You have

something that we will pay for generously.” "And the war between
Yarron and Dorak: do you nmean to involve me?" "No, Governor, but you
woul d be advised to claimthe credit for our involvement. It wll

greatly enhance your status with Aidord Leovor the Seventh. Advice can
be taken or left, but this is your single chance to seize a magnificent
destiny."

Car abas bowed, then took his | eave. Stanbury continued on to where his
gun wi ng was being nmade ready. A steam engine on a cart spun the gun
Wi ng conpression engine to life, and while it was warming the flight
clerk briefed himon weather, Call vectors, and the gun w ng
performance in a test flight nade an hour earlier. H s ascent was
untroubl ed, and Stanbury banked out over the nountains as he clinbed,
hopi ng for a boost fromthermals. Looking to port as he turned north,
he marvel ed that so nmuch had changed in the capital over the days past,
yet fromthe air it |ooked the same as when he had arrived.

ASSASSI NATI ON

Rol i ns had joined the Merchant Tram Service for both prospects and
anonymty. As Charl egan Vandarforrin he had been a bright and

prom sing student in the Royal Condel or Acadeny of Languages until he
had stabbed and kill ed another student. That very night he had decided
to forsake his career in the diplomatic service and becane Teg Rollins.
He had grown a beard as he fled north and been given a job as a
wood- bl ock stoker while hitching beside a backwoods trammay. The tram
ways and merchant carbi neers were expandi ng, he was told by the driver.
@Quild famlies were no | onger able to supply the demand as dozens of
new trams were put into service. Did he want honest work? Rollins

j oi ned.

Al t hough a hard worker, Rollins spoke very slowy and kept to himself,
| est anyone becone friendly and try to go into his background. Wthin
a year he was made a driver, and in another he became a driver first
class. A senior officer in the Merchant Carbineers named Carabas

i nterviewed himone day in the marshaling yards. Carabas expl ai ned
that being a |l oner who was not very talkative qualified Rollins well to
drive a new type of tram one painted black that rolled only by night.
The increased anonymity appealed to Rollins, and he signed on.

In the foll owi ng weeks he drove al nost continually at night,
transporting senior officers with nanes |ike Warran d asken, Pyter

Kal ward, the man known only as Carabas, and once even Gover nor
Stanbury. They traveled all the backwoods tram stops and way stations
recruiting men in their hundreds to the nerchant carbineers at very
good rates of pay. Rollins never responded to anything but Bartolican
yet he spoke five | anguages fluently and coul d foll ow anot her el even.
He had al so been trained in the elements of code work in his earlier
life as an aspiring diplomat. He |listened and understood, but remained
as inpassive as a statue.

A tramtwenty-nine feet six inches long |leaves little scope for



privacy. Rollins' masters spoke mainly in AOd Anglian, and although
they were cryptic in what they said, he soon pieced together a
startling picture. The Merchant Carbineers, the policing armof the
Bartol i can governnment, were being expanded to twenty times their forner
size and being made nobile on the new trans. Single men, fugitives,

| awbr eakers, and the footl oose were preferred. They were trained hard
and put to a life of near-continual travel on two-tiered red trans that
seated fifty carbineers each. A version with roof seats and a canvas
cover could even nove a hundred carbineers, and all were arnmed with a
two-inch carriage gun at the front and a heavy caliber reaction gun at
the rear. Rollins wondered how the outlaw problemin the backwoods had
becone so bad as to need such neasures.

13 May 3960: The Yarronese border

Laurel ene's wath caught up with d asken at the Yarronese border. On
the evening of the third day of his journey he presented his papers at
Kemmerer, on the Bartolican side. Both Bartolican and Yarronese
officials proved his transit petition, and as the whistle of an
approachi ng sounded in the distance he paid the fees and bought maps
and gui de scrolls.

The trip from Condel or to Kenmerer by the schedul ed service was twi ce
the distance of that by road, but a tramdid not need and sl eep, and
traveled at three tinmes wal king pace. d asken stepped an iron rai
inset in the road and onto Yarronese soil, then presented papers to the
two Yarronese guards on duty, tipped thema silver each, and strode
east. He was a hundred yards into Yarron when a began tolling and the
bl eat of constables' whistles echoed through evening. @ asken had
beaten his pursuers with just nmonents to spare. wth carbines hurried
over to the border where the Yarronese guards stood, ready to process
transit papers and accept tips. There was a exchange in a mxture of
Bartolican and Yarronese, neither of which d asken understood well, but
it was c/ear that the two Yarronese guards were trying to block the
passage of sone twenty Bartolicans.

Per haps what followed seened |like a good idea at the time, perhaps he
was just tired of being polite, but d asken should have known that a
beaten eneny is not a vanqui shed eneny. As the Bartolicans stared
angrily after himhe un belted his trousers, raised the flaps of his
journey coat and bent over to present his pale white buttocks for the
Bartolicans' inspection while calling "Full moon!™ in Od Anglian

A shot echoed anong the nountains and a bull et whizzed through

A asken's coat, flaying open his skin and raking his ribs. There was a
scuffle back at the border rail and the two Yarronese guards were

qui ckly overwhel med and pi nned down, but by now @ asken was running for
a thick stand of trees, his right hand pressed against his side and his
left holding up his trousers. Mre than a dozen Bartolican carbineers
ran after him firing into the air. There were several nore shots anmid
the trees, but to the dismay of the Bartolican town constable his nen
returned with neither a prisoner nor a body. It was a snall

consol ation for himto learn that the fugitive had been wounded before
he had escaped. A Mexhaven handkerchi ef stained with fresh bl ood was
presented to himas proof.

The town constable returned to his office in a downcast nood. There
woul d be an incursion inquest to be endured, and he was quite clearly
in the wong. Wrse, the fugitive had escaped in spite of the
incursion. Witing for himwas a senior inspector from Condel or



"I regret that the man d asken is now at large in Yarron," the town
constabl e reported. "He was wounded by one of ny guards, however."
The i nspector exani ned the bl oodstai ned handkerchief and smled. "You

have done well."

"But 1've made a O ass Five incursion and have no prisoner to show for
it."

"I know my nother, Sair Constable, | know what satisfies and pacifies
her. If | tell her that d asken was shot as he crossed the border and
was left to bleed to death by our carbineers she will be filled with

el ati on and sponsor a great revel to celebrate. Mre to the point, she
wi ||l cease nagging ne to avenge her honor, and that is all that | am
concerned about." "Sair Inspector, we don't even know that he is
dead." "Salt Constable, we also know better than to tell her that."

16 May 3960.. Pocatelio

G les Normandi er was on hard tines. The gunsnith was forty-four years
of age, divorced, close to bankruptcy, and behind with his contracts to
the gunsmith guilds of the East Regi on wardens. He was no |onger a
menber of the guilds hinself, having been expelled five years earlier
after he had been jailed by the city inspector for public drunkenness.
H s shop was rented, and the rent was three nonths in arrears.

The man who entered his shop had a gauze sun frame over his eyes, even
t hough the day was well advanced and quite overcast. G les |ooked up
and knew at once that it was the bailiff. H s beating was erect, and
his journey coat faded but expensive in cloth and cut. Two men in
simlar coats had entered with him and they proceeded through the shop
and on into the back room before anyone had said a word. Gl es stood
up very slowy, placing a reaner on the workbench and keepi ng his hands
visible. One of his visitor's escorts returned after a few nonents and
reported that the shop was clear. The man did not sit down.

"Sair Normandier," he began in a hard, commandi ng voice, "I have been
reviewi ng your work history in the guilds' records.”

G les swallowed, cleared his throat, and swall owed again. Anyone who
had access to the archives of the guilds was at |east a nagistrate, if
not an inspector.

"Circunstances ... are not good for me, Sair--um Sair."

"I know. Your shop is rented, your tools and materials are on trust
agai nst your debts, and even your books and broad sheets are no | onger
your own."

"I once had pronise, sair. Twelve years ago | was assistant gunsmith
to Warden Beecherven of Snyder. | made six pairs of reaction guns for
his flock, all of which are still in use. Two of 'em brought victory
in duels. Fine wrk, those guns.”

The visitor nodded. "I know, | flew one of Beecherven's flock | ast
week. "

G les opened his mouth, then closed it and swall owed. A warden. He
tried frantically to think which warden woul d have cause to deal with
hi m



"I"ll have the general spares contract finished in three days, Warden
| have no apprentices, you see. | can pay nobody because of ny
circunstances, so | do everything nyself."

As G les stood rubbing his hands together his visitor reached into a
pocket and withdrew a | eather palmfold wal ked over to Gl es'

wor kbench, placed it in front of him Gles picked up the palmfold
and | ooked inside. It contained receipts of discharge for his rent,
for all his tools, for nine fines by the Bartolican Super Quild of
Armorers, for nmetals, materials, even for groceries.

"I--1 do not understand. Warden, you rnust have paid what |

earn in two decades to clear these debts.”

"Do any ot her debts stand between you and serenity?"

"Some noneyl enders are due snmall amounts.”

"Wite down the nanmes of the moneylenders. It is a wonderful thing to
be gi ven another chance at life, is it not, Sair Normandi er?"

"Why have you done this?" he asked in astonishnment.



wW

"Why, Sair Normandier? You are a good naster to apprentices, when you
have them You are a slow worker, but your guns are as good as those
fromany naster alive. You also have no ties, and | need of a teacher

who is free to travel." "Were?" "Very, very far."

G les gnawed at the dried skin on his lower lip. "I ama |oyal
Bartolican, Warden. | cannot help the enenmies and rivals of the
Airlord. "

"Your loyalty is commendabl e, but your fears are unfounded. M clients
are nmuch further away than the enemies and rivals of the Airlord of
Bartolica. They are so far away that they could never be his enem es
and rivals."

Now G | es began to recall scraps of gossip fromhis clients and
suppliers. The coronation had been attended by a wonan fromthe very
sout hernmost nation of the Andean Cal | haven--Veraguay, that was the
nane of the place. She was said to be a roving envoy, and had taken
three years to reach Bartolica. Mre questions tunbled into Gles'

m nd, but too many questions and too little entlnsiasm m ght | ose what
was being offered. "I accept!" he blurted out.

The visitor renoved his gauze frane eyeshades. It was the face of the
new portraits in every public building: Governor Stanbury. Gles cane
around hi s workbench at once and dropped to one knee. Stanbury haul ed
himto his feet.

"Begi n packing, now Just tools that you could not rebuild easily. The
bags nust weigh no nore than two hundred pounds.”

"Two hundred pounds? A thousand would not--"

"Those whi ch exceed two hundred pounds can be sent later. Hurry now,
you |l eave in five hours.™

"But can | have tinme to drink an ale at the Blue Fox and tell--"
"Absolutely not. Wrd will be put about that you have gone to the
capital on indentured work to clear your debts. There are delicate
politics involved, concerning the welfare of G eater Bartolica."

"Wth all possible respect, Sair Governor, how could the work of a
br oken- down guil dsman carry such wort h?"

"No nore questions. Pack!"

Sonme tine after midnight Gles arrived at the Pocatello wing field A
heavy overcast rendered the scene as dark as pitch and there were very
few people about. The flight strip was firmand familiar under his
feet as he becanme aware of a sail wing trainer in front of him He
could just distinguish its |oomng presence in the Iight that |eaked
froma pin lanp carried by one of the Governor's guards.

"Here is the hatchway, your tools are aboard," said Stanbury.

"Sair CGovernor, |--1 don't know what to say. Wen | ate ny lunch I
staring despair in the eyes yet nowl, [I--"

"Sair Normandi er, the cost of sending you to where you are going is



several times your weight in gold. Wrk hard, stay healthy, obey
orders, and teach diligently. A lot of people are going to be very
angry if they do not get a good return for their investnent. The first
installment is a dozen apprentices able to build reaction guns."

The conpression engine was started, then idled until warm Someone

sl apped the side of the cockpit twi ce and di mshapes ran to pull the
chocks fromthe wheels. The ascent run was in near total darkness and
it seemed an eternity to Gles before the aircraft rotated and cli nbed
into the air. It banked as it clinbed, and G les could see the distant
lights of Pocatello far bel ow through a pane of the canopy. He did not
need to be told that he would never see them again.

Stanbury met with his enigmatic partner after Normandier had left, at a
| ocal warden's mansion. Carabas was conposed and rel axed, and carried
nothing with him

"I delivered your drunken gunsmith to the wing field or are you aware
of that already?"

"Ch I know that, and | thank you." "And is he satisfactory?" "Yes."

"You know t hat he nust be inspected as present every nonth, or declared
dead. "

"You may declare himinspected or declare himdead, Sair CGovernor." "I
may do that for three nmonths, then the Regional Inspector will in
Septenber to inspect my books. He will note that the gunsmith has been
i nspected by only one man, while the law requires three officials to
rotate the inspections. | shall have a lot of explaining to do, and
the penalty for trading in weapons guild artisans is death."

"By Septenber you could have Bartolica at war, Sair CGovernor
Alternately | could arrange a very convenient fire in your pal ace."

"Fire? War? Wsat is all this? Wo are you?"

Carabas placed his hands together as if in prayer and sat back. "Wy
tell you what you would not believe? How are your brigades grow ng?"

"The carbi neers have been increasing steadily enough. They train
nmovi ng rapidly about on steamtranms and punp carts, and can reach a
troubl e spot on the tram ways before any outl aw bands woul d have tinme
di sperse. Banditry has dropped to al nost nothing and the East Region
becom ng a popul ar place for nerchants to invest, but..."

" But ?"

"But this increase in carbineers is costing ne five tinmes what |

to spend on tramnay defense."

"Money will be nade to appear if it is needed. Just keep recruitin and
have no doubts. Tell me, who was Fudarvier?"

"Fudarvier? He, ah... | know the nane. He |lived nmany centuries ago,
bef ore the warden system was established. He was governor of Absaroka

back when it was part of Greater Bartolica, he, ah, put down sone
rebellion or other, there's a song that the carbineers still sing about



him Do you want ne to get down a volume of mlitary history?"

"No, | obviously know the story better than you. Furdarvier held Ab
saroka with a garrison of two thousand troops, and in the fifteenth
year of his appointnent he defeated a well-armed rebellion of eight
times as many

Absarokans in a series of tactically and strategically brilliant
battles. He was called to Condelor to be decorated by the nonarch of
the tine, but died of a fever on the return journey. The brother of a
m stress of the nonarch was made his replacement, seeing that the

| ocal s were obviously able to be kept in order so easily. Wthin two
years the Absorakans had successfully crushed the | ocal garrison and
fought off three Bartolican armes sent to reclai mwhat was now cal ling
itself Dorak. Thirty thousand

Bartolicans died before a truce was decl ared and Dor ak was
recogni zed. "

"Yes, now | remenber my tutors nentioning all that. The |land of

Absaroka was of little profit to Bartolica, and within a few years they
were trading with us again."

"Thirty thousand lives call your words nonsense. The nonarch wanted
that |and kept Bartolican, make no m stake, but he did not realize
t hat

Furdarvi er was one of the nost brilliant commanders in the history of
t he

Mount haven domi ni ons. Furdarvier had a very peaceful rule for his
first fourteen years as governor, however, when he was forced to fight
he made it seem so easy that everyone el se wanted to take the credit.
There are lessons in his life for you."

Stanbury was no fool, and was quick to make extrapol ati ons.

"I's there a rebellion being planned?" he demanded, junping to his
feet.

"Not a rebellion, but something better. Peace is not conducive to
mlitary advancenent. Furdarvier was a brilliant man, but had he died
of a fever one year earlier, who would even bother mentioning himtoday
and what sol dier would sing songs about hin? Pay a great deal of
attention to the mlitary resources of your region, CGovernor

especially over the nonth to cone. You may be needed to save Bartolica
fromoutlaws. Goodnight to you now. "

"Wait! \Wat outl aws?"
"There will be outlaws."
"What makes you think that | ama brilliant commander, anyway?

am good in a gun wi ng duel, yes, and | have won five sky tourneys and
two bl oo, never led a flock of gun w ngs

duel s, but



have

Soon you will do nore than just that, Sair CGovernor, you will lead the
w, h, ole of Bartolica into battle--and you will be brilliant, trust ny
wor d

for it.

After over an hour of flying, Normandier noticed that they were
descending to what | ooked |ike nountains. From Mrrorsun's position
Gles was able to tell that they were flying al nost due west. As he
| ooked down a pair of lights appeared bel ow, then gradually becane a
twin line of lights as runners Iit the torches that flanked a wi ng
field The wing field ended at a precipice.

They | anded, and two dark figures helped Gles fromthe cockpit. The
sail wing made its way back down the flightstfip, then turned and
ascended into a light breeze.

"So, is this ny new home?" asked G les.

"Waiting, seven days," said one of the nen, then they left himwth his
tools beside a small tent while they snothered the torches flanking the
wing field

When G les energed fromhis canoufl aged tent the next norning he was
astounded to see that the wing field had vani shed, covered with scrubby
trees and bushes in large pots painted to resenble the surrounding
rocks. Going down on one knee he brushed his fingers over the surface
of the flight strip It was not just secret, it had been graded only
recently.

G les whistled, then stood up, shivering in the nmorning sunlight. He
had never seen a new flightstfip, or even a flightstfip |l ess than five
hundred years old. This was not just the theft of a few guns and guild
secrets, this was the overturning of something as old and fundanent al
as the civilization of Munthaven itself.

18 May 3960: The East Region frontier

Rol I i ns was reassigned back to the black trams in md-My, after an

extended interview with the officer Warran G asken. "Wuld you kil
for Greater Bartolica?" "Yes."
"What | anguages do you speak?" "Bartolican." "Nel hisi opt il "Your

par don, sair?"

"Never mind. What do you know about the outlaw problen?" "They're
said to cone from Yarron."

The wi ndows of this black tram were boarded over, and snall forced air
ventilators were installed in the roof to allow the passengers to
breathe. Again Rollins slept by day and drove by night. After a
fortnight he that just after a Call had passed over whatever siding the
bl ack tram was standing in, the nerchant officers would return with a
dozen or so outlaws in chains. To Rollins they did not |ook Iike
outlaws. They were well groonmed and pal e-ski nned nen, nore |ike
shopkeepers, bank cl erks, and such. The occasional wonmen did not
resenbl e gaudily dressed, raucous outlaw wonen as nuch as di shevel ed
and frightened school t eachers.



They were kept on the upper level of the black tram and when it was at
rest in sidings he could hear the officers taking themthrough rote

| essons in a type of numeric code. Rollins, the stoker, and the two
gunners were ordered to have no contact with the prisoners. Rollins
was inclined to obey, being uninterested in drawing attention to
hinself. Not so the front gunner. Caught in the act of fornication
with one of the female prisoners during a meal and privy stop, he was
shot through the head by Warran G asken with neither trial nor
cerenony. He was buried where he died.

23 May 3960: Pocatello

The deconposi ng body that was wheeled into the town norgue had been

ni bbl ed at by vermn for several days and was unrecogni zable. The sub
i nspector for the town had just finished quite a pl easant dinner when
the runner canme to his door, and now he busied hinmself with the

regi sters of travel and absence while the coroner worked with the
stench in the ad joining room Presently the coroner joined him stil
wearing his stained, reeking snock.

"The body was found in an overgrown culvert at the edge of town,"
reported the coroner, sitting unconfortably close to the sub-inspector
"A passing farmhand noticed the snell. A handmade pistol of .35
caliber was found in his right hand, and two enpty whi sky bottles were
| yi ng besi de the body."

"The cl othing and papers belong to Gles Normandi er, master gun smith,"
sai d the sub-inspector quickly. "Drunkard, heavily in debt, debts
recently bought out in return for a couple of decades of work in

Condel or.

Regi stered as traveling with tools in a barrow. " "Neither barrow nor
tools were found." "Wat was the cause of death?"

"One .35-caliber, hollow point bullet, adm nistered orally, and at high
speed. It renoved the back of his skull as it exited, along wth npst
of his brains. The bullet was recovered fromthe wall of the cul vert
and matched with the weapon di scovered in the right hand of the body.
The brai ns had been consuned by the | ocal fauna by the tinme of

di scovery."

By now the sub-inspector was chal k-white, and his hands were shaki ng.

"So, his tools were stolen as he traveled to a new patron to work out
his debts. Got drunk and shot hinself."

"So it seenms, but | would Iike to point out that two teeth were
br oken,

and that bicep and hand devel opnent indicate that he was | eft-handed.

There is al so evidence of bruising to the arns. It may well be
nmur der . "
"How can you tell, when he's so far gone?" snapped the sub-inspector

desperate to | eave and annoyed at having his word questi oned.

"Ch ny good sair, even a child could tell. Come, come, |let the body
speak for itself."



Ten minutes later, having i nspected the corpse, vomted on the floor of
the post-nortemroom then fled into the cool night air, the
sub-inspector |ay gasping on a couch while his wfe fanned hi m and
dabbed at his forehead with a danp cloth.

"The m santhropic little turd, he did it on purpose, he made up that
mur der business just to get me in there and see ne retch. He knows |
have a weak stomach. Wwen | saw that he'd |l eft his sandw ches on the
body, gah! At least he'll have to clean up the ness hinmsel f."

"Poor darling, but what about the broken teeth and bruises--"

"Ch, the drunken sot probably struggled w th whoever stole the
tools."

"But if he had a gun--"

"He was probably too drunk to shoot straight. Melline, whose side are
you on? My finding is that Gles Normandi er shot hinmself, and there's
an end to the matter. Hi s guild can cross one whi sky-soaked wretch off
its register and good riddance to himtoo."

Just over an hour's flight to the west, Gles was being strapped into

t he observer's seat of a huge, matte-black sail wing Even in the dark
Gles estimated that its wi ngspan was over seventy feet. He wondered
why the Sentinels did not shoot at it.

"It is proof against the Sentinels," said an accented mal e voi ce beside
him anticipating what he was thinking. "It is also very light for al
its size."

There were two thunps at the side of the canopy, and G les heard the
flyer clicking |l evers in the darkness. A | ow whining began, which
slowy rose in pitch, acconpani ed by the swish of air screws to either
side of the cockpit. They rolled forward, and even Gles could tel
that the sail wing was rolling only slowy conmpared to a nornal sai
wing In Mrrorsun's |light he could see that they seemed to be racing
toward the line of nothingness that marked the edge of the cliff, yet
the wheels were still on the surface. They lurched downward into enpty
space and G les shrieked in terror, but the sharp dive soon provided
the airspeed for the sail wing to level out. Slowy it began to
clinmb.

"How are you feeling?" asked the flyer, with some stiffness in an
ot herwi se Bartolican accent.

"Surprised," said Gles hoarsely.

"It seened best not to warn you how we nanage to get this thing flying
when its night ascent run is twice the length of a standard flight
strip

Now i n sunlight, we can use a nornmal wing field

"Why sunlight?" asked G les nechanically.

"Because this sail wing is powered by sunlight. It collects it through
its wings: sone it stores in essence tanks called capacitance batteries

so that it can keep aloft at night, the rest it uses to power those
engi nes you can hear. It is best to ascend during the day while we



have stored sunlight as well as what is shining down, but then people
woul d see us and that would never do, would it?"

"It is very smooth, ah, apart fromthe ascent run--oh and very
quiet."

"Yes, it is a very advanced sail wing it can stay aloft for weeks, or
even | onger."

"This is rather cranped for the long journey that | was told about."
"This is just the beginning. W shall clinb above the clouds as we fly
to the Mounthaven frontier, that is forty mles west. After that we go
anot her two hundred mles before dawn."

"Strai ght out over the Callscour |lands? Are you nmad?"

"Mad, yes, suicidal, no. Fras neans Sair where you are going, by the
way. You are to learn the | anguage during the trip. Both of our

schol arly | anguages are based on A d Anglian, and the changes cone from

two t housand years of isolation."”

"\What happens when--where we | and?"

"When | land, Fras Normandier, | shall brief my clerk on this mssion
then eat breakfast. You shall not land. Now returning to your new
| anguage, if you neet a girl or goodwife she will be Frelle. Pretty is

serie, a carbine is ri fan but until very recently we had no flying
machi nes so we say gun wing and sail wi ng just as Bartolicans do."

After several hours of clouds dimy illum nated by Mrrorsun the sky
brightened with dawn. As far as Gles could see there were cl ouds and
nmount ai ns bel ow, but even had they been just circling the Pocatello
wing field nothing woul d have been familiar fromthis height. An hour
after sunrise he saw the sun wing It was a long, dark |ine against the
sky which kept growi ng and growi ng as they slowy caught up to it. |Its
sheer size had G les speechless by the tine they were closing on a snag
line that trailed fromthe huge aircraft.

"It's as big as an entire wing field Gles finally managed. "There
nmust be hundreds of people aboard."

"There's only one, the wi ngcaptain,"” said the sun wing flyer. "It too
is powered by the sun, so it nust be big enough to collect sufficient
essence of sunlight to fly, and store some for the night. It flies

continually and is home to the wi ngcaptain and passengers for weeks or
months. There is plenty of open space, but everything that it carries
nmust be very |ight

because the power fromthe sun is limted. Hush up, now, this is going
to be tricky."

The snag line caught in the sun wing grapple, and it was drawn up hard
agai nst the underside. The flyer swung the canopy aside and hel ped

G les unload his bags into a |large bare conpartnent with a floor that
was covered wth handhol ds. Another man appeared through a circul ar
hatch. "Brother Meltom ey, this is Fras Gles Nornmandier," said the
flyer. "Tamen gis," replied Meltom ey, who bowed to G les then hel ped
the flyer back into his sail wing cockpit and | owered the canopy. "This
way, Fras Normandi er, we must be out of here when the sail wing is

rel eased. "



Gles waved to the flyer, but could not see if he waved back. Beyond
the circular hatchway was a long corridor with walls |ike snmooth white
silk. The air was cold, but Meltom ey was wearing only a brown robe
and cow, and his feet were bare. The man is a nmonk, G les nearly

excl aimed al oud. After at |least a hundred feet Meltonl ey ushered G les
into a small roomthat had a type of double door and was quite warm
conpared with the corridor. There was a bunk built into the wall, a

wi ckerwork chair, a scribe board, and a shelf of books in the bed

head

"This is your bedchanber,” Meltom ey said as he stood in the door way.
"The privy and ablution cell is within that al cove, and a pane in that
curved wall shows the land below. | shall be back soon."

Wat chi ng through the circular window Gles saw yet nore nountains; then
there was a slight lurch as the black sail w ng detached. It dropped
into his field of viewand flewa little ahead before banking to the

ri ght and descendi ng.

"Fras Normandi er."

G les gave a gasp and spun around to see the huge craft's flyer
standi ng just inside the door

"I apol ogi ze for startling you, I amnot used to company."
"Ah, | see. It's nothing."

"As you may have gathered, | amfroma religious order where extensive
prayer and contenplation are practiced. W are ideal caretakers for
t hese sun wi ngs where | ong periods of isolation are comon."

"I--1"11 try to stay out of your way."

"That will not be necessary, | have been ordered to teach you sone
thing of the | anguage of your new apprentices during the trip. Normally
nmy passengers sleep for the entire journey, it saves the weight of
extra food and prevents boredom"

"Am | confined to this roonf"

"No. There is a short corridor and small refectory roomwhere you may
go freely. M bedchanmber, the nmain stores |ockers, purifiers, and the
control cell are barred to you, but if you need to speak to ne urgently
just press the green stud beside any door."

"The green stud... Fras Meltonm ey, why is there such a small |iving
space in such a huge wing craft

"We are clinbing at present, and by |late afternoon we shall be at over
five times our present height. The air is very thin there, and is cold
beyond i magi ning. These few roons are heated and seal ed, but go
anywhere el se before we descend and you will be dead within a mnute
and frozen solid within twenty nore. Now then, we shall start with a
breakfast of dried figs, chicken wrst and |inewater, and after that
you will learn a few basic nouns and verbs."

The tiny refectory could have seated ten people at nost, and had a
| arger portal with a view of the | andscape that was ahead of them



Gles stared in awe at the view

"Wth machines |ike these, why do you need the skills of a hunble
gunsmth like me?" Gles said without turning fromthe incredible
vista of clouds and nount ai ns.

"That is a very conplex matter, Fras. Far better that you find out for
yoursel f."

1 June 3960: Opal, in Yarron

Si x days after being shot in the ribs G asken craw ed out of the woods
and into the Jannian estate. News that the Bartolicans had pursued
someone over the border had spread quickly, but the fate of the
fugitive had remained a nystery. He was known to have been wounded,
but not so badly that he could not run. Terriers were sent after him
by the Yarronese, but he used streanms to snother his trail and lit no
fires.

d asken was found by oil seed planters, who took himto the estate's
infirmary. He had | ost nuch bl ood and his wound was infected, yet he
was tough and recovered after a fortnight's care. By this tinme Warden
Jannian and his guild crew were back from Condel or, and G asken was
flirting with his nurse. The stranger showed his gratitude by offering
to work on the estate, and the warden agreed to let himstay. Jeb
Feydanor began showi ng hi maround on the first day of June.

"I'n Mexhaven the estates are not like this," dasken said as they
wal ked. "They are walled, and governed like fortresses within the
dominl ol | s.

"Not so here: our estates are like little dom nions within | arger do

m ni ons. Wardens hold fealty to the air lords but the air lord hol ds
the land. Warden Janni an could nove his estate over to Bartolica if he
wi shed, and if |land was granted to himthere."

"Has t hat happened?”

"Not often. Airlords look after their wardens because wardens provide
all the parts that build the wings. The guilds of spring nmakers and
val ve smiths have a big guildhall at Opal, and we grow our own oi

seeds and sugar beets for the production of conpression spirit. The
refinery is those stone buildings at the edge of the wing field indeed
the @uild of Fuelers has given Opal six awards over the past decade for
purity and caloric content. The wing field needs no explanation. The
stone guild halls and houses date back three hundred years."

"So do you grow anything useful, |ike wheat or birds?"

Feydanor teetered on the brink of taking offense, then rem nded hinself
that G asken had asked the question in innocence.

"Useful ? There is no higher, nore noble produce than that which keeps
the gun wings and sail wings of Yarron flying!" he responded.

"I, ah, meant food and clothing."
"Ch yes, we grow fiber weed and vegetables, as well as sone birds and

swine lets for the table, but the merchant estates provide nost of that
sort of thing. W do it better, of course, but they do it in quantity.



This is a wardenly estate, Sair G asken. The Jannian famly has a
crest on its pennon, not just a nunber."

They toured the core of Opal, finishing at the engineering guildhall.
Here there was a conpression engine being tested after a recent
rebuild. d asken watched as a steamengine was fired up, then its
troll ey was wheel ed over to a test rig, to which one of the Feydanors
famous radi al conpression engi nes had been bolted. A geared spindle
spun a wheel attached to the conpression engine, and the diesel cycle
engi ne was spun until it caught and canme to life. It was left to run
up to its operating tenperature.

"That one is Bantros," said Feydanor proudly. "He is over two hundred
years old."

"He? Bantros?" asked d asken, who had considered | aughi ng but thought
the better of it.

"Why yes, gun wing engines all have nanes and are always nmale. They
are big, brash, and powerful, while sail w ng engines are female for
bei ng snmoot h, enduring, and steady. Bantros has been in thirty duels
and conbats, has been burned out nine tines in over boost and has
crashed twice." "And, ah, is he to have a new gun w ng

"No, he is to power the warden's present gun wi ng for the foundation
celebrations at Forian next July. Bantros has a distinctive voice, you
see, and the warden wants to make a strong i npression as he | ands."

The guilds nmen began to run power tests on the engine with slip-gear
measuring jigs. By nowthe warden had arrived to watch

"Ha there, d asken, may your full noon shine forever in Bartolican
skies," called Jannian

"But in Yarron it can stay eclipsed,” d asken replied as they grasped
Wi sts.

The warden was a small, wiry man, as nost wardens were, and barely cane
up to G asken's fibs. He was wearing a scarlet greatcoat with the

fam ly crest at each shoul der, and his boots were polished like mrrors
and seened to repel dust by magic. Feydanor had al ready expl ai ned that
war dens were considered to be nonarchs on their own estates, and were
expected to go about as if continually on parade.

"Have you thought about where you nmight |like to work?" asked Jannian
"The guild halls are fascinating, Warden."

The warden and Feydanor exchanged gl ances. It was a subtle exchange,
but d asken noti ced.

"That cannot be," replied Feydanor. "W have an enbargo agai nst
letting any skills relating to flight artisanry reaching any ot her
Cal | havens. "

"I see, yes, your pardon please, | did not renmenber. W do have steam
engi nes i n Mexhaven, however, and you al so use these for your starters,
trams, and mll shops Do you need a stoker and oiler for your steam
engi nes?"

"That is not the nost noble of callings,” Jannian pointed out. "Ah,



but I amnot the nost noble of men," responded d asken

Warden Janni an and Feydanor burst out |aughing, and their |aughter
echoed t hrough the guildhall above the roar of the conpression
engi ne.

"You're right, dasken," said the warden. "W all have a place. Wy,
we woul d di sappear beneath our own refuse if Sek did not haul away the
trash bins

"Ch but where | cone fromthe building and tending of steamengines is
the very sumrt of guild skill," d asken assured him

"He speaks good sense," Feydanmor agreed. "Do you have nuch skill with
st eam engi nes, Sair d asken?"

"My foundation skills are with weapons and expl osives, but | would
guess that these are also restricted artisanry in Opal ."

"You are correct, | regret to say," said the warden. "Still, if you
consi der steamto be a noble calling, then how could we affront you by
speaking of it badly? Tend our steam engines, Sair d asken. Tend them
as a Mexhaven guild master and you may sit at ny table as a guild

mast er each night."

| July 3960: Forlan, capital of Yarron

An event capabl e of overshadow ng even the Bartolican coronation was
approaching in Yarron. On August 7, 3961, the Dom nion of Yarron would
reach the thousandth anniversary of its founding. During its first
five hundred years it had w thstood dozens of attacks and i nvasions,
and since the war denate system had been established its wardens had
been anmong the finest in Munthaven's doninions. Although every square
foot of Yarronese soil had been occupied at some tinme or another, the
Yarronese air |ords and wardens had al ways managed to regroup and wi n
their |land back. Only

Bartolica had a conparably |ong history in Munthaven, being founded
fifteen years after Yarron

The 999t h anniversary cel ebrations in the Yarronese capital, Forian
were well attended but |ess of a spectacle than those of previous
years. The gathering of wardens was primarily for planning the greater
anni versary that was soon to cone.

A procession of the wardens through the capital was marred by a Cal

that swept across Forian just before the clinmax of the cel ebrations,
and the disruption was conpounded by a sumer rain shower The air lord
court took place indoors, and while it did not match the sheer
spectacl e of the coronation celebrations in Bartolica, the pipe bands
were truly stirring as they marched into the throne room flanking the
Airlord, who was wearing a flight jacket and trousers ablaze with red
and green gens, gold thread enbroidery, and tiny white tassels. In
contrast, his throne was a plain gun wing seat nounted at the head of a
flight of stairs, all of which had been cut into a single granite

bl ock. Everything in Munthaven had synbolismin its form and the
throne of Yarron synbolized that the Airlord ran the doninion as
skillfully as he flew his gun w ng

That evening there was a feast for the wardens in an ancient hall that



had been the throne roomin previous years, a huge buil ding of heavy
stone walls and tiled roof supported by massive ironbound oak beans

i nterspersing stone arches. As feasts went it mght have been
considered dull: this was not a gathering for envoys, children
courtiers, or even wives; this was a working neeting of the Airlord and
the three hundred wardens, squires, and nerchant nobles who forned the
elite of Yarron society, governnent, and defense.

Mere flyers were not invited. Serjon and his peers remained with the
sail wings and gun wings in the maintenance hails and tents, tuning and
guardi ng the machi nes that gave the wardens their very identity. Serjon
had by now accumul ated twel ve hours aloft in nine flights, all in arnmed
sail wings As the only son in a famly of five, his anbitions did not
have the support of his guild master stepfather, however.

"Chivalry and the Art of Dueling?" sneered Feydanor as he entered the
tent where Serjon lay readi ng against a stack of conpression spirit
barrels. "Chivalry never got an engi ne tuned."

"Even guilds men have standards of chivalry to follow, " retorted
Serjon, wthout |ooking up

"But guilds nen don't stay guilds nen unless they mind their craft.
Just remenber how the warden dism ssed Falcrick's house after five
generations of service tending the Jannian airframes, and even after
two years of probation Guildsman Jemarial has not been given articles
of service."

"But his daughter has had twenty hours in the air over fifteen
flights." "His daughter al so weighs ninety pounds, and the warden has
strange i deas about l[ong-range flight. The difference between you and
her is about fifty pounds of fuel, and the warden val ues that
difference.”



"I can play twelve dances on the keovtar and performthose sane

dances, | play clock-chess, |I speak five | anguages, | know this book of
chivalry down to the very last clause--and | can fly. | could qualify
as a squire, | could even pass as a warden."

"So all you need is a famly fortune five times the size of ours and
you could buy the articles of an unattached squire. Serjon, as a flyer
you can do test flights. Wo could hope for nore?"

"Wll ne, for a start."”

"So what happens to the fanmily name in the nmeantinme? You're ny only
son. "

"I"'myour stepson. Warden Jannian is ny father." "You must carry on
as guild master after ne." "And | will. [I'man articled engineer--"
"But you don't want to be a guild master | look up with pride when I

hear the note of one of ny engines overhead. You |ook up and w sh you
were flying."

"Papasair, | amdoing everything that a good son of an engi neer guild
mast er ought to. The other warden-heirs and flyers are out drinking
with bawmdy girls in the taverns or ganbling their wages away. | am
here, and

I amreading a book on chivalric practice. Wat nore could you ask
for?" "But why not a book on m xture boost-charging--"

"Gah, that's enough!" shouted Serjon, struggling stiffly to his feet.
"Even though you want me to drown in grease, and though the warden

probably wants Bronlar Jemarial for his next squire, | amgoing to
flyl!™ "Were are you goi ng?"
"Qutside, for some fresh air. |If I can't fly init, at least | can

breathe it! GCh, and you have thirteen gravy spots on your
shirtfront."

Qutside, in the weakening Iight of evening, Serjon glanced around to be
sure that his father was not following him then stopped beside
Jannian's tri wing It was a gracel ess but very functional gun wing The
apprentice fromthe airfranme guild who was standi ng guard waved idly to
him and Serjon waved back. Farther across the wing field he could see
Bronl ar standi ng beside the sail wing of Jannian's squire. She too
waved, and Serjon responded with a courtly bow. The bow was in fact
the correct formal greeting for a guild master daughter, but Bronlar
turned away at once, fum ng.

The issue of female flyers was a topical one in Yarron. Mny guild
fam lies had no sons, and daughters often carded on the work of

ai rframe mai nt enance and fueling, including the test flights of sone
wi ngs. The arnorers' and engi neers' guilds had been |l ess tol erant,
preferring adoption, son-in-law heirs, or even "guested" fathers to
supply male children. Bronlar had been brought to the capital by
Warden Janni an. He had an idea that wonen mght be introduced to the
ranks of the flight guild, first as flyers and later as squires, and he
had the support of several other wardens with talented female flyers
anong their own guild famlies. The issue had raised considerable
debat e anong the Yarronese wardens, although Bronlar's flight to
Condel or and the subsequent outrage of the Bartolican adjunct, herald,



and wardens had won her a | ot of support.

She stood | eani ng agai nst a pennant pole beside the sail w ng gazing
wi stfully over toward the old throne roomand wonderi ng what was bei ng
sai d about her fate at that very noment. The sky still glowed with
sunset,

and Mrrorsun was not yet visible on the opposite horizon
"So you're what all the fuss is about."

Bronl ar turned, and not far away Serjon | ooked up fromthe book that he
was trying to nenorize by lamplight. Several youths of her own age or
ol der formed a half circle around her. By their flight jackets and
town hats she could see that they were of the famlies of wardens and
squires, and many were quite probably future wardens thensel ves.

"Are you speaking to me?" she demanded sharply, so sharply that nobody
spoke for a nonent.

"Being a flyer is not your place," a very thin but handsonme youth of
about her age said nervously.

"That decision is not yours to nake, Sair Alion," Bronlar replied, step
ping so that the thick pole remained between her and the group

"Flyers have to do nore than fly gun wings and sail w ngs we nust fight
on the ground as well as the air," declared a shorter but nore heavily
built youth who now stepped forward and reached for her

Bronlar nmade to wal k straight into his outstretched arm taking him by
surprise. She snaked an arm around his, stepping behind him and
bendi ng hi m over double. He gave a cry of surprise and pain. Her knee
was in the way as he tried to take a step to bal ance hinself, and he
rolled over it and fell heavily, crashing into the pole. As he |ay

t here, stunned, the others got over their surprise and began to circle
and close in. Some had drawn the cal f-canes fromtheir boots.

Bronlar was armed with a cross-truncheon bound in | eather, and had been
taught to use it. Enduring a cane stroke across the arm she |unged,
striking Alion in the midriff, then did a blind swi ng behind herself,
cat chi ng another youth over the ear. For a nonment there was a break in
the fighting, but the group was still confident although surprised.

Serjon stepped over Alion to stand beside Bronlar, holding up his book
on chivalry.

"Does it take thirteen of you to defeat a girl?" he said. "Is
Yarronese chivalry in such a state? |If you flyers and wardens of the
future need odds like this to go into battle, then your pennants will
very soon be painted on the canvas of sone foreign warden's gun wi ng
Besides, thirteen is a very bad nunber, did you know t hat ?"

"Stay out of this, guildsman,"” warned Alion, who was fighting to get
his breath back. "If she wants to fly she needs to know what happens
after forced | andi ngs."

"Even flyers are sworn to uphold the basics of chivalry,"
insisted "and | do have the license of a flyer."

Serjon



"You have only daylight solo, even Bronlar has night ascents and
| andi ngs appended to her license," called sonmeone behind Serjon

"Bronlar is fromthe fanmily of a guild naster of nmy warden. As a flyer
it is my chivalric duty to protect her against--"

"What ?" excl ai ned Bronl ar, suddenly realizing what Serjon was doing.
"I"'ma flyer in my own right, and with ny owmn license! | need no
protection.”

Serjon held up his book and brandi shed it at them

"It says here on page forty-seven that flyers nmust serve their warden
in the protection of wormen and children, especially in matters of
honor, safety, and virtue."

"That book is ninety years old!" shouted Bronlar, slapping the volune
out of his hands and into the dust. "lI'ma flyer and a wonan, and
what's nore I'ma nore senior flyer than you!"

"Your status is defined in the wardens' constitution,"
out, bristling at the truth that he hated.

Serj on pointed

"I fight nmy own battles!”™ Bronlar retorted indignantly.

"I duel with no girl!" declared the stocky youth, who had | ost the
t hread of the argunent |ong ago.

"By the rules of heraldry you rmust accept a chall enge or be posted on
t he pennant pol e bel ow the Line of Shane,"” Bronlar insisted.
"Chal | enge can only be given to a peer," he replied.

"Page forty-seven you say?" asked a youth who had picked up Serjon's
book.

"You are a woman under threat and | amunder a clear obligation to
defend you, whether your rank exceeds mine or not," Serjon cut in.
"He's right," said the youth with the book

"Well | reject your defense!"™ «cried Bronlar, slapping Serjon's face,
"and | chall enge--"

Serjon did not see the explosion that erupted within the old throne
roomof the Airlord' s distant pal ace, but he whirled at the flash of
light on Bronlar's face, then staggered back at the massive blast. The
roof and walls collapsed in a caul dron of snoke, dust, flanes, and
sparks; then all was eerily quiet for a nonment except for the echoes of
t he detonation. \Whistles, trunpets, and bells began to cone to life,
and everyone rushed toward the gl owing but horrifyingly flat remains of
the old throne room

By the time Serjon arrived there were still small fires dancing anmd
the rubble fromcrushed | anps. The wei ght of the stones and beans was
beyond the strength of those who had dashed across, and it was an hour
before the first heavy crane was in place and lifting the stone bl ocks
away to reveal the crushed, burned, and suffocated corpses of the
Yarronese wardens and their servants. Thousands of volunteers held
torches or forned human chains to carry away the small er pieces of
stone. Nurses and nedics cane fromall over the city, and infirmary
tents were pitched in the pal ace gardens. The Airlord' s body was found



just after mdnight, and by the norning three hundred and twenty bodies
had been renmoved. Nine servants and clerks were pulled out of the
ruins alive, and five wardens lived to see the sunrise. Not one of

t hem was expected to be able to take a gun wing into the air again, so
terrible were their injuries.

Fi el dmaj or Gravat was sworn in as regent, and he ordered a dozen
courier sail wings into the air at first light. They carded details of
the disaster and orders for all surviving wardens to wind up their

busi ness within a fortnight and conme to Forian. Yarron was pl aced
under martial law until the fifteen survivors of the Yarronese peerage
were gathered together to proclaimthe Airlord s only son to be
Virtrian XIl of Yarron. One of Gravat's first acts as regent was to
declare all business posted for the wardens' neeting to be passed as a
gesture of respect to the dead nobles. This included Jannian's notion
that women be admitted to the guild of squires.

The Yarronese Inspector CGeneral quickly determ ned that explosives had
been placed in the walls and roof of the old throne roomw th such
skill that the building would not be bl own apart, but would coll apse on
t hose inside, maxim zing the nunber of deaths. The Airlord s own

i nspectors had gone over the old throne roomthat very norning, but
even under torture it could not be established that they had been paid
to overl ook expl osives already secreted there. Sone scraps of sacking
with a Dorak haulier's guild crest were discovered am d the ruins, but
this did nothing but provoke outrage fromthe Dorak envoy when he was
sunmoned and confronted with it.

The days that followed were filled with funerals, fly pasts and mass
wakes. Succession disputes erupted right across Yarron as its
aristocracy struggled to cope with a disaster that was on the scal e of
a major duel war in terns of casualties to their ranks. Jannian's body
was strapped into the flyer' sse at of a gun wing trainer and his son
Ricrnear flew it back to Mddle Junction for burial, with the three sai
wi ngs of his house flying a guard of honor.

12 July 3960.. East Bartolica

Life on the black tram was exceedingly boring for Rollins, his stoker,
and the two gunners throughout June, but in early July that began to
change. The gunners practiced shooting at target kites towed by

unmar ked sail wings and the crew practiced covering the tramwth
canoufl age netting every tinme it was at rest. Rollins began to wonder
if the outl aws were Yarronese, and if their wardens were backing them
Were that the case, Bartolican carbineers and their tranms m ght be
strafed fromthe sky by sail w ngs--or even gun wings The idea of

war den outl aws was al nost a contradiction in terns, but Rollins always
tried to keep an open mind. The tramis reaction gun was fired at the
target kites both when the tramwas noving and when it was at rest in
si di ngs.

On the 12th of July the black tramwas at a siding at Bancroft, on the
mountain tramway to the border with Yarron. They had been there al
day, cleaning and servicing the tram and exercising the prisoners from
the top deck. A store of wood bl ocks, dried food, and water had been
left a himdred yards into the forest near the siding, and the
prisoners were made to carry everything to the tramin the afternoon
When the | ast of sunset had faded fromthe sky a sail w ng droned
overhead, then dropped a flare with a parachute. A dozen of the
prisoners were sent out with two of the officers, and they presently



returned carrying two heavy boxes in slings. They were wal king very
carefully, under the watchful direction of the nerchant officers.

The boxes were unpacked in the darkness by officers wearing odd
goggles. Rollins could see little fromwhere he knelt on the roof,
boring holes with an auger under instruction from another nerchant
officer. There was a thing like a pedal frane w thout wheels, a |large
plain box, and reels |ike those used for aircraft bracing wire. The
pri soners were nmoved out of the upper level, the contents of the boxes
were carried in, and the officers set to work inside, hamering
something into place. Qutside the tramRollins and the stoker stood
choppi ng the boxes and packing into firewood.

In the norning Rollins saw that four poles on hinges had been erected
on the roof of the tram Bracing wire was strung fromthe poles, and
there was an irregul ar peepi ng sound coning fromthe upper |evel.

"l hear whirrin'," said the stoker

"Sounds |ike a spinning wheel turned by pedals," suggested Rollins.
"Why not fire up the steam engine and use that to spin, ah, whatever
t hey want spun?" asked the stoker

"Perchance they want their machine spun discreetly, in hiding, with no
snoke to betray the tramls position."

The stoker raised a finger into the air and gave a great beanmi ng snile
of revel ation.

"Hey there, nowthat's clever," he cried. "You snell what's on the
air? Like a thunderstorm ['Il bet they're buildin' and stornmi
thunderbolts in there. New weapon, that's what all the fuss is about.
Aye, we're in the thunderbolt carbineers, Sair Rollins! Aint ye
proud?”

Rollins winced at the level of the man's voice. |In the distance a ner
chant officer who was keepi ng watch turned around, but he could not
have heard what they were discussing. Rollins gave a small wave, as if
he were scratching his ear

"Hey now, ny brother's on a cart cannon crew. You know, the new big
ones with a four-inch bore? Now you got to be there to see the | ook on
his face when | tells himthat I'mon a thunderbolt crew "

The officer was drifting closer, not obviously listening but close
enough to hear the drift of what the stoker was saying. Rollins tried
to steer the conversation to specul ating on when they m ght nove again,
and slowy the stoker cal med down and | owered his voice. The officer

| ocked eyes with Rollins for a monment, and Rollins nodded twice. The
officer returned to scanning the valley below themw th field

gl asses.

Rollins slept for nost of the day, and in the |ate afternoon he was
woken in his sleeping roll by Kalward. The merchant officer asked
about what the stoker had been saying about thunderbolts earlier in the
day. Rollins related the conversation with passable accuracy. Kalward
listened in inpassive silence.

"My inmpression is that you want discretion for the black trans,"”



Rol lins concluded. "Stoker Harricai has little sense of discretion."”

Kalward stood in silence, |eaning against a pine tree and | ooki ng
across to the black tramas the prisoners were being given their
eveni ng breakfast. He |ooked down at Rollins, and in his eyes Rollins
coul d see sonething very cold and hard.

"W do want discretion, Sair Rollins, and we want it as badly as this."
Kal ward pushed away fromthe tree and strode over to where the
prisoners were eating. The stoker was tending a cooking fire, feeding
it blocks of dry, hard wood that gave off little snoke

"Sair Harrical?" said Kalward, raising his reaction pistol

As the stoker turned with his nouth open to reply, the officer enptied
hal f of the spring clip into his face. Later that night Kalward cane
to stand beside the driver's cage as Rollins drove the tram al ong the
wi ndi ng nountain tramvay and one of the other officers stoked the
furnace. He gazed into the darkened nmountains ahead for a long tine.
Rollins said nothing. "Well?" asked Kalward, w thout turning away
fromthe view "Yes, Sair Kaiward?" asked Rollins.

"Are you going to ask what this tramis really used for?"
"No, Sair Kalward."

"You're bright and you work hard. Don't you want pronotion?" "No,
Sair Kal ward."

"That's because you have a past, isn't it?"
"Yes, Sair Kalward."

Kal ward | aughed. "Good | ad, you have a future with the Merchant
Tramway Service."

12 July 3960: The Yarronese border

Laur el ene Harman had chosen a particularly bad norning to begin her
journey through Yarron, although she would not realize it for sone
weeks. When her steamtramreached Kenmerer she di senbarked and wal ked
through the town to the place on the eastern outskirts where an iron
rail was sunk across the road. A sign read WELCOVE TO THE DOM NI ON OF
YARRON i n Yarronese, Bartolican, and O d Anglian, and two Yarronese
guards flanked the road. Beyond this was a small custons house; then

t he road wound anong rocks and conifers.

A guard wal ked over to where Laurelene stood with a weath of flowers,
readi ng her son's report as if it were a requiem prayer.

"Can | help you, Semmre?" he asked in Bartolican
She | ooked up slowy, as if she did not expect himto be there.

"Ah, yes, thank you. A man, an acquai ntance of nine, died here sone
weeks ago. | wanted to lay this weath at the place."

The guard shook his head, but his expression was one of synpathy. "I
could take the weath for you, Semme, but you cannot cross w thout
papers. The border between our dominions is tense, especially after



the terrible bonbing in Forian."

"But | do have papers," said Laurel ene, suddenly gathering her thoughts
together. "I amto cross into Yarron by steamtramthis very hour."

The guard exani ned her papers, then took her over to the custons house
and signed her in for an excursion crossing.

"I was on duty that very evening," he said as he wal ked down the road
with Laurelene. "The Bartolican carbineers shot at Sair G asken from
t he border, then swept us aside and crossed into Yarron in pursuit of
him Ah, this is the very spot."

Lanrel ene sank to her knees and laid the weath on the ground, then
burst into tears. "lIt's my fault,"” she sobbed. "I killed you at this
very spot as surely as if | pulled the trigger."

"But he didn't die here," said the guard.

Laurel ene paused in md-sob, her reddened eyes w de and her expression
har deni ng.

"He didn't?"

"No, this is the spot that he |lowered his trews and shone full noon at
the carbineers. That's when they started shooting and crossed the
border. He was running when |I |last saw him holding his ribs with one
hand and his trews with the other."

Lanrel ene stood up, slamed the weath on the ground, and stanped on
it. She clutched the guard by the [ apels of his jacket.

"Then he's alive? Were is he?"

"I cannot say, Seme," replied the rather alarmed guard. "He did not
return here, but that is hardly surprising. He may have tried to reach
M ddl e Junction on foot, but the country is wild."

Lanrel ene stared down at the remai ns of her weath, wondering whet her
or not to leave it. She finally decided that it rem nded her that she
had been sorry for d asken, and that was a sonewhat huniliating
nenory.

"What draws you to Yarron?" asked the guard as she marched back to the
bor der.

"I had a whimto travel where ny... Laurel ene braced herself to utter

alie. " friend was going."

"An affair of the heart?" asked the guard, who was sonething of a
romanti c.

"An affair, yes, but my heart is not involved. Thank you for your
hel p, young man. If all Yarronese are as polite as you then ny journey
will be a pleasant one indeed.".

Back in Bartolica, Laurelene met with the five carbineers of her escort
at the trammnay station.

"He is alivel" she told them "He nust be dragged back to Bartolica."



"Leave it to us, Semme," the captain of her escort began
"No! | want this done properly. If ny menfolk will not avenge ny
honor then I'll do it nyself."

12 July 3960: Western Yarron

The twin engine, tri wing regal droned slowy over the farn and of the
Green River Basin on its 180-nile journey to Dorak territory from
northern Cosdora. Wngcaptain Perisonian scanned the gauges am d the
filigree and inlay of the instrument board, noting that both engi nes
were at the correct tenperature, oil pressure, and rate of spin. The
long trip had begun before dawn, and the rising sun was to starboard.
"We are nearing the mdway point," the navigator reported. "Wre it
not for the clouds we would see Mddle Junction ahead and a little to
port."

"I see it, there's a break. Course correct, less than an hour to go. A
hal f - hour reserve of spirit remains."”

The steward rapped at the cockpit door, then entered.

"The Airlord is awake," he reported. "He wants to know when we arrive
at the capital."”

"Still three hours to go," replied the wingcaptain. "W nust land to
take on fuel once over the border."

"That would put our arrival at nearly the tenth hour of the norning,
and the Airlord has a busy schedule. You have to do better."

"W were ready for flight an hour before he arrived," Perisonian
retorted. "If the Airlord needed to arrive earlier you should have
roused him" "The Airlord was not disposed to be roused."

"Ah ny, so the Dorak anmbassador to the Cosdorans has been using his
wi fe as an instrunent of policy again?"

"I'f you please, sair, keep your voice down," hissed the steward. "You
speak of the Airlord of Al Dorak."

"Well? o back and tell the Airlord of Al Dorak that this regal is
already flying as fast as is prudent along the shortest route.™

"W ngcaptain Perisonian, | cannot take that sort of answer back to the
Airlord."

"And | cannot run ny engines hotter than they are just now. The
Carbearu fanmily does not take kindly to its engines being used for
somet hing as ignoninious as transport, even if the cargo is our head of
state."”

"But the Airlord is a warden in his own right."

"You don't have to explain that to ny engineers guild. | do. |If their
conpressi on engi nes show unreasonable wear, this regal will be declared
black wing for a lunar month and | shall be cooling my heels in the
flyers' reserve."



The steward | ooked longingly to the north.

"I need to tell the Airlord something. He wants to reach the capita

at 9:30. His consort will be waiting."

"Al'l the nore reason to fly slower." "Be serious, Wngcaptain
Perisonian." "Have you nmet his consort?" "Wngcaptain!"

"Well ... tell himthere is an energency."

"What sort of an energency'?."

He was cut short by a scatter of bullets ripping through the cabin from
behi nd. Perisonian inmedi ately swng the heavy regal into a turn and
dived to pick up speed. The steward was flung across the cabin and
crashed heavily into the navigator

"Go aft, strap in!" shouted Perisonian. "Wat shall | tell the
Airlord?" "Tell himwe're under attack!"

Peri soni an caught sight of an oddly shaped, strangely thin gun w ng as
he banked. Instead of at its wingtips the rudders were at the end of a
| ong boomtrailing behind the main wings. There were two engi nes
mounted in the wings, but they were inpossibly thin. 1t vani shed
behi nd them then began shooting again. Perisonian flung the heavy
regal about, but the pursuing flyer was not taken by surprise again.

"Find me somewhere to land, quickly!" he shouted to the navigator
"Mddle Junction wing field is only mnutes distant." "That's a
Yarronese wing field

"Pinedale is the closest Dorak wing field and that's nearly as far
ahead as we've already flown."

"Hell and Callbait! Al right, set a course for Mddle Junction
Yarron has a treaty with us for enmergencies."

Anot her burst ripped into the starboard engi ne, which |ost oil pressure
and began to snmoke. Perisonian reduced spirit to the engine, and it
spluttered but did not quite die. Another burst raked the cabin,
hitting the navigator in the | eg and spraying glass into Perisonian's
face. The bursts were nore frequent now, and there were cries from
back in the cabin where the Airlord and steward sat hel pl essly.

"Ai rspeed eighty-seven nph," called Perisonian. "How nmuch |onger to
M ddl e Juncti on?"

"Mnutes. Align on the river and bear south five degrees west when we
get through the clouds."

The navi gat or unstrapped, took a carbine fromthe utility rack, and
hobbl ed to the sidereal steps.

"Where are you goi ng?" shouted Perisonian. "Strap in."
"Just you keep us flying."
There was a roar of wind as the sidereal hatch was opened, then

Perisoni an heard t he navi gator shooting. After five shots he gave a
whoop of triunph.



"I took him | took the bastard! He's dropping behind--no! Damn,
he's comi ng up under us where | can't see."

"Nearly at the clouds," the w ngcaptain called back

"I see himagain, dark blue on top of its wings, with twin air screws
faci ng backwards and no air intakes. Damm thing is |like nothing |I've
ever seen before.”

There was anot her exchange of shots, and the second engi ne began to run
roughly as Perisonian fought for control

"The Airlord is hit, the Airlord is bleeding!" called the steward from
t he cabin.

"Clouds, we're nearly at the clouds!" the w ngcaptain call ed.

The navigator fired another clip of bullets at their enigmatic
attacker. Both engines were running hot, and there was a fire in the
starboard wi ng.

"He's breaking off!" shouted the navigator. "He's banking to port
and--lost himin the clouds."

"Did you hit himagain?"
"Maybe... | don't think so, but | couldn't tell."

"He may think we're dead in the air, we're trailing enough snoke.
There! We're through the clouds, and there's Mddle Junction. 'l
rev up the starboard engine and try to keep sone hei ght before it
nelts.”

The engi ne roared back into life, but after thirty seconds it seized
and died. That was good enough, though, it had bought thema little
hei ght. The regal approached M ddl e Junction on one engi ne, |osing

hei ght and on fire, but under a degree of control. The wheels squeal ed
on the surface of the wing field the airspeed dropped--then the spine
of the starboard wi ng burned through and snapped. The regal skidded

al ong the runway, its landing gear collapsed, scattering weckage and
sprayi ng burning conpression spirit |ike some huge, gaudy pi nwheel

Perisonian woke up in an infirmary bed in Mddle Junction to find that
the Dorak consul was maintaining a vigil with the nedics and nurses.

"The Airlord..." whispered Perisonian. "Is the Airlord..."

The consul canme over and sat on the edge of the bed. "You are the only
survivor of the crash,” he said gravely. "The Airlord was hit by three
bullets, and two of them remained | odged in his body." The consul held
up a bullet between his thunmb and forefinger. "It's a ten-nmillineter
jacketed type, by the Worland guild of Casper, Yarron."

Peri soni an t hought for a nonent.

"W were attacked.." an unknown gun wing No crest, no house nane,

no engi neers' guild synbol."



"Did you see it?"

"Only for a noment. It stayed behind, shooting un chivalrously M
navigator.." clinbed into the sidereal, fired at it with a carbine."

"He drove it off?. Wth only a carbine?"

"No... perhaps, no. The flyer nust have thought that he had done his
job as we were burning when we reached the clouds. It--it seems he was
right, even though we reached the wing field

"Can you hold a pen? Can you sketch the gun w ng
"Il try. The navigator saw it clearly. He described it to ne."

The consul snapped his fingers and a clerk came forward with a board,
paper, and witing kit. Perisonian was hel ped up in the bed and he
made several shaky representations while the clerk took notes and the
consul watched. The consul watched and |istened, then picked up one of
the sketches and stared at it.

"Keep working with himuntil he has recalled all that he can, Loric.
W ngcapt ai n Peri sonian, you are a brave man and a loyal citizen. Tel
Loric all that you can remenber, then rest well. | shall reconmend

that you be honored. Good night now, Wngcaptain."

Loric worked patiently with the wi ngcaptain for another half hour
talking little and noting everything that he said. At |ast Perisonian
could recall no nore, and Loric began to pack up

"I hope that | have been of sonme help," said Perisonian
"Ch you have indeed, Wngcaptain. Rest well now"

Loric drew a baffle-tube pistol fromhis bag and shot hi mbetween the
eyes.

Mnutes later a Call swept in fromthe Red Desert, noving west.
14 July 3960: M ddle Junction

Envoy Sartov had been passing through M ddle Junction when the Dorak
air lord was assassinated. The wing field adjunct briefed himon the
crash the day after Perisonian had been nmurdered. The adjunct's office
| ooked out over the staging area of the wing field and the bl ackened

wr eckage of the regal was plainly visible fromwhere they sat.

"It is good to see you, Alveris, but not under these circunstances,"
t he adj unct began.

"The bonbi ng shortened ny termin Condel or by two weeks, so sonme good
cane out of it," Sartov replied. "M/ replacenent is not even a
war den. "

"Yarronese wardens are now the rarest in Munthaven. W need you al
back to hold the dom nion together." The adjunct reached for a rock
crystal jar of whisky. "Let us toast your return to Yarron," he said,
pouring out a measure.

"Just rainwater for ne, Morris. | swore off the drink on the day that



| learned of the bonbing."

"Well, indeed, that comes as good news too. W were worrying about
you." He gestured to the weckage outside. "The Dorakian consul is
screaming as if his piles were being cauterized because of that."

Sartov clasped his hands and | eaned over the desk. "He must have your
full est cooperation, too. Dorak's envoy in Condel or was tal ki ng about
war just before I flew out this nmorning."

"The nmore cooperation he gets, the nore evidence of a badly conceal ed
Yarronese plot emerges," the adjunct said, waving yet another folder
froma scribe box. "I found this in the consuls case. He had dropped
it in bushes when a Call caught himoutside the wing field infirmary.

| had a scribe copy the nore interesting parts before everything was
returned. There's a sketch of the sail wing that attacked the regal
Look at its configuration."

"Qdd, very odd. [Inpossibly thin engines, no intakes, huge w ngs.
There is no dom nion known with sail wings like this."

"Now | ook at what the consul was waving about in ny office this
nmorning." "Hmm Looks nore |like a Yarronese Squire 1000 sail w ng

"We found Yarronese bullets |lodged in the weckage of the regal. It's
an attack over Yarron, and the sol e survivor and w tness was nurdered
in a Yarronese hospital. A Yarronese bullet was extracted fromhis
brain. The fact that a sketch of a strange gun wi ng turned up amd
stolen notes will carry no wei ght beside the fabricated sketch of a far
nore pl ausi bl e Yarronese arned sail w ng

"A daming body of evidence," agreed Sartov. "The Dorakians will be
even nmore insulted because we supposedly used a sail wing to kill him
rather than a chivalric gun w ng

"It is neat, very neat, suspiciously neat. The surviving Yarronese
war dens are howing for blood and vengeance after what happened at
Forian ten days ago, and now this happens. The evidence is

overwhel ming that Yarron is responsible for the Dorak air lord death,
but our only evidence for Dorak hands behind the Forian bonbing are
some scraps of sacking from Dorak."

"Morris, | have heard nothing of such a plot."

"Neither have |I. Nothing! Not a request to turn a blind eye to strange
sail wi ngs nor an order to |leave wing field beacons burning all night
and ignore whatever traffic passes through. Perhaps soneone in Dorak
wanted their air |lord dead and decided to incrimnate Yarron."

They sat | ooking across at the ranks for Yarronese gun w ngs that no
| onger had experienced wardens to fly them Teenage wardens strutted
about wearing their new crests and waving their hands in parodies of
air borne duels. Their guilds nen sat by the gun wi ngs | ooki ng
studiously ato tentive and sayi ng not hi ng.

"What can you tell nme about the Dorak regional consul?" asked Sartov.
"I have not had a chance to nmeet himas yet."

"A diligent but excitable nman, with a long record in the diplomatic
service."



"He was the last to see Wngcaptain Perisonian alive."

"Please don't publicly inmply that he did it, Sair Sartov, the Dorakians
are angry enough already. As this report states, his clerk was about
to enter the wingcaptain's ward when he heard a shot, then the Cal
cane." "But he did not enter?"

"No. He was unarnmed and there was apparently a gunman in the room
Instead he ran down the corridor of the infirmary shouting for the
guards. Then the Call swept over them"

"Very neat, very innocent. Tell me about him™"

"The clerk? Loric d' Kemmef's name appears in diplomatic records going
back three years. He got his present appointnent a few nonths ago. He
has a Col |l egi an Degree fromthe Dorakian National Acadeny, wth
second-cl ass honors--the sort of person who is not quite a nmerchant of
ricer but is doing the next best thing. There is one odd thing about
him though."

"Tel | me.

"I was in the Dorakian National Acadeny back in 3955, as a guest
lecturer in three of the subjects in which he gained honors. | do not
re menber him"

"He may have cribbed your notes fromothers and nmissed all your
| ectures.”

"True, but | amgood with nanes and | also kept lists of all ny
student s--one never knows when one can claimprofitabl e association
when a student rises to high office. The clerk d" Kemef is not on ny
lists. 1'msure he has a degree from sonewhere, | nean people often
forge degrees from academes with greater prestige than where they
actually studied. He seens very bright and erudite, nmore so than the
regi onal consul if you ask ne."

Sartov got up and wal ked across to the wi ndow overl ooking the M ddle
Junction wing field The remains of the regal were to the left, under
ar med



13 July 3969: Condel or

The Bartolican court had risen for the evening, and Rosenne was waiting
at a stone canal quay for the envoys' courtesy barge. There was to be
a feast that night for no particular reason, but it was suspected that
the death of the creamof Yarron's nobility had inspired it. The
Veraguay envoy was putting on weight under the onslaught of Bartolican
feasting, however. She excused herself, saying that she could wite an
account of the distant tragedy.

As she stood | eani ng agai nst the vine-snothered stone bl ock wall wth
Theresla, Roric Harman cane into sight in a small steambarge. It was
a squat, stable little craft of gilded wood with scenes fromthe
classic Chronicles of Seductions carved into the railings. A servant
tended the little oil-fired steam engi ne and steered frominside a hide
cabin while Roric languidly called conmands, as if to the boat

itself.

Seeing the two wonen alone and waiting, Roric ordered his barge over to
t he quay.

"Ho there, you'd not be waiting for the envoy's barge, would you
Semme?" he called as the barge sl owed.

"l amindeed," Rosenne call ed back

"It's not to be returning until five hours are past. Al other envoys
are going to the feast--except for you and that new boy from Yarron."

Rosenne put her hands on her hips and | ooked al ong the canal, frowning.
Roric's barge slowed and bunped agai nst the quay.

"Well, perhaps | amfated to be at the feast after all," she said.
"Theresla and | wanted to wite an account of that terrible disaster in
Yarron." "Hah, you could share ny hunbl e barge."

"Ch Sair Roric, | could not inpose thus," Rosenne said, clasping her

hands and smling broadly.

"No imposition, Senme, none at all. | amreturning home, and that's
near the Enclave of Dom nions anyway. | would be glad of your
conpany."” "But are you not to be at the feast also?"

"Alas, | nust attend to sone tiresone household details that are

normally in Laurelene's care. She's in Yarron, you know. "

Rosenne di d i ndeed know, and had known since Laurelene left two days
earlier. She had not wanted to seem|like an easy prize, but two days
was a discreet period to wait.

"Ch, how very lonely for you," she responded. "In that case | nust
share your barge."

Rosenne and Theresla got into the little craft, which noved off
snoot hl y.

"You are indeed fortunate to have a personal barge on the Airlord s own
canal ," said Rosenne as she seated herself and clipped on her Cal
t et her.



"In his wisdomthe Airlord recogni zes that soneone as busy as his
| nspect or CGeneral needs to nove about freely and quickly. | have
unlimted run of all canals."”

He gl anced for a nonent to Theresla, who was watching two gun w ngs
trailing colored snmoke fromtheir w ngtips and weavi ng green and red
spiral s.

"I's, ah, your servant |learning the ways of Condelor's markets and
suchl i ke?" he asked.

"Theresl a?" | aughed Rosenne. "No, she just attends clerical matters,
now that | have three Bartolican servants who daily tend the garden and
haggl e at the market."

Roric smiled and nodded, and said that he was pl eased that she had
settled in so well.

"What news is there of Semme Laurel ene, your nost forthright wfe?"
she asked, pronpted by the sight of the gun wi ngs flying over the
pal ace. "I have heard that war threatens between Yarron and Dorak."
"Ch | have had no letters yet, but | have no fears," he said w thout
concern in his tone. "War is of no danger to any but wardens, and of
no interest to those who are not of their estates or guilds."

"Do you mean that the merchants and other citizens do not care who
rul es thenf"

"Well, did anyone in Bartolica refuse to swear loyalty to our new
Airlord just because they were loyal to his late father? O course
not. It is the sane with our wars, they are nerely duels between

dom nions, matters of honor for those who are honorable. The estates
and farns pay taxes just the sane, the steamtramnms, aqueduct engines,
roads, and Call towers run as before."

"Put that way, it hardly sounds |ike war at all."

"Well, we have to be civilized here in Munthaven. CQur land is so poor
that it is a long and difficult task to repair wanton destruction. Now
t hen, perhaps you can wi den ny own know edge,"” said Roric genially.
"\What ot her places have boats such as these?"

"Ch none. 1In all ny travels | have only seen such powered boats in

this very city."

"Hah! Thought so. As each day passes | have ever nore reasons for

never |leaving Bartolica. M wife likes to travel: she gads off here
and there, yet even she cones back and tells ne how good it is to be
hore. "

"Ch but surely she enjoys seeing what is different. 1| do, and |I have
travel ed nore than anyone in the known world."

"She has other reasons, | knowit too well. As Chief Inspector | have
many informants."

"And what do they informyou of?."

catch ny meaning. "



Rosenne caught the neaning, and all the others that Roric Hannah had
i nt ended.

"You are very tolerant, Sair Harman, and that is refreshing. Wy, ny
husband was so jeal ous that he had spies anong ny househol d servants.
I not only had to lead a blanmeless life, | had to be seen to do it as
well."

Slyly glancing to Theresla, Roric noted that she was witing notes from
sl ates of shorthand script. He reached out and synpathetically patted
Rosenne's hand. |f Theresla noticed, she gave no sign of it.

"A-h, but the good nman is dead now, and you are free to live as you
will, Semre," Roric pointed out.

He et his hand rest lightly on hers. At first she jerked it back a
fraction, as if to pull away, then stopped herself. She twisted it
i nstead, twi ning her fingers about those of Roric.

"True, and you are an alluring conpanion, Sair Roric."

Regi onal | nspector Wander Hannah treated royal feasts and other such
occasi 0o as the same way as he did difficult assignnents in the
backwoods. There was information to be gathered and people were liable
to part with it, either to bolster their own self-inmportance, or to
trade, or merely because they were too drunk to mind their tongues.
Partly out of concern for his nother, Wander had been probing for the
truth behind the catastrophe in Yarron's capital

"I notice that your father is not to be seen," observed Colliconev,
Chancel | or of Wardens.

Wander | ooked around, but assuned that the man's statenent was true al
t he whil e.

"True, he is gone. |Is that significant?"

Col l'i conev shrugged and sipped at his claret. "He left in some haste,
just after the lovely Senme Rosenne Rodriguez of Veraguay was seen to
be wal ki ng down the path to the barge quay. H's own barge is now

m ssing, and would you believe that there is an order signed by his own
hand that the envoys' barge was not to |leave until after the feast?"

"What is your inplication, Sair Colliconev?" Wander asked inpatiently,
knowi ng full well what his father probably had in mnd

"Sair Hannah, the elder, has much in common with the Veraguay envoy.
They are probably di scussing the wonders of their respective
Cal | havens. "

Wthin the confort of the envoy's bed, thought Wander with inpotent
di sapproval. He had no illusions about his father's behavior, he just
wi shed that the man could be |l ess public about it.

"I amdue to |l eave for the north next week," Wander said idly.
"Ah, that region is no easy task, it is not settled and orderly, like

the south. | wonder that you do not |ook for a transfer here, now that
you have proved yoursel f."



Col l'i conev sipped at his wine. He always sipped, he never drank
Vander suspected that no wi ne ever passed between his lips. He always
rem nded Wander of a small, sharp, poi soned bl ade.

"I'f you inply that | am being grooned for sone post, then nobody has
told me about it," Wander replied.

"You have spent a lot of time in Condelor lately for soneone with no
anbitions here.”

A group of singers perfornmed an ode to the wardens of Bartolica. The
text had reputedly been witten by the Airlord hinself, although the
Master of Royal Music had set it for six voices. The work was boring,
and it was with sone relief that Wander felt a tug at his sleeve and

| ooked around to see one of his father's aides. As they left the hal
Wander coul d not help but note the bloodless pallor of the man's

face.

"Afire, Sair Harman, a fire at the Enclave of Domninions," said the
ai de breathl essly.

"I see, that is very serious," Wander replied, "but this is not ny
i nspectorate. Have you inforned ny fa--the | nspector General ?"

"That is just it!" exclained the aide, clawning at the air in
agitation. "The Inspector General is in the building that is
burni ng. "

Vander's cal m buckl ed, but held. He gasped an oath in shock, then
sei zed the aide by the arm and marched hi m down the corridor

"How do you know he is in there?" he demanded. "And which house is he
in, anyway?"

"That of the Veraguay envoy. Her servants have vani shed, and the city
const abl es have been alerted to arrest them"

The aide had kept a steam barge waiting for them and after a short
trip they reached the Enclave of Dom nions and hurried across to the

bl aze, flanked by Inspectorate guards. The city orderlies had the fire
under control by the tinme he arrived and nmenbers of the Inspectorate
were already anong the ruins. The truth unfol ded quickly: both the
envoy from Veraguay and his own father had died in the blaze.

Wander snmothered his grief with action. The bodies found in the
remai ns of the envoy's double bed were identified by their rings and
t he bl ackened remai ns of Roric Hannah's gun and coat buttons on the
flagstone floor. They had apparently been overcone by the snoke in
their sleep before being burned. The fire had been started with jars
of sunflower oil, whose shards were strewn about in the charred
downstairs rooms. Harman had all five of the late envoy's servants
procl ai med as suspects in the double nurder. The suspicions that
Laurel ene had confided to himabout Theresla had finally been borne
out .

O some interest were several pages of witing in a strange script that
Were found in the grounds of the burned-out house. The script was
famliar






yet oddly stylized, and while many of the words al nost nmade sense,
the concepts behind themdid not. Harman took custody of them and set
about having themtransl ated by the Inspectorate's linguists. As it
turned out, they nmade very sl ow progress.

14 July 3960: East Bartolica

The orders given to Rollins were clear enough: take the black tramto
its maxi mum speed al ong the length of straight tramway, and do it at
night. The night was overcast, shutting out Mrrorsun's light, and the
two forward lanterns of the black tramprovided illum nation for only a
dozen feet ahead. Rollins opened the throttle, and the little steam
engi ne gradual |y pushed the square-front tramup to near its naxinmm
speed of 41 niles per hour, four times its normal cruising speed.

Beside Rollins was Kalward, with the forward shutters of the tramw de
open and a grapple pole in his hand. Two other officers were watching
one with a bucket of water. Wrthout warning a flare burst overhead,
lighting up the underside of a sail wing The point of |ight dropped
slowy, and Rollins realized that it was on a |line being reeled out.
When it was alnost level with his eyes Kalward reached out with the
grapple pole, swiped at it twice, then caught it the third tine.

The interior of the tramwas filled with fumes and blinding Iight as
the officer drewthe flare inside, but it was inmediately quenched in

t he bucket. Wth glow ng spots before his eyes, Rollins saw that there
was a di spatch cannister attached to the flare. Wile Kalward picked
up a flare gun the other two officers detached the flare fromthe |ine
and secured another cannister inits place. Kalward fired a flare from
t he gun ahead of the sail wi ng and the second canni ster was drawn up
into the air as the sail wing pulled away.

"We're set!" exclained the youngest officer in Od Anglian. "The
bl ack trams can nove every carbineer in Yarron |like a chess piece now. "
"M nd your tongue," warned Kal ward.

"In front of the yoick? He doesn't speak A d Anglian."

"M nd your tongue in front of any yoick," Kalward insisted. "This has
a security cl earance, the next one may not."

This gave Rollins a great deal to think about. He had a security

cl earance which was a relief. Bartolican carbineers were to operate in
Yarron which was a worry. The black tranms were to control themlike
chess pieces, which was a puzzle. Little of this nade sense. The war
denate system forbade any nore than a hundred armed carbineers to

gat her at any point in Munthaven, and even this was only for the
pursuit of out laws. Carbineers certainly never crossed into another
dom ni on except in the pursuit of outlaws or fugitives, yet the officer
had tal ked as if hundreds,

even thousands of carbineers would be in Yarron. This sounded |ike the
primtive style of un chivalric wars that raged in Mexhaven and

Al ber haven, yet this was inmpossible. Wardens of all dom nions had
rallied a dozen tines in the past hundred years to bonb and strafe
out | aw bui I dups, while on the ground town nilitias and nerchant
carbineers had rallied to shoot the survivors. The trams were

i mpressive fighting units, but nothing could stand agai nst gun w ngs
and arnmored sail wings unless the black trans commanded the air as
well. He had seen with his own eyes that they had access to at | east



one sail w ng

Rol i ns shivered. These were alarnming tines. A few renegade wardens
mght fly for the nerchant carbineers in secret, but never openly. The
war dens had nore loyalty to the war denate systemthan to any dom ni on
or group. Yes, the waging of war was safely in the hands of the

war dens, Rollins assured hinself. Munthaven was poor in resources,
and could not afford the waste of un chivalric war. The system had
stood for centuries, it could not now be flouted by a few hundred

car bi neers.

15 July 3960: Opal

The new warden of the Jannian estate was sixteen years old. Wile he
had been well educated and had fifty hours logged in sail wing trainers
and three in a gun wing he was not by any neans experienced enough to
run the estate. Pressure fromhis peers quickly persuaded himto
ignore the very reformthat his father had won in death. Bronlar was
barred fromflight duties on the Jannian estate, in spite of her
flyer's license. Serjon, on the other hand, was a conpetent flyer, and
was ordered to increase his flight hours at once. Wthin a week of
Janni an's death he had another fifteen hours | ogged in sail w ngs and
was finally allowed to ascend in the warden's gun w ng

The flight was not easy. The gun wi ng was heavy, powerful, and
tenmperamental conpared with sail wings H s ascent was far too shall ow
then he had tried to clinmb too steeply and al nost stalled. After
several circles of the estate he flew against a target kite, and hit it
on the first pass. Wen he tried to | and, his approach was too fast
and steep, and he had bounced heavily before running off the end of the
flight strip

The wal k back to the guild houses was a long and | onely one for Serjon
The gun wing was i mobile, and Bronlar's father and his guilds nmen were
wor ki ng at the edge of the flight strip jacking the aircraft onto a
trolley. Serjon's nother and sisters were waiting to greet himafter
he had reported to the wing field adjunct, and he was swanped by a
bouncy swirl of curls and rustling skirts.

"You're alive, Serjon, you're alive!" squealed Cassender, his youngest
si ster.

"I landed hard, little sister, but yes, I'malive," he said as he stood
with his arns around her. "It only gets easier now. "

"We Feydanors build engines, flying is not for our guild," his nother
rem nded him

"Every guild master nust fly his own crew s work, Mother. That's the
| aw of our calling."

"But you're learning to fight, not take over fromyour father. One day
you may go to war and never return.” "lIn many ways, | never returned
fromny first ascent.”

Soon they left himand returned to their work. Bronlar had been
wat ching fromthe steps of her father's guildhall, and she waved as
Serjon wal ked by.

"Congratul ations," she said. "You managed to wal k away from that



| andi ng. "

He stopped and turned to | ook at her, then came over and sat down, two
steps bel ow her.

"There nust have been a thirteen in ny life this nmorning," he decl ared.

"Thirteen grapes on your breakfast plate?"

"No, | counted them there were sixteen," he said, |ooking out to where
t he gun wi ng was bei ng haul ed back along the flight strip on the
trolley.

"Why do you fear thirteens so much? | knowit's traditionally a nunber
of ill omen, but |I've never known anyone to go on about it |ike you."

"I amnmy nother's sixth child and ny father's seventh. Between not her
and Warden Jannian | amthirteenth. Al ny life | have noticed
thirteens present when ill fortune visited me, so | have learned to
avoid them |I'mvulnerable to thirteens. It is nmy fate, just as it is
yours to be a girl who wants to fly."

This subject was a sensitive one for Bronlar. She rested her chin on
her knees, pressed her |ips together, and stared out across the w ng
field "I"msorry you were barred,"” Serjon added presently. "Sorry? I
t hought it was what you wanted."

"I'"ve thought about it. |[I've thought about how | would feel if exiled
to the ground forever, and | wouldn't wish it on anyone who | oves
flying. Your sex does pose sone problenms in chivalric procedures,
but.." you don't deserve this."

Serjon and Bronlar wal ked to where the gun wi ng had been dragged for
repairs to the landing gear. The bent struts and broken springs had
saved the rest of the airfrane from serious damage, but Serjon was
still not popular with the airfrane guilds men Wen they reached the
hospitaler's table Serjon retrieved his sling bag. He took out a book
and handed it to Bronlar

"This may be of use to you," he said.
She stared at the rifle. "Chivalry and the Art of Dueling?"

"Wth our air |lord and wardens dead, and now t he death of the Dorak ian

air lord there could be war. |If our warden becones a mark on sone
Dor aki an gun wing silk, well you should be prepared. W0 knows,
Jannian is ny real father, after all. | may end up as warden, and then

I'd let you fly."

Bronl ar cl asped her hands around the book and stared at the title on
t he bi ndi ng.

"You're sweet. I'msorry | slapped your face, that night in Forian."
"That's forgiven. It made for good theatre.” "Theatre?"

"I provoked that argunment on chivalry deliberately. Better to have
shouting and insults than pack rape."

Bronlar's sml e vani shed.

"Do you think that was planned? What about their chivalric



princi pl es?"

"They are written to include all wonen, but in practice they apply only
to the nobility. You are not a noble, Bronlar, and they were hoping to
gi ve you a sanple of what to expect from eneny carbineers.”

"But they could not get away with it. Warden Jannian was ny patron."
"Warden Janni an woul d have been al one agai nst the wardens and squires
who were the fathers of that rabble. One or two flyers who were
foolish enough to be involved may have been hung, but nmopbst would go
free and you woul d have been ravished and humliated. It was about
power, and you threaten their power."

Bronlar put a hand to Serjon's neck and kissed the cheek that she had
sl apped a week earlier. He closed his eyes and hung his head.

"Better a kiss received than a kiss stolen,”
t oget her.

he said, rubbing his hands

"I's that in this book?" teased Bronlar

"No, but it's inthis one," replied Serjon, taking The Practice of
Romantic Chivalry out of his sling bag.

16 July 3960: Forian

Three days after returning from Condel or, Sartov was reinstated as
Governor of North Yarron Region by the new Yarronese air lord The
cerenony was quick and sinmple, but then Yarron was in shock and it was
nmore inmportant to fill posts and get the work done than to inpress the
nobl es and envoys with splendid displays.

"The burden is heavy, Alveris, but in such tinmes we have to grow fast
or fall out of the sky," said Airlord Virtrian when they nmet later in
t he nodel room of the pal ace.

Sartov had known Virtrian for five years. The Airlord was in his nid
forties but was not the typical heir who had been kept waiting decades

by



a long-lived monarch. Virtrian flew his gun wi ng every day, and had
actual ly fought in border-confrontation duels with Bartolica and
Cosdor a.

"I had a good rest in Bartolica, but thank you for rescuing ne," said

Sartov. "How is your wfe?"

"Dying, sair, dying."
"But she has survived ten days."

"She is crushed inside. The slightest nove nakes the broken bones
within her slice flesh. She bleeds within, Al veris, she bl eeds w thout
| osing bl ood yet she is alnpst out of blood. At the very tinme that |
need her nost she is slipping awnay."

"I amsorry, | have heard so nuch yet | did not know "

"Her condition is not widely known, it is bad for public norale at a
time like this. Wen she dies.." it will be announced as a surprise.
Short and sharp, not a |long and draining decline. Now, what is your
opi nion on the problemw th Dorak?"

Sartov bent to exanmi ne a nodel of a Dorakian canard gun wing with an
in-1ine conpression engine. They did not have the agility of the
Yarronese tri w ng approach, but their wardens were far nore

experi enced.

"They will petition for the fight to attack, and Bartolica will second
them It is to their advantage to attack. Politically the new Dorak
air lord needs credibility, while their wardens have not been in a
serious fight for three decades. The gossip in Condelor is that
Bartolica has convinced themto attack our north. It is far fromthe
Bartol i can border, you see."

"So the Bartolican support is all but active?"
"The situation in Bartolica is confused. The new governor of the East
Regi on, Stanbury, is building up a lot of power with his nerchant

carbineers. | think sone manner of coup is not far off."

"A coup? But what about the wardens? The wardens of his own region
are | oyal to Condel or."

"Correct. | do not understand what is happening, but | sense danger
Greater Bartolica is big and well re sourced and if anything should
unify it into an effective domnion.." it scarcely bears thinking
about . "

17 July 3960: Sheridan, Horth Yarron

Fi el dmaj or Akengar was on the Sheridan wing field as Sartov | anded in
his gun wing Once the ground crews had taken charge of the aircraft,
he wal ked with the returned governor along the edge of the flight strip
wel | away fromthe guilds nmen and wardens.

"I am honored that you wish to see a nere field major of the nerchant
car bi neers," Akengar said as they passed the row of gun w ngs



"Very soon nobody will be using There' in the same sentence as nerchant
carbineers,"” replied Sartov. "I predict war between Yarron and
Dor ak. "

"War? On what pretext?"

"Just suppose there to be a legitinate pretext. Wre you a Dorakian
air lord how woul d you attack?"

The question was not one that Akengar had anticipated, and he had to
consider for sone tine. While flattered to be asked such strategic
gquestions, and while willing to give opinions anong his peers,

Fi el dmaj or Akengar had a sudden | oss of nerve when it cane to being
taken seriously in matters reserved for the heads of states.

"Ah, 1'd send gun wings and sail wings to overfly the wing fields of
the Airlord' s governor, oh and find a dom nion to stand second before
sending couriers to all major air |ords of Mounthaven to petition for a
war. After that, set a realistic nunber of gun wings and sail wings to
fight and choose a suitable stretch of land to claim™

"Now pretend that the wardens are no nore."

"Ah! Ah... war would be inpossible."

"Maybe so, Fieldmjor, and maybe not so. | wish to recruit nore
carbineers, and I want themtrained to fight in squads. Quickly."

"Carbi neers? But they are not pernmitted to fight in wars, they are
| ower class and un chivalric

"The attack on our Airlord and wardens was | ower class and un chivalric

too, but it still happened. Trust nme, Fieldmgjor, | have just spent
six nmonths in the Bartolican court circles, and a |lot of what | saw
made ne uneasy. |If they are recruiting and training carbineers in

quantity, then we should too."
SON NG THE W ND
20 July 3960: North Yarron

Dor ak decl ared war on Yarron on 20 July 3960. The heir to the Dorak
air lord throne had only a limted base of support for his claim as
the dead nonarch had no children. A war to unite the dom nion's

war dens and a successful claimagainst Yarron seened the perfect way to
secure the throne. Yarron certainly seenmed inplicated in the Airlord's
death, and in reparation he claimed a slice of northern Yarron that
extended to Casper from Gannett in the Wnd River Range. The cl ai mwas
rejected by Governor Sartov, but he forwarded it south by sail wing for
the Yarron air lord to consider. On the strength of his provisiona
rejection, Dorak petitioned for an attack

Bartolica was Dorak's second, and Mntras seconded Yarron. A Counci

of Del egates fromthe other dominions flewto North Yarron and sel ected
a battlefield. Billings in Dorak and Sheridan in Yarron were sel ected
as the two base wing fields with the clash to be over the Bighorn River
because Yarron was being i nvaded. The Dorak strategists had hoped for
victory through sheer nunbers and experience, and they declared a flock
of ninety-one gun w ngs--every serviceable gun wing in the donmain.
Yarron had | ost so many wardens in the coll apse of the pal ace throne



roomthat the new air | ord worked day and night granting deputy status
to squires and confirmng heirs as wardens. On the appointed day
ni nety-one Yarronese gun wi ngs ascended in orderly ranks of seven.

"Thirteen tines seven," said Serjon glumy as he watched the nass
ascent. "That is bad."

"Dorak declared the number," Feydanor pointed out inpatiently.

"That's not the point. W could have ascended only ninety gun w ngs
and still been legal."

"That woul d declare that we're beyond our resources."

"No good will come of this for Yarron

As generally happened, Serjon was proved wong. The brash and

ent husi asti ¢ young wardens and squires who doni nated the Yarronese
flock attacked in a solid block, disrupting the center of the Dorakian
flock's attack configuration in the first pass. Wile the Dorakians
were by far nore experienced, they were also a |l ot older and nore set
intheir tactics. Menbers of the Council of Del egates watched from
their red and white striped sail wings as the fornmal conbat raged above
the disputed territory. On the ground, nedical teans fromthe sponsor
dom ni ons scurried about to collect the fallen and tend the injured.

The rul es of conmbat were in principle sinple. Equal nunbers of gun

wi ngs ascended with equal fuel and ammunition, and the donminion with

t he greatest number of gun wings returning to its base wing field was
decl ared the winner. The formal conbat recogni zed that Munt haven was
a poor area, and that resources could not be squandered on total war if
civilization was to be maintained. Spoils were determ ned in advance
and conmbat was al ways over sparsely popul ated areas. Gunw ngs were
expensi ve and dangerous weapons, but they did not lay cities and towns
waste, ruin crops, or slaughter herds of neat birds. The toll anong
wardenly fam lies could be high, but then wardens had a high and
privileged status in Munthaven as conpensati on.

Soon streaners of black snmoke and parachutes began to mark the fall of
war dens from both sides. Through sheer honor sone Yarronese chose to
ramrather than | eave the battlefield once their guns were enpty, and
overall the toll was a |ot higher than in nost battles of the previous
hal f century. 1In all, fifteen Yarronese gun wings returned to
Sheridan, while twelve returned to Billings. Many nore ran out of fue
and glided safely down to Iand on roads and in fields, yet thirty-one
war dens were dead by sunset and two unaccounted for. Yarron had won.
"Serves themright for choosing an unlucky nunber," Serjon pronounced
as the del egates' liaison read out the result before the pennant pole
at the Sheridan wing field

"So where is our bad luck for al so ascendi ng ni nety-one?" sneered his
st epf at her.

"We |ost twenty-six killed," replied Serjon at once. "Thirteen always
returns to strike you down."

The spoils of the victor also included the weckage of all gun w ngs
that crashed or were forced down over the disputed territory. This had
the effect of weakening one side or another so nuch that further



hostilities were unlikely for a long time to come. The young warden
Janni an did not shoot down any enemy gun wi ngs that day, but he did
manage to nurse his burning aircraft all the way back to Sheridan

The Yarronese people were quick to cel ebrate the cl ose-fought victory,
and it went some way to make up for the tragedy that had killed so many
of their wardens. The Airlord Virtrian held court in Sheridan and
decorated the heroes of the battle while honoring the dead of both
sides, and within a few days the wardens and their guilds men dispersed
back to their estates.

26 July 3960-. East Bartolica

Rol i ns had been to the Yarronese border before, but had never stopped
at the nearby village of Sage |onger than was needed to exchange
mai | bags. Now there was a large series of parallel sidings in the
forest just outside the mlitia stockade. Wthin the conplex was a
gathering of no less than fifty multi decked red trams and six bl ack
trams. His black tram had arrived last, but was backed to the head of
a siding branch. A quick nental calculation put the gathering at four
t housand carbineers, fifty-six carriage guns, as nmany heavy reaction
guns, and at |east two hundred and fifty merchant officers, gunners,
and tram crewren. Even without the slaves who | abored in the black
trams, that was enough to vanqui sh any warden or nerchant estate in
hal f an hour, and even a regional city the size of Mddle Junction
woul d not last nore than a day against them It was forty tinmes |arger
than the | argest gathering of armed carbineers or mlitia permtted
under the war denate system and exceeded the nunber drawi ng the death
penalty by an order of magnitude.

Al trams were draped in canouflage netting beneath the trees. A

gl ance at the sidings showed that there was no growth of |ichens or
weeds, and no wash off of dirt: it had been laid only days earlier
This was very unusual. Rollins had seen new track work only twice in
his life, and it was well known that tracks were laid only after

mont hs, if not years, of deliberations by cost-consci ous nerchant
commi ttees.

At 10 A U they were ordered into their trans after renoving the net
ting, and the drivers and stokers told to light their fires and build
up steam

Rollins noted that the wood bl ocks remai ning in the bunker had been
repl aced by anthracite coal, the type that gave off little snoke. By
11 A°M nothing nore had been said, and the carbineers were beconing
restive. It was a warm clear July norning, and the | ower decks of the
trans were ventilated by notion alone. Rollins could hear cursing and
rai sed voices fromthe red trams on the parallel siding branches above
the hiss of the steam engines as conditions inside grew hot and cl ose.
Tender carts were being pushed fromtramto tram by the |uckier

car bi neers, topping up coal and water reserves. Fromtinme to tine
there came the whirring of the pedal franme and birdlike peeping from
behi nd hi m

By now Rollins had identified forty patterns of peeps, of which sone
were definitely a twenty-four-letter al phabet, two were O and 1 for

bi nary figures, and the rest were special functions of some sort. As
far as he could tell there were nmessages in code, and possibly in an
unknown | anguage as well. He had suspected for the fortnight past that
t he device was sone type of decodi ng machi ne, but now the peeping cane



at precise intervals of fifteen mnutes. Perhaps the code was just
wor ds spell ed backward in some universal |anguage like A d Anglian, he
specul ated. The peeping started again.

Reversed it was "call kern in 5" in AOd Anglian. Rollins slapped his
thigh in triunph, but kept a poker face. Got it, yet.." binary would
not lead with a 0, so perhaps it was "call kemin 10." Wo was Kem
and how was he to be called? Perhaps it was the town Kemrerer, on the
border? Perhaps call was the Call? "The Call arrives at Kemmerer in
ten... mnutes'? A renote signaling device! That was pre-Geatw nter
sci ence, how was it possible? A Call would be com ng fromthe east at
wal ki ng pace if true, though

An officer came clattering down the steps and ran up to Rollins.
Kal war d.

"Three long toots on the whistle, then nove out!" he ordered.
"Straight down the line to Kenmmerer, nmaximum cruise speed.”

Rollins tried not to let his anxiety show as he gave three bl asts of
the steam whistle then opened the steamto the drive cylinders. As the
tram chuffed forward he began to calculate. The Yarronese border was
twel ve mles away, that woul d take about twenty minutes at a fast
cruise. A Call ten mnutes from Kemerer woul d be going west at
wal ki ng pace. Wen it arrived the tramwuld be ten mnutes from
Kemer er goi ng east at maxi num crui se speed, say 35 niles per hour. The
trouble was that Calls traveled at speeds that varied with the terrain
in the nountains, and Rollins was no Call-vector expert. It mght go
half a mile west in the ten minutes the tramtook to travel to the
border.." sinple calculus would give an exact neeting, but Rollins was
too agitated to think clearly. A nmeeting half a mle west of Kemmerer
seenmed as good an estimate as any.

The nmil eposts to the border counted down. At two nmiles Rollins could
see a warden's sail wing circling Kenmerer on Call patrol. The warden
woul d see the Iine of Bartolican trams. Wat then? Kalward |eaned
over and told the stoker to go to the rear and nake sure that his Cal
tether was clipped to a rail. An officer joined Kalward, one who often
took spells at stoking--and Kalward could drive a tram Rollins
realized! One mle. Two mnutes to Kemmerer, but sixty seconds to the
Call's front? Rollins began counting slowy, reached sixty-two--and

pl unged away into a reverie of surrender

When Rol lins woke up he was still in the driver's seat with his Cal
straps in place. There was a lunp on his forehead and a bitter taste
in his mouth. He got out of the tram His watch had been taken from
hi m but the sun was at |east three hours farther across the sky. The
tram had been halted in a mountain siding near an old quarry, and was
al one. Four pol es stuck up through canoufl age netting that had been

| aced with uprooted bushes. The peeping, whirring, and clacking from
within the tramwas al nbst continuous. An officer sitting in the shade
of a large rock waved his assault carbine and told Rollins not to go
too far fromthe tram As he returned to the canoufl aged tram he
noticed that the stoker was sweeping reaction-gun shells out of the
tram dozens, hundreds.

"Sair Kalward says the reaction gun nusta gone off durin' the Call,
accident-like," the stoker explained. "He say yer ta drop the ashes
and tie down fer the night. Oh, an' he says yer bumped yer head durin’
the Call.



So did |I. W sorta strayed inter Yarron durin' the Call, like. That's
all." "Were's nmy watch?" Rollins asked quite reasonably.

"They's all been taken fer coordin' tests, like they makes "emall tick
the sane or sone like Sair Kalward says we get 'em back this
eveni ng. "

Rollins returned to his cabin, and noted that the tramhad nerely been
stopped and that the furnace had been hastily raked down. The trip
nmeter showed that 34 mles had been added since the siding outside
Sage. Gven 12 to the border, that nmeant they were 22 miles inside
Yarron. So many shells had been fired that he suspected that a warden
ina Call patrol sail wing had flown too close to investigate a
supposedly runaway steamtramin the mddle of a Call. Kemrerer was a
Bartolican town, and the warden woul d have been Bartolican! An officer
had fired the roof's reaction gun into the sail w ng and probably
brought it down.." an officer who could defy the Call

A sudden chill pervaded the supposedly warmdriver's cabin. Bigfoot,
vanmpi res, werewol ves, Callwal kers, dragons, and zonbies were neant to
be mythical, yet here was disturbingly good evidence for Callwal kers.
Rollins allowed hinself a full mnute of blind terror, then carefully
bl anked out his mind, screwed down the brake bl ocks, and began to
shovel sand onto the sl eepers under the furnace. The best way to
remain safe was to be indi spensable, and he was still the best driver
on Bl ack Tram MC5.

SEAN MMULLEN

In the last days of July the west of Yarron suddenly went silent. No
steamtrans appeared fromthat direction, and a sail w ng sent out from
M ddl e Junction to investigate reported whole towns on fire. Mre sai
wi ngs were di spatched, but these did not return.

2 August 3960: Western Yarron

St anbury had done the unthi nkabl e when he sent armed steamtranms into
western Yarron and tiny, neutral Mntras, seizing and fortifying al
rail posts and closing the line to Yarron's Southfort. Mntras was
overwhel med in |l ess than a day, and the Bartolican steamtrans
continued to shuttle across the Yarronese border, noving in thousands
of carbi neers.

At first the local Yarronese wardens were nerely puzzled and annoyed.
The Bartolicans had won no formally declared air battles that entitled
themto nove onto Yarronese territory, while Yarron had the right to
demand thirty gun wings fromBartolica for sponsoring the |loser in
their war with Dorak. Wile they debated, drafted dispatches decrying
the breach of martial protocol, and sent couriers to Forian for

i nstructions, the massed steamtrans and galley carts cramed wth

car bineers poured into Yarron through Montras and the Kenmerer
crossings. Intense groundfire tore into Yarronese sail wings that flew
too low while investigating the invaders.

None of the | ocal wardens struck at the Bartolican carbineers as they
passed their estates. They were mere carbineers, after all, and
wardens did not |ower thenselves to fight carbineers. Only the
mer chant carbineers in the towns offered any resistance, and the
Bartolicans attacked these with well-coordinated fury. Two days after



the first attack, the entire tramway north and south of M ddle Junction
was |ost to Bartolica. Yarronese carbineers were rushed in from G een
Ri ver and Medi an by the nerchant guilds, but they arrived to find

M ddl e Junction held against them All the while nmore Bartolican
carbineers were being ferried in.

In Condel or a very odd dispatch arrived from Governor Stanbury of East
Regi on. He reported sending his nmerchant carbineers into Yarron and
Montras in pursuit of several |arge outlaw gangs, and that his nmen were
t hen engaged by | ocal carbineers who were protecting the outl aws.

Bl ami ng the Montrassi ans and Yarronese for sending outlaws to plunder
Bartolica, he then sent his entire force of carbineers into the battle,
along with the wardens of his personal guard. Wthin an hour of this
di spatch arriving at the court another was flown in that declared
Montras fallen and under Bartolican rule, along with a slab of western
Yarron al nost to the edge of the Red Desert and bigger than East

Regi on. Stanbury appeal ed for war dens and squires to be sent to help
secure and administer the territories that he had |iberated from outl aw
rul e.

Thr oughout Munt haven it was the wording and |legal letter of any
declaration that carried nmost weight. Phrased as an appeal for wardens
to help keep order, Stanbury's dispatch produced the perfect reaction
The confused young Airlord of Bartolica sent a hundred wardens and
their guilds nmen to assist Stanbury: "In any fashion that seens

hel pful ," as he put it. The Bartolican gun wings and sail w ngs

qui ckly appeared, shooting at Yarronese steamtrans crossing the Red
Desert and destroying any sail wi ngs that they encountered. Faced with
such provocation, the wardens of the western Yarronese estates finally
took matters into their own hands and responded by sending their own
gun wi ngs up to challenge the un chivalric invaders. A deadly ball et
of unsupervised air conmbat was played out tine and again over western
Yarron, with both sides considering the others to be comopn and un
chivalric rogues and thus worthy of no mercy.

Serjon had actually been flying near Kenmerer when the nmain col um of
steam trans began pouring east, followed by a long line of galley
carts. He returned to Opal at once, reported what he had seen to the
adjunct, and was gratified to see the Jannian squire sent up to

i nvestigate. He nmade a wi de sweep over western Yarron, and reported
the incredible news that the entire town of Southfort was on fire.
Bartolican steamtranms were cramed along the line north, while
groundfire from around Sout hfort was so intense that he was unable to
approach cl ose enough for a proper view. The young warden did not
bel i eve what either Serjon or the squire had reported, and which Serjon
scarcely believed hinself.

Farther east, sonme Yarronese carbi neers conmandeered a steam tram and
went south, blasting the trammay at quarter-nile intervals. A
Bartolican arnored tramnet themafter only five nmiles and bl ew the
Yarronese tramto matchwood. Bartolican sail w ngs droned overhead,
taking relays to fly south and drop nessage tubes for those on the
ground and return tubes to the black trams. The perfect coordination
of the Bartolicans defied belief: they acted as if they were part of a
si ngl e, huge organi sm and al ways struck the weakest Yarronese positions
in full strength.

At |last the warden of the Jannian estate was convi nced that action was
required, and he nmet with his squire to rough out tactics. Whatever
his faults and i nexperience, Ri cnear Janni an was decisi ve when he made



up his mind. A "duress response" could be invoked when air duels were
required in undecl ared and unrecorded conflicts, and Janni an attached a
proclamation to the estate's pennant pole stating that this was the
case.

The wing field adjunct found Serjon with his father and @ asken in the
st eam machi nery sheds.

"Suit up, Serjon, you have to fly in a formal war duel," the adjunct
cried fromthe door, then he rushed on without another word.

"Why don't we just strike back undeclared as the Bartolicans do?"
demanded Serjon as Feydamor and @ asken hel ped himinto his flying
| eathers and ornate flight jacket.

"Because we're winning!" said Feydanor triunphantly. "The Bartolicans
have trespassed on a nassive scale, they have not offered chivalric
conbat until this very day, and their carbineers have despoil ed
Yarronese property w thout wardenly redress being due to them This
confirms the worst that we have ever said about the Bartolicans."

"No offense intended, sair," said dasken, "but where | cone froma may
orate would be history if it was in a position like Yarron's."

"Barbarian tal k," snapped Feydanor. "This is civilization, we fight
our wars wi thout destroying property or involving the innocent."

"As | see it, Sair Jeb, the Bartolicans are fighting this war very much
like us barbarians, and if this is a barbarian-style war then Yarron is
up to its earlobes in emu shit."

"Sair d asken, watch your tongue, you're talking about matters of honor
very close to the heart of the Yarronese nobility. |If you cannot

mai ntain respect for the dignity of this conflict, then you can get off
this estate.”

"Wth the way things are | ooking out there, Jeb, | have a feeling that
things m ght be healthier in the woods anyway."

d asken wal ked out quickly as Serjon finished getting into his flight
gear.

"Such unseemy talk before your first taste of the honor of war, pah
this is not the way | wanted it, Serjon," said Feydanor as they wal ked
out into the sunlight.

"But a lot of his talk nade sense," said Serjon. "Il've spoken with the
other patrol flyers, they said that the skies above all western Yarron
are filled with Bartolican w ngs."

"Serjon! M son, you clanored for years to step into a cockpit, but
now you turn coward as soon as you have a chance to fight!"

Serjon bristled at the word "coward" and chose not to reply for the
sake of not naking things any worse.

"\What ever the case, you will have no nore than your sail wi ng peers to
deal with, that is the rule of war and chivalry," Feydanor concl uded.

Serjon's nother and sisters were waiting on the path of departure, the



poi nt past which only conbatants and guild crews were all owed once a
conflict was declared. Al but Kallien had a bunch of enbroidered

ri bbons for himto wear on his sleeve. Very soon | could be dead and
they will all be here to sorrow for ne, he thought as he enbraced each
in turn. He nade for the pennant pole where the adjunct was briefing
the other four flyers. Three sail wi ngs and two gun w ngs were near by,
their conpression engines warmng up and the arnorers frantically
strapping reaction guns onto the nounting racks of the sail wi ngs The
third gun wing was under repair. A sail wing trainer taxied past as
Serjon was attaching his colors to his arm and Bronlar called to him
fromthe open canopy.

"Serjon, look here!"™ she shouted.

"You're flying? As a conbatant?"

"The warden can't spare anyone for dispatch flights. | pointed out
that | have a flyer's license and accreditation, so suddenly he deci ded
that | could be useful after all. | was classified as an ancillary,

whi ch neans conbat - capabl e but not combatant. |'ve got guns, Serjon

and |live amnunition!"

Serjon was relieved that she woul d be safe, but to say as nuch woul d
have been a hurtful insult.

"What mission are you flying?"
"Liaison to Median. What about you?"

"Duress response above Montras. Challenge to clear air war duel with
sail w ng support--that's ne."

"Real | y? Wi ch wardens have chal | enged?”

"I can't tell you anything. 1'malready sworn under the warden's flock
conmmand. Look after yourself, and nmake sure you conme back. 1'Il try
to conme back too."

Bronl ar beaned back at himthen closed her canopy. As she ascended
fromthe flight strip Serjon joined the warden, his squire and flyers
at the pennant pole. He handed his pennant plaque to the adjunct, who
hung it on the pole below all the others.

"The | atest scout reported armed Bartolican sail w ngs naking strafing
runs against steamtranms in Montras while their gun wi ngs patrolled
over head," the adjunct was reporting.

"How many gun wi ngs asked Ri cnear Janni an
"Fifteen, young sair, and twenty-five arnmed sail w ngs

The warden considered. A fight agai nst hopel ess odds did not daunt him
so nmuch as the prospect of an unseen and unacknow edged fi ght agai nst
hopel ess odds.

"At ny declaration, we fly south," said the young warden. "Ceras wl|I
fly at my upper back, and sail wings will attack sail wi ngs while we
chal | enge the Bartolican gun wings for the sun height. Thank you,
adjunct. To your w ngs now. "



The adjunct went with Serjon to his sail wing to finish his briefing.
The fuel er was checking the level in his tank

"How much is in our tanks?" asked Serjon as he pulled on his fur |ined
| eat her cap enbroidered with gold thread.

"Two cruising hours, Sair Serjon. The Warden wants the weight kept
down for better handling in duels."

"Then fill mne, | may be in the air a long tine."
"The warden will read of it in tonight's report,"”
"Adjunct, the warden will be dead within an hour. Did anyone explain

to our sixteen-year-old warden that the whole of Wst Yarron is falling
out of the sky, that the Bartolicans are breaking every protocol that
ever got penned on paper?"

"Ceras tried to tell him sair, but he is intent on leading a flock
into a war duel. The governor's default orders were to fly to the
Green River wing field and assenble a united flock with all the other
West Yarron wardens, but only at the discretion of each warden."

"So, this is at his discretion," said Serjon bleakly. "Wen | was six
| never thought that | would fly, when | was sixteen | never thought I
woul d wear a flyer's jacket, and now |'mnineteen and | don't think
"Il get back fromny first mssion."

"The tanks are full now, Sair Serjon," said the fueler

"Grats, I'll strap in now. Adjunct, what are the current default
orders for returning if the flock breaks up?"

"Home, then Green River wing field Nowtry to return.”
"Be wary, adjunct."”

"W on the estates are safe, but try to win: owing fealty to
Bartol i cans woul d be very galling."

Serjon was last into the air, and he joined up with the other sai
wings as they flewin a curve that took them southwest to Southfort on
t he border of Mntras, the tiny nmountain dom nion. Muntains passed
bel ow, throwing up thermals and buffeting currents. The sail w ngs
tossed and pitched as they flew well below the two Yarron gun w ngs
Probably odds of eight to one, Serjon thought over and over.

The Bartolican wardens had not expected a response fromany of the

near by Yarronese wing fields and any unified response had been
forestalled by the invasion of Bartolican carbineers. The Yarronese

fl ock headed straight for Evanston, the Montras capital. The Evanston
wing field was only a half hour from Opal, and to the southwest. The
war den di pped his gun wing left wing three times, the right once, the
left once, the right twice nore: Attack wing field Skirm sh order. The
sail wings were on their own from now on

The little capital of the mountain dom nion appeared ahead as the three
sail wings cane in abreast. The warden swooped over the pal ace and
dropped a dispatch capsule while trailing twin streaners of red snoke.
By protocol a war duel was now declared, with the Montras royalty as



the witnesses. The flock of sail w ngs had neantime arced around to
cone out of the sun above the occupied wing field A regal was in the
m ddl e of the flight strip and well into its ascent run as Serjon |eft
the staging squares, guild tents, and buildings to his two conpani ons.
Everything had Bartolican markings and colors, the tents, the pennant
pol es, the parked gun wings ... and the regal that was |lunbering into
the air. Serjon banked on a wingtip and began to | ose hei ght
alarmngly as he turned to attack. He |leveled and cl osed head on
firing into the regal as its wingcaptain fired its strafing guns.

I ncandescent rounds streanmed past Serjon's sail wing as he fired
steadily into the left conpression engine--then he was past it and
climbing in a wide curve out over the Mntras capital



As he returned to the wing field Serjon could see that the three
patrol gun wi ngs above Montras had engaged the two Yarronese gun w ngs
Ri cnear had attacked from above in a fast dive and caught a Bartolican
gun wi ng that was now trailing smoke and | osing height. Ceras was
flyi ng behind, covering, but the two other Bartolican wardens had
al ready broken off to clinmb and cone around. A Yarronese sail wing
cane in low over the wing field strafing, but failed to pull out of its
shal | ow di ve and expl oded through a line of five Bartolican sail w ngs
The other sail wing from Qpal flew over the carnage, trailing flanes
fromone of its own wing tanks Back above the city a Yarronese gun
Wi ng was spinning down out of control while two eneny aircraft engaged
the other. Ceras was still flying, but the warden was down. On the
wing field the regal had recovered al nost miraculously to circle the
wing field and try to land. Just then a gun wing roared off the
di spersal track and onto the flight strip but the regal was barely
under control and descendi ng fast.

The crippled regal |anded on top of the gun wing crushing it, and the
two fully fueled aircraft exploded in a lurid fireball that snmeared a
tongue of flame and smoke all down the flight strip

"There is your victory, Sair Warden," Serjon said al oud.

Sonehow he did not feel responsible for the deaths. Now he began to
climb alittle. He had followed orders and strafed the wing field in
his unarnored sail wing One parachute was descendi ng over Evanston
probably Ceras', but there were still two Bartolican gun wings in the
sky. Serjon turned east for home, hoping not to be noticed. This tine
luck was with him The patrolling Bartolican gun wi ngs stayed at their
assigned area instead of pursuing, and the fire on the main flight
strip prevented any other gun wi ngs from ascending to chase him

For half an hour he flew | ow anbng the nmountains, preferring to chance
the thermals rather than the clear air where the Bartolicans were in
such overwhel mi ng nunbers. To his surprise he found hinself over

M ddl e Junction, and realized that he had gone far off course. He
noted with satisfaction that his tanks were still over two-thirds ful
as he turned northwest for Opal. Of to the south he noticed four sai
wi ngs flying roughly parallel to his direction. High above was a
single gun wing but unlike the unconcerned sail wings it was already
turning to intercept him He's comng to check, he cannot see ny
mar ki ngs and col ors at this distance, thought Serjon

Serjon boosted his engine and scranbl ed for height; then the gun wing
war den realized what colors were on the sail wing and cane in for a
fast pass. Serjon did a tight turn as bullets riddled his left w ng
and the diving gun wing hurtled down past him He was in luck, as the
outer wing tanks were enpty. Serjon flew on as if undanaged. The gun
wi ng clinbed as Serjon clinmbed, seeking greater height before com ng



around for another pass. The warden had assuned that the Yar ron ese
sail wing was carrying arnor, and that was his downfall. The greater
l[ift of Serjon's sail wing nmeant that it could match the gun wing rate
of climb at higher altitudes and as the air thinned. He closed. The
war den coul d have escaped in a fast dive, but he was intent on a quick
and easy kill. H's gun wing wove into a space where Serjon was al ready
firing and a line of hits wal ked across the gun wing fabric and through
the cockpit's canopy. This tinme there was no dramatic ball of flanes;
the gun wing just clinbed until it stalled, then dropped into a spin
and fell toward the nountains. Serjon stayed high but followed its
progress until there was a distant flash on a bare ridge.

For a nonent Serjon felt an elation that was little short of sexual
This time his guns had not just caused an accident, they had killed. By
now the four sail wings were directly below Serjon dived, raking the
trailing sail wing and dropping it out of the flock trailing thin,
greyi sh snoke. By the time he came around again the remaining sai

wi ngs had broken formation and scattered, so Serjon chose one that was
flying alnost directly south and set off after it. After a
twenty-five-nmnute chase he overhaul ed the sail w ng whose flyer was so
terrified that he bailed out as Serjon was closing in. The Yarronese
novice fired a short burst into the sail wing and left it falling in
flames as he turned north again.

As Serjon flew for Opal he wondered what he was going to tell the
famlies of the four flock mates who would not be returning. Quilt had
by now repl aced the elation of his first kills. Five wings, and as
many as seven men killed. The flock had nearly been w ped out, even

t hough they had destroyed three eneny wings for every one lost. After
nearly three hours in the air he caught sight of the river, then the
tramnay, and finally the Opal estate itself. Before |landing he flew
back over the trammay, which was packed with steamtrans chuggi ng east.
The sidings were jamed with enpty trans waiting a chance to return
west .

M nutes |ater he was over Opal's wing field again, and as he circled
the wing field Serjon noticed that another sail w ng had survived
Ricnear's attack on Evanston and had al ready | anded. There was a | ot
of its fabric burned away fromone wing, but the fire had died before
doi ng enough structural danage to-Abruptly Serjon caught hinself and
did a quick scan of the sky. It was clear, but the | apse of attention
could have cost himhis [ife. Now he noticed that the estate seened
deserted. He circled twi ce nore, wonderi ng why nobody was sending up
flares and why there were no guilds nen crowded about the other sai

W ng

Suddenly too weary to think and beyond caring about the absence of
guilds nen Serjon landed. As he taxied to the maintenance area near
the guild halls he noted with some anxi ety that nobody cane out to
greet him He unbuckled his straps, checked the clip in his Raddi san
spring action, and rel eased the safety catch. As a precaution he left
t he conpression engi ne running as he got out, pistol in hand. There
were el even holes in the fabric of his w ng.

Serjon wal ked over to the other sail wing As he drew cl ose he saw that
t he canopy had been shattered, and beneath it Kumi ar's bl ood was
everywhere. The flyer was gone

The wing field buildings were intact, the pennant pole still had the
pl agues, everything seemed to have a surreal nornmality about it. Serjon



al nost convinced hinself to switch off his engine, but even as he
reached into the cockpit sonething made himpause. It was alnost as if
he wanted a reason to | eave, yet.." perhaps there had been sone
horrendous crash not far away and everyone had left to help. Aware
that he had not eaten for a long time, Serjon |left his conpression
engine still idling and went across to the guild refectory hall. The
door was open, and swinging in a light breeze. Serjon took a step

i nside, then stopped, one foot in mdair.

The wonen and children of the estate were all there, dead. Many had
been stripped naked, and sone were battered from struggling before they
had been killed. Serjon swayed, caught the edge of a table, and held
himself up. Finally he forced hinself to stand up straight, fought
down a horror that he could never hope to articul ate, and wal ked toward
t he cl osest body.

He forced hinmself to look into thirty-nine dead faces, checking each
worman and child for signs of life and noting down every nane in a
scrawl that was scarcely his own witing. Their hands were all cold as
he checked each body for a pulse. Cold skin, and no beat of life at a
single wist for body after body. Three times thirteen, he said to
hinself. A very bad number. H's nother and five sisters had died
close to each other, as if they had tried to be together at the end.
Cassender had died clutching sonething. Serjon eased back the girl's
lifeless fingers and plucked a Bartolican nmer chant officer's pennant
bar from her pal m

"Thank you, Cassender, now sleep well," he said as he kissed his dead
sister's cold fingers. "He will die for this, | swear it."

Serjon wal ked about the hall for some minutes, eyes streaming with
tears, wanting to do sonething for the dead yet feeling as hel pl ess as
a ghost hinself. Bronlar was not anong the dead, he realized with a
relief so intense that it caught himby surprise. She had not returned
from Medi an so she had been spared. To Serjon it made sense: if she
had returned there woul d have been forty wonen and chil dren, and they
woul d have been safe. Still, he could not blanme her, he had not

noti ced the nunmber hinself. Fate lay in wait, crouched ready to strew
thirteens into the paths of the unwary. One could never afford to

rel ax.

Back outside, he nade for the fabrication house. There he found the

m ssing guilds nen all neatly bound and shot--but not quite all. The
senior guilds nen and guild nasters were gone. The ground showed the
mark of hobnails in the softer parts, and carbi neers wore hobnail boots
with articul ated soles of wood and | eather. Carbineers had been there.
Carbineers in their hundreds. They nust have arrived al nbst as soon

as the young war den's little flock had ascended, but why do such
nmonstrous nurders? Wy not torch the place, disarmthe people, and

| eave them under guard? He checked every body for warnmth or a pul se,
but found nothing but cold skin.

"Serjon!" The call came fromoutside. "Serjon, where are you? W
have to get out!" The words were A d Anglian and the voice was
famliar.

A asken was standi ng beside Serjon's sail w ng holding Jeb Feydanmor and
calling out at the top of his voice. As Serjon cane running up he laid
Feydanor agai nst a wheel. Kumi ar was | eaning against his own sail wing
hi s ann bandaged with strips of shirt through which bl ood was al ready



seepi ng.

"They came up the trammay branch line after you ascended,"” babbl ed

@ asken.  "l1'd just taken ny pack and gun and was wal king for the
woods. | watched as they herded your people together and into the
halls. The guild masters were separated and narched down to the steam
trams, where they were bound and cl ubbed unconsci ous. After that the
shooti ng began where the nen were being held. | could hear the wonen
shri eking and scream ng when they realized what was happeni ng, but the
doors were | ocked. Wen the carbineers were finished they returned to
the refectory. The screans began again, and this tine they went on and
on and on."

d asken reeled with the horror of the recollection, then shook his head
cl ear and conti nued.

"Only two carbineers were left to guard the steamtrans. | killed them
both, and the screanms fromthe refectory nmuffled the sound of ny shots.
Jeb was all that |I could carry, Serjon, he was all that | could carry.
W had to get right away into the forest before the others came back

I"mover fifty, Serjon, I"'mnot as strong as | used--"

"d asken, shut up!"™ Serjon barked. "You did all you could, in fact
you did nore than | might have. Did they take the conpression spirit?"
"No, there's plenty on the trolley.” "Then help me fill the sail w ngs
tanks. "

They pushed the wagon to Serjon's sail wing and @ asken punped
conpression spirit while Serjon stripped what he could fromthe sai
wing to save weight. Jeb recognized Serjon, but his rmunbl es nmade
little sense, while Kumi ar had | ost so much bl ood that he could barely
st and.

"I made it look like Jeb had freed hinmself and killed the guards,"

d asken cal |l ed above the chuggi ng of the conpression engine. "There
was | aughi ng and cheering mxed with screans, then there was only one
voice left scream ng. Wen she was silenced the carbineers cane out.
God in heaven how | despise rapists! A man who cannot allure a wonan
has no right to sex, if | could nake that law | surely would. Ah, it
was barely ninety minutes in doing, and at the end it all |ooked so
neat! There were two hundred of them all carbineers. Nobody from
Opal put up any resistance, Serjon."

"But why did they do it, Sair d asken? Wy?"

"I don't know Don't you think |I didn't wonder that nyself?. About

ten mnutes before you got back that other sail wing |anded. | left
Jeb in the woods and crawl ed over, just in case it was a trap. Kumni ar
was the flyer, and he was in a worse nmess than his sail wing | got him

cl ear and patched hi mup."

"My famly, d asken! They nmurdered ny famly!" cried Serjon, flop
ping down in the dust. "Wy?"

"Perhaps they were in a hurry. Perhaps they could not bother to spare
a few guards.”

"I touched so many cold hands. They were all so cold.™

"I know, | know, the hands go cold first, | have been a soldier, | have



seen a lot of death. Strange, though.." nothing has been | ooted and
there has been no vandalism Look at the place. It's alnpst as if the
humans were bei ng swept away so that.." soneone else could march in
and take over! Yes, yes. Those aviad bastards want this place
intact!"

"Avi ad?" asked Serjon, |ooking up

"Don't even ask. Get conpression spirit and lanps, we owe it to the
dead to burn this place.” "Burn it? Wy?" "Sheer spite.”

"My famly has been here for centuries."

"Opal was lost with only two shots fired back, and they were nine!
Cone on, lad, help the dead fight back and cheat these bastards of
their prize."

It did not take long to set the buil dings burning, and with nobody to
fight the flames they quickly took a strong hold. Serjon used a

i nkage strap to spin the conpression engine of Kumiar's sail wing from
his own until it began chuggi ng.

"Well, Johnny's for the road now," said G asken as he stood back from
the aircraft.

"No, I'll take you," said Kum ar. "You hel ped ne when | |anded."

"Me? Fly in that?" asked d asken, pointing at the bl ackened, battle
flayed sail wing and | ooking doubtfully at the swaying flyer.

"Prove your bravery, Sair d asken, the girls will love you for it,"
sai d Feydanmor, whose head was clearing at last. "Leave your gun and
pack, though. Take off your boots, have a piss, anything to save
wei ght . "

"dinb in behind the seat, I'Il tilt it forward for you," Kum ar

of fered. d asken kept his boots, and took a few things out of his pack
before flinging it into the flames of a nearby building. He |ooked
terrified but determined as he crawed into the sail wing then Serjon
hel ped Kumiar into the cockpit. Kuniar ascended first with G asken

and then Serjon ascended with his father. They skirted M ddle
Junction, and quickly covered the extra thirty niles to Green River.
Their luck held, and the overl oaded sail w ngs encountered no eneny

wi ngs before landing at the wing field Here the Yarronese pennons stil
flew

the attack on Evanston to the adjunct as d asken and Feydanor descri bed
the atrocities at Opal to the presiding warden.

"Five kills," Serjon added to the story of his warden's death. "A gun
wi ng of Palissendi er House, and an unknown gun wing a regal, and two
sail w ngs

The adj unct steadied Serjon as he sat down in the short grass where
Kum ar was already lying. As a nedic cane running the adjunct made
some qui ck notes on his board.

"Five for three is good," said the adjunct.

"No, that was just ne," replied Serjon. "Five sail w ngs destroyed on



the ground by Lindrin's sail wing crashing into them and an
interpretive kill of a gun wing should be nade to Warden Ricnear. |
saw no nmore. Both Yarron gun wi ngs of the Jannian househol d were shot
down. "

"Shot up two gun wings on the wing field left themburning," said
Kumiar in a slurred voi ce.

"That's thirteen kills for three |l osses!" exclaimed the anazed
adjunct. "Thirteen?" echoed Serjon in a quavering voice.

"A disaster for the Bartolicans, sair. Thirteen for three."
"Thirteen?" said Serjon again.

"Come now, rest while the sail wings are refueled and rearned. Five
victories on your first day--and two of them wardens! You nust |ead
the flock of surviving sail wings to Median."

"Thirteen?" said Serjon yet again as the adjunct hurried away.

Kum ar propped hinmsel f up agai nst his parachute as the medi cs began
sewi ng up the gash in his arm Wncing with the pain, he called to
Serj on.

"Serjon. They... didn't die because.." we destroyed thirteen. Agh! |
can read your thoughts. Careful!™

"You don't understand, Kumiar, it is nmy fault. | anmplify the curse of
thirteen for all those around ne."

He got up and shanmbl ed away anmong the guilds men and flyers, | ooking
for the adjunct. He counted thirteen wings on the wing field and he
was definitely not going to lead a flock of thirteen. Near the pennant
pole was a group of flyers, all waiting for the adjunct as well.

Serjon had been fighting a feeling of nausea for some mnutes, and now
it overwhelmed him He sat down beside a tent with his face in his
hands. The word seened to be spinning .... "Easy, easy, give him
room"

Serjon opened his eyes to find hinmself laid out on a stretcher, with a
medi ¢ kneel i ng over him

"No injuries, but clammy skin, raised pul se and breathi ng, and--ah,
you' re awake. Wsat happened, Sair Feydanor ?"

"I was wal king, then.." felt giddy, nauseous."

"His first flight in anger. was today," said the adjunct's voice. "He
made his first kills--and al so di scovered the atrocities at the Janni an
estate.”

"Post - duel shock," the nedic pronounced. "Does he have to fly again
t oday?"

"Yes, yes. W need five flyers to be on Call patrol, and another eight
to take the damaged sail wings to Median. A Call is on the way, too,
it will be here in an hour. The Bartolicans have been dropping
firebonbs on some towns and wing fields during Calls, so we need the

wi ngs that can fight to be patrolling while the rest are evacuated."



The nedic took Serjon's pulse again. "Normally | would not let him
ascend again today, but all the other rules are being broken so why
not?" Serjon sat up slowy and turned to face the adjunct.

"Do you still want nme to lead the flock of eight to Median?" he asked.
"I"'mfeeling better."

The flight to Median took ninety mnutes, but the weather was kind to

t he danaged wings and injured flyers. Below themthe tramway was
dotted with galley carts and trams traveling east. Here and there were
wrecks where the Bartolicans had attacked steamtrans, but these had
just been pushed aside to burn out. It was dusk when they | anded.
After another hour of debriefings Serjon finally made his way to the
refectory tent. There he found Bronlar, sitting alone at a trestle
table. In a world of nale wardens, squires, and flyers she was greeted
with either bew | derment or hostility, but never wel coned. He sat down
opposite her, noting the untouched emu goul ash with jasm ne rice and
beans on her plate.

"So you heard?" Serjon asked.
She nodded, and pushed her plate over to him
"No thanks, there are thirteen beans."

Bronl ar plucked a single bean fromthe plate and ate it, but Serjon had
no nore interest in food than she did.

"My father was not on your list of the dead, Serjon. Do you know what
happened to hi nP"

"The senior guilds nmen were | oaded onto a steamtram before the killing
started. d asken managed to rescue Jeb, but there were hundreds of
car bi neers and--"

"No! Stop it, no nore. They are gone, they were nurdered. The
Airlord will see that justice is done and return ny father to ne one
day, dead or alive. No more on all that, please."

They picked at her nmeal from opposite sides of the table for a tineg,
whi | e outside the sound of a gun wing |anding cut over the clanor of
the crowded wing field Bronlar explained that the wardens nmeant to
make a stand at Median and halt the Bartolican advance. Already they
wer e demandi ng reparations amounting to over half Greater Bartolica's
territory. "So you had five victories today," she added.

"I'"d rather have ny sisters and nother alive again."

"You shot down a gun wing in clear air conbat. You shot down a
war den. "

" g2

"Well, it shows that you are a great flyer. Duels are very hard."
"I't's luck, just damm, sinmple luck."

"Not so! It's timng and reaction and tactics, and, and know ng sai
wing flight Iike your own nane."



"How woul d you know? Ever fought clear air?" "Yes, this norning above
the G een River bridge." Serjon blinked and | ooked up. "You fought?
Today?"

"If since | last saw you is today, then it's today. | fought an
arnored sail wing for forty mnutes before he m sjudged a power dive to
escape ne and hit trees.”

Wth a mghty cheer Serjon flung the top of the trestle table up into
the air and aside, then lifted Bronlar off her bench. The carbineer
guards at the door dashed in and several of the diners junped to their
feet before they realized that it was not a fight. The Jannian war
denate had been credited with fourteen victories that day. The finger
of guilt had lingered before Serjon, but had noved on w t hout

poi nti ng.

"You saved me, you saved ne," Serjon cried again and again as he hugged
Bronl ar and whirled her around. "How can | repay you? Do you need a
big brother? 1'mvery good at being a big brother."

A asken and Feydanor arrived by galley cart the foll owi ng day, but soon
after that Bronlar and Serjon were sent to Casper in the south of
Governor Sartov's new region. The Yarronese wardens did not |ike the

i dea of conmoner upstarts shooting down eneny wardens, and wanted them
out of the way before any nore fighting began.

More accounts of atrocities cane in with each steamtram of refugees,
and they were always against guilds nen and their famlies, never

agai nst merchant or farming estates. Geen River fell, and Bartolican
steam trans began venturing out along the Red Desert trammay. The gun
wi ngs hastily assenbl ed at Median chal |l enged and fought the Bartolicans
in the skies above the Red Desert, but left the ground defense to the
Yarronese ner chant carbineers. The Bartolicans had no qual ns about
using their wings for ground support, however, and within a week they
had taken Creston, just twenty niles east of Median

Only now did the Yarronese begin blowi ng up trammay track, digging
trenches, and erecting barricades in Median, but it was too |ate.
Bartolican cart cannons began shooting fire shells into Yarron's
second-l argest city. Airlord Virtrian couriered diplomatic protests to
all the other dominions, but the accusations were so fantastic that his
peers were either incredul ous or uncertain of what to do. Wile they
di t hered, Yarron was brought to its knees.

Calls did not scatter the Bartolican carbineers in the field; it was
almost as if they could anticipate Calls in open country. A frantic
nmeeting of the Airlord and senior wardens in Forian declared that

Medi an, the domain's second-biggest city, was the keystone of al
defense plans. The nerchant carbineers that were originally brought in
to retake Mddle Junction were ordered to stop and defend Medi an, but
yet again the Bartolican invaders were ahead of their eneny.

The Yarronese carbineers were trained for shootouts with outlaw bands
of a dozen or so, and the Mexhaven-style mass battles had themat a

di stinct disadvantage. Yarronese forces were up against a nunerically
smal l er but ruthless eneny that was unbelievably well coordinated.

Ei ght days into the undecl ared war Median was under siege and close to
falling. The Bartolican nerchant carbineers controlled nearly a third
of Yarron.



5 August 3960: M ddl e Junction

Rol I'i ns qui ckly became aware that the canpaign had escalated into an
i nvasion of an entire domain of outlaws: Yarron! On the fifth day of
August he brought the MC5 east to the regional capital of Mddle
Junction and stopped in the sidings of the sprawling central depot.
Al most inmredi ately the officer he recognized as Warran d asken cane
aboard and had an urgent, whispered conversation with Kalward. Dawn
was a hal f hour away, and the lanps of the M ddle Junction Tramay
Depot were all alight. At least twenty red tranms were stopped there.
Sone trams had battl e damage, and nobst of the carbineers were mlling
about close by. At Warran d asken's whistle a squad of officers
searched MZ5, but left again, apparently wi thout finding anything of
not e.

M nut es passed. Suddenly there were shouts in the distance, followed
by wonen's screans that were cut short by a burst of automatic fire.
Carbineers with reaction pistols sumoned all tram conmanders and
drivers to be addressed by Kalward. So, he's nore than just the
commander of a black tram thought Rollins; then he stopped so suddenly
that the reaction pistol of the carbineer behind himdug deep into his
back. Before the line of drivers and officers lay two dead girls in
dirty, torn robes, both shot in the back. Al around themon the
tramnay tracks lay |ooted gold coins, nodel gun wings encrusted with
gens, ornate cerenonial guns that were all inlay and tracery, bottles
of expensive spirits, sacramental goblets and artifacts from vari ous
religions, and jewelry of a splendor such as Rollins had not dreaned
possi bl e.

"All this was found in Red Tram CT038," sai d Kal ward

He was standing down on the tracks with the tram conmanders and drivers
while two carbineers held a driver against the edge of the platform
The prisoner had the patch CT038 sewn onto the | eft breast of his

coat .

"You were given orders back at Sage to take nothing with you that was
not already on your tram W are fighting for our lives! W cannot
afford to be wei ghed down with | oot of any sort.”

"But Sair Kalward, after all we were allowed to do at the Fontwater
estate I--or like we thought we could--"

"Enough! " shout ed Kal ward.

He rai sed his hand hi gh, snapped his fingers, and pointed to Warran

d asken, who was on the platform The officer nmarched forward, draw ng
his reaction pistol as he advanced, then fired a short burst down into
the crown of the driver's head. The carbineers let the body flop to
the rails.

"Some trans have been searched, but the rest of you have ten nminutes to
cl ean your trams out and add your loot to that pile. |In view of our
success and your good fighting so far, henceforth each carbineer wll
be al |l owed such gl eanings that can be carded in a single hand. Oficers

and drivers can take the equivalent of what will fit in a single coat
pocket. Take no nore, or death. Take no wonen, or death. Take no
drink, or death. Do what you will on the wardens' estates, as |long as

you obey your conmmanders and don't | oad down the tranms. Now go!"



Rollins stood clear on the platformwhile a frantic rummagi ng and
jingling took place on the trams. There were screans, pleas--and three
shots. The bodies of another three abducted wonen were added to the
pile, along with five tines nore plunder fromthe other tranms. In the
di stance Rollins saw the figures of other wonmen dashi ng over the tracks
for the nearest streets of Mddle Junction. Sonme conmanders had
apparently been overtaken by conscience, releasing their wetched
captives rather than taking Kalward's solution

The dead were later carried into the canteen of the central depot and
carbines were placed in their hands. The building was then set afire
and allowed to burn to ashes. Rollins was assigned with a dozen ot her
trusted drivers to load the looted treasure into galley carts, which
were then left standing al ongside the platform covered with canvas and
under guard.

"You' ve not taken anything," Kalward observed as Rollins was about to

return to his tram

"Nobody told me to," he replied in a strong but deferential voice.
Kalward lifted a cover and gestured to the pile beneath. Rollins care
fully picked out a selection of gold coins out and dropped theminto
his pocket. He stopped when it was heavy, but not cranmed.

"That's all?" asked Kalward. "No jewelry to please a special |ady
back home?"

"Can't say | want anyone being so special that they learn too nmuch
about ne."

"How many did you kill before you joined the trans?"

Rol i ns hesitated, but decided that evasion would neither harmnor help
her e.

"One man," he said truthfully. "Over a wonan."

"I thought so. You take no |oot than can be traced, you avoid the town
whores when we pull into stations, and you don't drink. That's steady

and clever. | like that in a driver. I'mgoing to have field gl asses

and a gun assigned to you."

"Thank you, sair."

Later that day Rollins saw his first war duel out to the east of Mddle
Junction. An arnmed sail wing with Yarronese marki ngs fought a short
engagerment with a nore powerful Bartolican sail wing before setting its
engine afire. The Bartolican aircraft crashed into the irrigated
fields, but did not explode. The vanquished sail wi ng had Bartolican
mar ki ngs, Rollins thought as he lowered his field glasses. It was not
bl ack or unmarked, but Bartolican. That meant the nobility of
Bartolica were now supporting this frighteningly un chivalric war.

20 August 3960

Laurel ene Harman was trapped in Median when the Bartolican forces laid
siege. She had been traveling with di pl omatic papers, and was
therefore identified and taken into custody very early in the war. At
first she was nerely held in protective custody; then, as reports of
the Bartolican atrocities and carbi neer attacks canme flooding in, she



was questioned, threatened and increasingly deprived of sleep. Ws she
a spy? Wat was her mission? Were were the Bartolicans going to
strike next? Who had really killed the Yarronese wardens at Forian?

None of the questions neant anything to Laurelene. Wat did al arm her
was the endl ess parade of haggard eyew tnesses that were brought to
tell their stories of nurder, rape, abduction, and |looting by the
Bartolican carbineers. \While her Yarronese captors were angry, they
had not as yet sunk to the level that her own side was being accused
of . She wondered how | ong that might take.

Muni ci pal Prefect Stainmar was not a trained interrogator, and as such
was all the nore dangerous. Hi s son had just been confirnmed dead in
the fighting to the west, and his wife had | ast been seen in an area
t hat was now under occupation. At first Laurel ene had defied him as
she had defied all those who had gone before. Wth Staimar, this was a
m st ake. He brought in a half-dozen wormen who had recently been

wi dowed in the fighting, and they had stripped Laurel ene naked, even
down to her rings and conmbs. Cold, bare, enbarrassingly overweight,
and | acki ng any synbol of her status, she would have gladly told them
what she knew, yet she knew not hing. She was given a bathrobe and

cl ogs and handed back to the guards.

"\What ever your cause night be, Semrme Harman, it had better be
wort hwhile for what is about to happen,” Staimar said pointedly as she
was | ed out.

"I have no secrets, I'mjust a |loyal Bartolican subject, Sair Prefect,"
she pl eaded.
"Well in that case you will be pleased to know that this city has no

nore than days or even hours |eft before your carbineers break through
our barricades and trenches. When that happens, we know what to expect
after what has happened further east. Until then, my word still has

t he wei ght of authority and ny decision is that you be turned over to

t he bereaved | adies that you have just net. No nore, no |less. Senme
Laurel ene Harman, you will learn what it is to be the plaything of
peopl e who are not bound by the rules of chivalric I aw or the veneer of
civilization, rules that your people have so readily flung aside."

"Sair Prefect, you cannot blane ne--"

"Ch but | can and | do, Senme District Inspector's Wfe. A room needs
to be prepared, so please be patient. | want no ness on ny furniture
or carpets in what little tine | have left to enjoy them"

Two arned guards flanked Laurel ene as she sat waiting in the

ant echanber. The boom of Bartolican carriage guns and cart cannons
continued outside, with four or five shells falling every nminute. She
knew that if she were free to move and no gates or doors were | ocked,
she coul d have wal ked to the Bartolican lines within no nore than a
quarter hour. So near yet so far. The hatred in the Yarronese wonen's
faces kept returning to haunt her. There had been a basis there, they
had not been putting on an act.

Haggard and sonetimes wounded officials came and went, and there were
om nous sounds of furniture being noved about in a nearby room A |one
menber of the Donminion of Yarron's Merchant Carbineers |nspectorate
strode past carrying a folder sealed with an i npression that made the
troops at the door salute smartly and stand aside. There was sonething



about both his face--d asken! d asken with shorter hair and
cl ean- shaven.

"Sair Inspector, please, may | speak with you?" Laurelene called in
ad Anglian, rising to her feet.

The guards pushed her back down into the chair, but d asken paused and
faced her.

"Yes?" he asked with a slight grin of recognition

"A Bartolican woman," expl ai ned one of the guards crisply. "She is due
for another audience with the Prefect in a few m nutes.”

"I see. Well, she does not concern ne. | amhere to collect the
Bartol i can Semrme Laurel ene Harnman for questioning."”

"But Sair Inspector, this is Senmme Laurel ene Harnman."

"Ah--yes, how could I have missed her? There is so much of her, she
woul d be very difficult to mss."

For all her predicanent Laurelene bristled before the suave, smrking
d asken. "You filthy swine let--" she began, but a guard backhanded

her across the ear.

"Sair Inspector, she is still in the custody of the Prefect,"”

expl ained. d asken held up his folder and displayed t he seal

t he guard

"No matter, | shall have her back in tine. | have an extrenely
confortable office downstairs. This way, Seme."

"You nonster, |'d rather face those Yarronese wonen!" shout ed
Laurelene. "I prefer to face wonen too, although approaching from
behind has its own allure."”

Sm rki ng, the guard who had backhanded Laurel ene haul ed her to her
feet.

"Ten m nutes, Sair |Inspector, then hand her to the Prefect,"” he warned
as he pushed Laurel ene forward to d asken
d asken took her by the arm "We'll be in Room-ah, | can't renmenber

t he nunber, there's a blue star chal ked on the door."

"We'll findit."

d asken snaked an arm around Laurel ene's wai st and into the folds of
her bathrobe. She tried to slap his face, but he caught her arm and

twisted it around behi nd her back

"Best approach her from behind!" [|aughed one of the guards as d asken
pushed her to the head of the stairs.

He ushered Laurel ene down the stairs and along a side corridor, stil
hol di ng her ann tightly behind her back

"You may get your way with nme, d asken, but--" she began

"Not unless you | ose about forty pounds," said d asken, rel easing her



and unclipping his dust cape "Put this on, then take nmy arm and | ook
as if we've been married three decades."

Ast oni shed, Laurel ene stopped and stared bl ankly back at him "What do
you mean?" she asked.

"Well, 1'"lIl be l|ooking ground down, and as if | haven't had it in
years. You could try |ooking bored--"

She ai med another slap at his face but his hand shot up and bl ocked the
bl ow agai n.

"Enough of that, Semme, there are no guards to inpress. Now put on
that cape. Do it!"

Ann in ann they wal ked through a side door and into a | ong, narrow
courtyard that led to the front gate.

"We were |lucky the guards did not think to speak to me in Yarronese,"
he muttered as they wal ked. "Do you have papers, anything that
identifies you as Bartolican?"

"Everything was taken fromne."

"Dam! That will nmake it harder for you when the Bartolican carbineers
break in. First let's get you into the streets where you can hide from
the Yarronese."

"Sair, you mean your intentions were not, ah, |ewd?"

"My intentions are generally lewd, Semme, but in this case staying
alive is of nore concern. What does this pass say, do you read

Yarronese?" "It says Merchant Inspector Myrel Pregel and husband."
"Good. You're Myrel Pregel, |I'myour husband. Act like a prize
bitch.." or maybe "act' is the wong word."

"You--but who are these people in the papers?"

"They're both dead, | just killed them The wonan was a man and t hey
weren't human, if that nmakes a difference. Here's the gate, act
arrogant, like an inspector."

They were waved through with hardly a glance. The distant bonbardnent
runbl ed on as they wal ked away down the street, but as they turned a
corner whistles shrilled out fromthe building they had left.

"Run, the guards have m ssed you!" barked G asken. "Call's balls, but
they didn't give ne long to bundle into you."

A asken appeared to be familiar with the alleyways and | anes, and they
were soon in a deserted area anm d storehouses. The walls were high and
bl ank, and snoke fromnearby fires lay thick on the air.

"Stay low," said dasken. "H de anmid the rubbish. The city's walls
are a thousand years old and are crunbling fast before those carriage
guns, and the barricades are not rmuch better. Wen your Bartolican
car bi neers come through, wait until a merchant officer appears and go
to him Not a carbineer, not any carbineer. Now give back that
cape. "



"But this bathrobe--"
"It becomes you. Gve nme the cape!"”

He snatched the cape fromher then nade off into the thickening swirls
of snoke fromfires started by incendiary shells. "d asken, wait!"
"Stay here. Hide."

Laurel ene followed himat a distance. There were few wonmen or children
about, and nost of the people she saw were Yarronese carbi neers and
civilians with guns. Most of the incoming artillery was poundi ng one
section of the ancient walls, but the incendiaries were fired at random
to cause chaos. Eneny gun wings cruised lazily in the thermals high
overhead. d asken was running nuch faster than Laurel ene could, and he
soon |l ost her. She saw a hostelry and stunbl ed over the cobbl estones
for the front door, her lungs burning with snoke and exertion, and
every breath a wheeze. She entered and found the reception chanber

enpty.

Qut side there was a nassive expl osion, nuch |larger than the thunmp of
artillery. They nust have hit a munitions store, Laurel ene thought at
first, but then she heard cries from people running past outside that
the walls were down. Eneny carbineers poured into the city. The
fighting was not intense, the defenders had been beaten |ong before the
section of wall collapsed. Laurelene |listened and watched. There were
screans and sporadi c shots, and a growi ng pail of snmoke. Bartolican
carbineers ran past the hostelry and a burning firebrand was tossed

t hrough the wi ndow, shattering the glass to | and snoki ng agai nst
someone' s abandoned baggage. Another followed, and then the carbineers
ran on.

Have to nove outside, hide sonewhere that cannot burn, Laurel ene

t hought. Must hide until the fighting stops and there's order again.

A asken appeared on the street, helping a linping man to run. Laurel ene
dashed outside and went after him but the snoke soon shrouded himfrom
her view. She stepped into an alley as she heard the clunmp of boots
near by, then nade her way through the drifting snoke.

The city was burning. This was a reward for the victors, a day or so
to play with live toys, and with no rule of law. Laurel ene spraw ed
head | ong over sonething--a live Bartolican carbineer |ooting a body.
The man was battle-alert and quick, and his hand snaked out and seized
her ankle. "Let go, |I'm Senme Laurel ene Harman, wife of--"

"Don't foul our |anguage with your Yarronese tongue!" he exclai ned,
backhandi ng her across the nouth. Holding her by the hair he began
punching her in the face.

The beating soon had Laurel ene nearly sensel ess. The carbi neer began
to tear away her henp cloth robe and when she tried to crawl away he
dragged her back and punched her face until she lay unresisting, her

| egs bare and apart. He's done this before, so this is what it's |ike
to be violated, she thought as he settled down on top of her with a

| ong, shuddering sigh. Anything, anything, just no nore beating, she
t hought, her eyes cl osed.

Abruptly the man jerked upward, and sonethi ng warm spl ashed onto her
face. Sticky, salty. Blood! Laurelene w ped her eyes and stared into
the slashed throat of the carbineer. A grizzled Yarronese was standing



astride themboth with a knife in one hand and the Bartolican man's
hair in the other.

He haul ed the carbineer's body off Laurelene, then held a finger to his
lips.

"Sex is dangerous," he said softly in Yarronese as he let the body
fall. "It concentrates the mind, so that danger may approach
unseen. "

Laurel ene drew her torn bathrobe about her as she sat up and shrank
back against the wall. Her rescuer had a bandaged | eg and head, and as
he sat down d asken appeared. He was wearing part of a Bartolican uni
form

"This way, Jeb, 1've found a couple of---you again!"
"You are acquai nted?" asked Feydanor.

"Acquai nted? She once had nme shot!" d asken excl ai nmed.
"She was being ravished by a Bartolican."

"She's a Bartolican herself, she's the Bartolican Inspector Ceneral's
wife. "

"One of my own people just tried to rape me," Laurel ene retorted.
"Well don't look at ne, I'mjust wearing their uniform" snapped
d asken, flinging a bundle of clothing at Feydanor's feet. "Jeb
change into this."

"But these are of Bartolican carbineers."”
"Very sharp, one day you might be Airlord."

"In all honor, Juan d asken, | could never wear a Bartolican coat."
"Honor be screwed! Just do it, you stubborn old goat. Do it for
Yarr on,

do it for the Airlord, do it to inpress this Bartolican |ady, but do
it!"™ "What is a goat?" nmuttered Feydanor, sullenly |ooking at the
coats. "I'mtalking to one. Now put themon."

Feydanor reluctantly tried on a coat while d asken went back into the
snoke for sonething el se.

"Wth wormen, if a man cannot get his way by charmhe is less than a
man, " said Feydanor as he did up the brass buttons. "That is one of
Sair G asken's sayings. He's quite a remarkable man."

"Aye, never ravished a woman," declared G asken as he reappeared with
carbines and forage packs. "Been damm near ravished by a few nyself,
t hough. "

"What are you going to do?" Laurel ene asked Feydanor.

"d asken and | are going to flee Median. You... well, you are at
risk,

even though you are Bartolican. You can come if you wish."



"Why yes, yes!"
A asken dropped the guns and packs in astoni shment.

"You have to be joking!"™ he exclainmed, but Feydanmor waved him
silent.

"Screaming is required of you, Semtmme, and fear of being ravished.
Can you provide that?"
"I"'min good practice."

"Then come with us and do exactly what you are told." At sunset they
approached the breach in Median's thousand-year-old walls. The two nen
were dressed as fully kit ted Bartolican carbineers, with the brass
buttons of their coats undone and Call anchors pinned and dangling at
their hips. Feydanor stopped Laurel ene and took her by both arns and

| ooked into her bruised face.

"Struggl e, scream be a Yarronese wonman," he said. "Try to say that
you're Bartolican and 1'll kill you before the guards can drop nme. You
will die and you will rot. Understand?"

Laur el ene bobbed her head and said that she did. d asken bent over and
drove his shoul der into her abdomen, scooping her up into the air. Now
Laurel ene screaned, partly in surprise and partly through fear of being
dropped. Nobody had been able to carry her for many, many years.

G asken tottered toward the wall over the rubble, w th Feydanor |inping
behi nd.

"Cet a girl, toss that bag away!" shouted one of the Bartolicans
posted at the breach.

"They run too fast,"
Bartolican.

d asken shouted back in slurred, but passable

He sl apped Laurel ene on the buttocks with his free hand and she gave an
enbarrassed squark

"And this one weighs like five girls," Feydanor added in flaw ess
Bartolican.

Laurel ene gasped in outrage, then screaned again rather than not retort
at all. They left the guards |aughing and were quickly lost in the
gat heri ng darkness beyond the Bartolican siege |lines and canp. @ asken
dropped to his knees and dunped Laurelene at the first opportunity.

"I'f you want synpathy, don't look to me!" snarled Laurel ene, getting
to her feet and glaring down at G asken, who sat wheezing with his
hands on his knees.

"Your idea, she is," d asken gasped to Feydanor.

d asken led themfor sone nmiles until they found a burned-out farm
house. The bodi es of several men and boys were |ying nearby, but there
were no wormen to be seen. Feydanor |ay down the nonment they were

t hr ough t he door.



"You stay here," d asken said to Laurel ene as he began changing into
the clothing of one of the dead farmers. "Wen the city stops burning
and the merchant officers arrive, find the nost senior of them and get
his protection.”

A asken began foraging for food in the bl ackened ruins. Laurel ene
regarded himby the glow of the burning city, which was reflected from
t he cl ouds.

"Way were you in the prefect's building?" Laurel ene ventured.

"I'f you knew, you would be killed," he nuttered. "Forget about me, say
not hi ng. There are people who would kill you for just knowi ng | exist.
Return to Median, it will be better tonorrow. Just stay outside the

city until you can find a nerchant officer."

He began to dress a dead farmer in a Bartolican uniform Shots echoed
across from Medi an's ruddy glow in the sout hwest.

"So you saved ne fromthe Yarronese then saved ne from bei ng that
carbineer's toy and now you just |eave?" she asked presently, her
guestion pointed but her voice full of amazenent.

"Wong. Sair Feydanor saved you fromthe carbineer.” He checked the
pi stol he was carrying. "Watch for .38 rounds, Jeb, | can take anot her
four."

"Sair d asken, | disgraced you in Condel or and you were shot," said
Laur el ene.

He put the gun in his coat pocket and regarded her in the dim red
light that permeated into the ruin.

"I was disgraced long before |I net you, Senme Harman," he said with a

| eer.
He took a small .22-caliber revolver fromhis coat.
"None of the chanmbers has been fired, and this is a |l ady's weapon,"

he said, holding it up for Laurelene to see. "I took it froma dead
Bartolican. |'d say sonme Yarronese wonan tried to fend himoff with
it, but he rightly assunmed that she would be | ess frightened of being
raped than of killing him Very foolish of her. Do you know how to
shoot one of these?"

"I do, Sair."
"I see," he said, handing the weapon over to her. "Now, having been
beaten, flung down, and very nearly ravished, what woul d you do next
time?"

"Sair? I|--" "Shoot him" "l--shoot him Yes."

"And nore than that. Shoot himin the head to | eave his uniform
undamaged, dress in his clothing. Gab a bottle, act drunk, rub your
face with dirt, rub your clothes with vomt and turds so that nobody
wi Il come near enough for a good | ook at you. Fight and survive,
Semme! Love life! Too many people would rather be dead than be



enbarrassed or soiled. That is very foolish. Life is a brilliant and
wonder ful adventure. Never throw it away, and never hide fromit."

The words were odd to hear from someone that Laurel ene considered to be
both a | echer and stupid, yet they carried a strong ring of sincerity.
"Sair d asken, what part of you is the act?"

"None of me, Semme Harman. Can you say as nuch?"

In the hour that foll owed Laurel ene convinced Feydanor that she was
needed to nurse himand help himto wal k. She found some wonen's
clothing in a laundry basket that had been dropped in the yard outside.
The fit of the snock shirt was | oose and confortable, but the dresses
bel onged to someone much shorter. An oilcloth cloak hid nost of the
tight, short dress that Laurel ene managed to squeeze into, however, and
she arranged a hunp of cloth between her shoul ders. They set off wth
@ asken in the | ead, and they passed as quite convincing farmhands.

"And who are you, Sair Feydanor?" she asked as she wal ked with his arm

around her shoul der, supporting himon the rough, darkened path. "A
gui |l d master engi neer, Feydanor Engine Guild." "Ah, and how were you
shot ?"

"I was on a steamtram a Bartolican gun wing fired onit."

"Never! Bartolican wardens have a code of chivalry, they fight only
cl ear - ski es duels."

Feydanor began a wheezing | augh. "Shot just bel ow the knee, but..
tram s steam engine was not hit. @unw ng broke off. Perchance it had
no nore bullets."”

"Way did you not stay with your famly on the estate?"

"They're dead, Setmme. M wife and five daughters were viol ated and
nmur dered by Bartolican carbineers."

"I npossible, lies--"

"I was there, you stupid pudding. Only d asken and | escaped. M son
was away fighting, he's a gun wing flyer."

Laurel ene did not want to believe any of what he said, but her own
experi ence suggested that he was telling the truth.

"I can hear the barking of a terrier pack," dasken cut in. "If they
are a Call guard we are safe, but they night be trackers. No talking
fromnow on, and if we're chall enged Jeb nust do the talking."

The surviving wings and estate refugees who could fly were noved out to
the eastern city of Casper by Governor Sartov before Medi an came under
siege, leaving other guilds nen and their fanilies to flee on the
tramway to Forian. Alion, Ranmsdel, Bronlar, and Serjon all flew arned
sail wings north to Casper; then they were ferried back on an

over|l oaded regal to fly sone surviving gun wi ngs out of Median as well.
On their third trip that day they were even joined by the wounded

Kum ar, who flew a sail wing Serjon managed to | and his gun w ng but
spun it on the flight strip and came to a stop facing backward.

"I was unlucky," he said as they ate in the refectory at Casper w ng



field that night. "It's because | ascended in service without a |ady's
colors.” "So... are all of your sisters dead then?" asked Alion
hesitantly. Serjon nodded. Ransdel had no colors at all and Kum ar
had col ors from another dead girl on the Jannian estate. Bronlar began
to sniffle when she thought of Kallien, and of how she had died.

Ramsdel pointed out that Alion's colors were froma Bartolican, and
that he risked a charge of treason if he ascended in his air lord
service wearing them

"Wll I'ma flyer, | fight and |'ve got one confirned victory to prove
it, so you can all stop |ooking at ne for colors!™ Bronlar stated
enphatical ly.

"Which reminds ne, | finished these for you, Serjon," Ransdel said as
he tossed a bundle of ribbons to the thin youth. "Note, violet for
boys. "

"You have col ors?" exclained Aion, aghast. "No nman has ever had
colors.”

"I like to make history," explained Serjon
"Oo, can | wear then?" asked Bronlar. "I like to make history too."

"Besides, you're the only girl in Munthaven who is qualified to wear
them" Serjon pointed out.

He handed her the colors, and as their fingers touched he flinched
away.

"What's the matter?" she asked.

"Cold hands," he muttered. "I'msorry. |--1 touched too nmany cold
hands at Opal. The sensation nmakes me ill."

Ranmsdel hel ped Bronlar attach Serjon's colors to the tag on her right
ann.

"What about the rest of us?" asked Kumiar. "Any nore bad |uck and
['l'l be dead."

Ranmsdel waved a serving girl over and asked her if she wanted to honor
a brave and wounded flyer with her colors. She explained that she had
none. Ransdel took down her details and promised to sew up a set for
her to give to Kumiar. Serjon said that he would carry the col ors of
no nmore wonen after what happened to his nmother and sisters.

"You see, luck is all balance, |ike day and ni ght, good and bad, |ove
and hate," he explained. "There is an equal amount of good |uck and
bad | uck, and the nore good fortune | have in the air, the nore bad

fortune is visited on the | ady whose colors | wear. 1'd rather have

the bad luck than harma | ady."
"What if Bronlar is lucky in war duel s?" asked Alion
"Bronl ar doesn't believe in luck," said Serjon. "I'mquite safe.”

"What about you and Alion?" Bronlar asked Ransdel. "There are nore
serving girls over there."



"They're comoners!" said Alion with great finality.

"They have no dress sense," declared Ransdel. "I nean | ook at those
aprons over those drab-col ored dresses that have bunch-belting instead
of proper darts. | want a girl whose clothes will not nortify me on

wing field parades. Bad luck is preferable to bad taste.”

"And | would rather have bad | uck than forsake true and noble | ove,"
said Alion.

Bronl ar appl auded, then got up and hugged Alion from behind. Ransdel
went over to ask sone of the serving girls if they would consider
dressing better, and according to his directions--and got his face

sl apped. Serjon sat gazing down at his meal, then gave a cry of dismay
and pushed away fromthe table. Bronlar came around to his side,
stared at his plate for a nmonent, then picked it up and took it over to
t he serving counter.

"Could | have one nore bean, please?" she asked the serving girl who
was to give colors to Kumiar.

"One bean, Semre?"

"One bean, Semmre. There are thirteen on this plate, and it's upsetting
the flyer whose colors | wear."

"The flyer whose colors you wear?"

"Yes," said Bronlar, holding up her right ann. "H s nane's Serjon--"
"Ah, the warden-killer boy with five victories. And you are the
flyer-girl Bronlar with one victory, now | understand. | hear

everyt hing, you see."

"I know your name is Liesel."

The girl gasped. "How?"

"I heard you tell Kum ar and Ransdel back at the table."
Li esel laughed, and added a bean to Serjon's plate.

"You're not at all like normal wardens, squires, and flyers," said
Liesel. "Are you the new Air Carbineers of Governor Sartov that 1've
heard whi spers about ?"

Bronl ar wi nked at her and said, "W just might be." As she carried
Serjon's plate with its additional bean back to the table she whi spered
to herself, "Wio knows, we just mght be."

Medi an was marked by a di m ni shing colum of murky snoke on the horizon
as d asken, Feydanor, and Laurel ene wal ked east across their ri gated
desert. They stayed in burned-out farnsteads during the day, tethered
and with one al ways awake to keep watch. Feydanor was weak and
feverish, but responded to Laurelene's nursing. d asken cut hima pair
of greenwood crutches and helped himlearn to walk with them At one
ruin they found a sty that had been torched and di scovered two dozen
swine lets that had been roasted alive but not badly charred. The neat
was tender and succul ent after a day of hunger. Bartolican sail w ng
patrol s droned overhead fromtinme to tine.



"Panni on's house, but not a Pannion squire," said Feydanor, glaring up
at a sail wing that passed alnost directly overhead in the late
afternoon. "Running a Dai nzer engine by the sound of it, but in a
Schnei der air The words were his first for the day that were not terse
replies to questions.

"I's that inportant?" asked d asken

"It's a clunmsy conbination of |ight patrol engine and armored sail w ng
airframe. The Bartolicans are raming everything into the air that

will stay up by itself. That flyer is short on experience too. Look
at the way he wobbles and di ps as he turns on the updraft near those
hills."

"It's sensible. Wy waste wardens on scouting?"
"It is ignoble," hissed Feydanmor between grating teeth. "It flies in
the face of everything it means to be a warden, squire, or even a
flyer. Comoners should not do the work of wardens.”

"Have you any word of the Yarronese wardens?" asked Laur el ene.

Feydanor scow ed uncertainly at hearing such a question coming froma
Bartolican, then decided that it was asked in goodw II.

"Only nine original wardens were el sewhere when the bonb was set off at
our air lord palace. W have many gun wi ngs intact, but there are few
experienced nobles to fly them Mst of our new wardens are just boys,
t hey have not even got their battle comn ssions and sashes fromthe
Airlord."

"They stopped the Doraki an wardens,"” began G asken

"Pah, that was a miracle of courage agai nst experience. A single
Bartol i can governor conmands nore wardens than the Dorakian Airlord,
and the whole of Greater Bartolica is upon us."

"The Bartolican carbineers are the real danger," observed d asken

"They are sweeping through Yarron |like foxes in a chicken coop."
"Foxes?" asked Laurelene. "WId terriers, sort of."

"What do you know of the noble and chivalric arts of battle, Sair
d asken?"

"I commanded infantry in the wars of my honel and, er, Mexhaven. You
m ght call me a nerchant carbineer. W were not as rabid as the

Bartolicans, but not as stupid as the Yarronese."

Feydanor bristled, but was too weary for an angry exchange. "Then what
woul d you do here?"

"Blind their conmanders. Order every Yarron gun wing into the sky,
shoot down Bartolican scouts."”

"But you can't order wardens to do your bidding, |ike some conmoner
swine |let herder!”

"Whoever is flying that wing up there is no warden,"” said d asken



pointing up to the sky. "He is taking orders, he is scouting, and
Bartolica is w nning."

"I'"d rather die," Feydanor replied sullenly.

"You nearly did just that. Come now, we rust bundl e up as much pork as
we can carry and be on our way at dusk."

They made good progress that night, traveling another fifteen mles
before sheltering for the next day in an irrigated orchard. There were
ot her refugees there, and they got news of the invaders ahead.
Yarronesecontrolled territory was only ten mles away, and the
Bartolicans were inexplicably letting refugees flee to safety.

"It doesn't nake sense," said Feydanor, "they're letting carbineers
t hrough who can turn and stand against themin the service of Yarron."
"I't nmakes sense," replied d asken. "How?"

d asken shook his head. "You listen, Jeb Feydanor, then you scoff."
"Well, you talk bollix!"

d asken sighed and seermed wistful for a nmonent. "Seme Laurel ene, what
is the condition of the refugees we just net?"

"Li ke us, sair. Wnen, children, aged, and wounded."

"There are new rules in use here and neither of you can see them"

A asken explained. "Were | cone fromit's called total war. Refugees
strain the resources of the Yarronese defenders, and al so spread tales

of slaughter, rape, and the invincibility of the Bartolican carbineers.
Yarron does not get fresh fighters fromthe |likes of us, it gets chaos,
fear, and a dead weight to carry into battle. There is one thing that

puzzl es ne, though."

"I"mstunned to hear it, you seemto know everything else," said
Feydanor .

"The Bartolicans | earned these arts al nost overnight. They fight in
perfect unity, like a team of counter ball players, like.." a
machi ne! "

A asken frowned and stroked his recently bare chin, deep in thought.
Presently he said that he was going to scout around and vani shed from
sight. Feydanor shook his head and huddl ed down in his bl anket.

"The man is mad, but he has a good heart," he told Laurel ene as she

changed the dressing on his |eg.

"He has the passions of a rutting stoat, and his heart is not the organ
he favors."

"Not so, Setme. He may be a | echer, but he has a certain nobility and
he stands by his friends."

"The sane may be said of you, Sair Feydanor," said Laurelene, idly
stroking his leg. "I amthe eneny, yet you protected ne."

"Yet | amno | echer."



"You are the nore attractive because of it."

It would be fair to say that although Laurel ene's actions were
nmotivated by guilt for her people's invasion and a vague idea of
revenge agai nst d asken, she did have sone genuine affection for the
wounded Yarronese engineer. Their |ovemaking was a hurried funble of
skirts and | acings by two people who had had little recent practice in
furtive seduction, and when it was over they were quick to roll apart
and restore their clothing. Neither raised the subject again.

They sheltered in the orchard for nost of the day, and in the afternoon
a flight of Bartolican gun wings flew by going south. d asken counted

thirty of the aircraft through a gap in the trees. There was sporadic

shooting in the distance fromcart cannons.

The night's journey was much worse than before. The invaders
controll ed the roads and paths nore tightly in this area, and Feydanor
did not progress well over the fields with his crutches. d asken had
to carry himwhile Laurel ene staggered al ong under the weight of their
packs. The front line itself was no nore than a chain of invader canps
i nked by patrol paths and | ookout stations. They were stopped by a
squad of Bartolican carbineers, but nanaged to barter their passage
across the line with nmost of their |load of cold pork. After all they
were only farmers: two grizzled nen and a hunchback wonman. Once cl ear
of the line they stopped, and G asken and Feydanor changed into the
Yarronese jackets that they had been carrying.

"It's such a relief to stand up straight again," said Laurel ene,
stretching and thrusting out a very inpressive pair of breasts.

She caught d asken gl ancing at them but deci ded agai nst sayi ng any
thing. After all, d asken had had better contact with themthan
Feydanor and the shame was nore hers than his. As dawn broke they net
a group of Yarronese militianen, an aged carbi neer veteran conmmandi ng
six nervous youths armed with hunting rifles.

"Big air battle yes-aday," said the veteran. "Eighty gun wi ngs of the
i nvader net seven of our wardens. W had a great triunph."

"Seven agai nst eighty, yet triunph?" asked d asken incredulously in
br oken Yarronese.

"Yair-certs, sair. They took fifteen invader wardens down a-fore the
| ast o'them crashed to earth.”

"dorious," croaked Feydanmor, who was |ying exhausted against a tree

"Aye, two o' themfor each Yarronese wing to fall."
"Hah. Sixty-five Bartolican wardens flying. Rule sky."

"But they won without honor," insisted Feydamor. "Yarron triunphed

"Yarronese wardens, all shwhit!" d asken nade a slicing notion across
his throat, re-fram ng the Yarronese noral victory for what it was.

25 August 3960: Casper

Governor Sartov's gun wing was so | ow on conpression spirit that he did
not even circle the adjunct's tower to check the flags before I andi ng.



H s engine died on the dispersal track and his guilds nen had to push
the gun wing while he wal ked ahead to report to the adjunct.

"Three Bartolican sail wi ngs he declared, and the adjunct chal ked t hem
on his board. "AlIl of them dual -seat trainers nmaking observations."
"A fine day, sair, and it brings your tally to--"

"Dam ny tally, this is about saving Yarron, not mny reputation. The
Bartolicans were fools, they were flying well beyond the range of their
own gun wings to spy on us."

"Perhaps they expected no danger."

"What do you nean?"

"All seven wardens of the Airlord' s Guard were killed in a battle over
the Saratoga Springs wing field These dispatches were flown in before

you | anded. "

Sartov took the proclamati on and began to read. Not far away the
gui l ds nen were already working on his gun w ng

"dorious noral victory.." triunmphant defeat.." flower of Yarronese
chivalry... Bartolican scum." touching nmenorial service in Forian
Cat hedr al

Sartov crunpl ed the procl amati on and dropped it. The adjunct handed
hi m anot her proclamation. Three bandsmen and a dozen guilds nen and
flyers gathered behind Sartov as he squinted at the witing in the
fading |ight.

"Governor Sartov... hereby relieved of his posting--ah yes, | was
expecting this. |'mbeing punished for refusing to get myself killed

with the rest of the Airlord's Guard. And Brom ey Avondel is replacing
ne.

Brave, but no experience. Adjunct?"

"Sair?"

"W are conmanded by fools and incompetents.”
"Sair!"

The adj unct handed one nore proclamation to Sartov.

"Be it known to all... Warden Alveris Sartov... conmander of all forces
north of the Laranie R ver and Chancell or of CGovernors.t"

The proclamation slipped from Sartov's fingers as the three bandsnen

st andi ng behi nd him struck up the Yarronese dom ni on anthem Sartov
turned as the adjunct picked up the proclamation, and at the end of the
tune the assenbl ed guilds men gave three cheers and fired a volley from
t hei r car bi nes.

The cel ebratory feast in the adjunct's briefing hall was nodest by any
dom ni on's standards, but that hardly mattered. Sartov was reading
di spat ches and appointment |ists even as he ate.

"It nmakes sense now," he told the adjunct. "The disaster at Saratoga



Springs killed the last senior traditionalists fromcourt. The new air
l ord nust have had this planned for weeks, he's actually going to fight
back intelligently."

"Would an air |lord nurder his own wardens, Chancell or?"

"I would call it taking constructive advantage of their own stupidity
for the greater good of Yarron. Finish up, now | want every sai
wing on the field ready to ascend at dawn, and | have a | ot of decrees
to dictate before that."

That evening G asken and his conpani ons reached Kennyville, where the
Yar ronese pennon streamers still flew above the Governor's hall. As

A asken had suspected, it was a shanmbles of refugee guild famlies,
wounded carbi neers, reinforcenments, and war supplies. He registered as
a refugee from Medi an under the nane John WAl ker and added Laurel ene as
his sister. Feydanor used his own nane. There was little privacy at

t he refugee stagi ng ground beside the tranmway depot, yet the people
were too absorbed with the events that had shattered their lives to
eavesdr op.

"You' re a wounded guil dsman, Jeb, which nmeans you can go to Forian on a
hospital tram" d asken told the exhausted engi neer. "The next convoy
goes in a half hour, you nmay get a place."

"Where is Laurel--er, Senmre Har man?"

"She is to go in the wonen's tram The steamwhistle is broken, so she
vol unteered to scream whenever the driver grabs her bottom"

"Do | detect annoyance in your tone, Sair d asken?"

"Now t hat she no | onger depends on me to stay alive, she's behaving
like a vindictive cow."

"What is a cow?"

"They're large, they bellow, they have horns." "Laurel ene has no
horns.” "G ve her tinme."

"I'd like to see her off."

"Not half as much as | would."

He hel ped Feydanor to his feet and they went to the tramnay station
wher e peopl e were boarding the convoy. Laurelene was still on the plat

form as they approached.

"Sair dasken, | would lay bets that you would like to travel on the
worren's tram" declared Laurelene with a smrk.

"I'"'mno woman," replied @ asken, pulling his trousers forward and
peering down. "Wuld you like to check the evidence?"

Laurel ene inclined her head away.

"You know, you could charma lady with ease if you but took the trouble
to ply her with little pleasantries. Wy if | were you--"

"--you would be walking to Forian, and it would do wonders for your



figure."
"Let me finish. |If | were interested in you--"
"Then it would be to prove sonmething to me, or yourself, or both of us,

or your husband, or Envoy Rosenne," d asken declared, ticking off names
on an inmagi nary chal kboard. He dropped to one knee, a hand agai nst his

forehead, the other gesturing above his head. "You have no interest in
passion, Semre. You want to be desired, you want attention, you want
to be taken seriously, and you want to possess hearts." d asken rose

to his feet, swirled the dead farnmer's field cl oak about hinself,

rai sed his nose, and dabbed delicately at his forehead with a ragged
handkerchief. "But you don't want sonething so tastel ess or nessy as
passion stirring within your anmple, aristocratic body."

Laur el ene whi pped a stinging slap at his face, but dasken did a
delicate twist-step and her hand m ssed him al t oget her, sendi ng her
spi nning. Feydanor shuffled backward, making a show of |eaning on his
cane.

"Well, yes, fury may be identified as passion, but it's hardly

alluring," d asken observed as Laurel ene heaved herself out of the
dust.

"d asken!" Laurel ene barked back. "You want me to prove it with you
don't you? Well | can prove it and | don't need your help."

"Don't try to prove it for ny sake, Semme, | wouldn't w sh that sort of

suffering on any poor yoick."

Feydanor cl osed his eyes and cringed, hoping not to be called upon as
her chanpion. Laurel ene ainmed another slap at d asken, but this tine
he pl ucked her hand out of the air, spun her around three tines, then
stepped back in a deep bow A small crowd was gathering by now, unsure
of whether it was a dance or a fight. Some cl apped.

"You took me with you from Medi an, you only did that for hope of
beddi ng ne!" Laurel ene shout ed.

"Feydanor did that."

"Ah, took you from Median, that is," added Feydanor.

"You consented to it, d asken!" retorted Laurel ene.

"I'f I had piles | would consent to have them | anced, but | would
neither enjoy it nor have any say in the matter. Pile aboard now. "

Laurel ene turned away and stanped across to the tram It swayed on its
springs as she clinbed aboard and sat down. Her face was shining with
fury and she was gasping for breath. She did not see Feydanor turned
away fromthe fully | oaded hospital tram

The steam trans whistled consecutively and began to chug forward.
Laurel ene sat thinking of what she would say to Feydanor when they
reached Forian. He had not supported her against dasken's insults,
and now she wondered whether or not it would be wise to extend their
brief and furtive liaison. The thought of the |ook on d asken's face
when he found out nmade it al nost worthwhile, however



At the town of Cairnstop the convoy was halted and nenbers of the
Yarronese | nspectorate came aboard her tram They took each woman
aside in turn and asked them about a little sketch. Presently it was
Laurel ene's turn

"He's a tall, strongly built man of about fifty," said the inspector
"Hi s conpani on was |inping when they were | ast seen at Median. Have
you seen hi nP"

The char sketch was a good |ikeness of d asken
"No, but he's a handsome scruff,"” Laurelene replied with a wink. "The
rogue has unbridled lusts,” the inspector responded unconfortably. "He
may approach you and nake unseemy suggestions in Ad Anglian. He
speaks a little of Yarronese."

"I should be so lucky," replied Laurel ene, batting her eyel ashes at

him The inspector took a step back, still holding up the sketch
"Well if you are, report it to the tramdriver at once," he said
determ nedly. "This man, Juan d asken, is one of the traitors who are

betrayi ng our honeland in this war."

"I have met no man of unbridled |lusts since escapi ng Medi an, sair, but
| live in hope."

Laurel ene watched the inspectors go fromtramto tram but noted that

G asken was not found. He had said he would walk to Forian, but he was
very resourceful, of course, and a nmaster of disguise--and with a spasm
of horror Laurel ene found herself admring G asken. She drove the

t hought away.

Wth the line of trans searched, the inspectors set the signal to
proceed and Laurel ene's tram chugged back up to cruising speed. They
won't have you, d asken, she thought as she watched the hills passing
in the distance. Not until all of your insults have been returned wth
the very best rate of interest.

29 August 3960: Condel or

Condel or remai ned al oof fromthe tortures that were being inflicted on
the domnion to the west. Cities, estates, and the famlies of guilds
men and nobl es shoul d have been exenpt fromthe proceedi ngs of
chivalric war, but this war was being conducted in a manner not seen in
Mount haven for a very long tine.

Under instruction fromhis nmerchant carbineer advisers, Stanbury is
sued nore than a dozen reports each day. He declared that in Yarron
the Bartolican carbineers were being wel comed for driving away the

outl aws and corrupt Yarronese wardens. He conpl ained to Carabas that
nobody woul d believe that defecting Yarronese wardens were encouragi ng
the Bartolicans to press on and take Forian, but went ahead and

rel eased the report anyway. To his surprise it was accepted. The
Bartolican court wanted it to be true, so the Bartolican court believed
it.

The Bartolican wardens had little to do with the fighting on the

ground, while their squires were nmerely concerned with securing w ng
fields and supplies for their operations. The Bartolican carbineers
were allowed no letters home, while the wounded were treated in canps



on Yarronese soil and kept at work repairing equi pnent or doing
what ever |ight work suited them Because they continued to draw ful
pay, there were few conplaints.

The militia couriers were a separate branch of the air conpanies be
sides wardens and their people. Oficially under the direct command of
the Bartolican Airlord hinself, they were originally a squadron of two
dozen master less squires and flyers who flew errands and deliveries in
sail wings for the palace. 1In this war they quickly expanded by neans
of the captured Yarronese and Montrassian sail w ngs until their nunber
was over seventy. They were painted in strange patterns under their

wi ngs, and were assigned | ong and conmplex identifiers. The best of
themwere said to be able to drop a nessage capsule into the hatch of a
speedi ng steam tram

In spite of the best efforts of the censors and commanders, sone
stories of strafed nmerchant steamtrans and plundered estates found
their way west to Condel or. Stanbury's Condel or office gave frequent
briefings for the envoys and wardens' advisers in the palace, and a
sanitized version of the war's progress was presented to the Bartolican
Airlord s autumm court every week. On August 21st the orderly
appropriation of Median was announced The Yarronese were not

di splaying the fornms of chivalry, the Warden of Forms pointed out in a
I ong and indignant speech. There were none to nmeet the Bartolican air
lords in duels over the city, in fact there were no Yarronese nobles or
their carbineers to keep the ruffians of the city from burning and
looting. The Bartolicans had barely arrived in time to save Medi an
fromdestruction. They had been wel comed as heroes by all honest folk
in the place.

1 Septenber 3960: Kennyvilie, Yarron

d asken had been waiting at the trammay station with Feydanor when a
flock of gun wi ngs becanme audible. The guild master identified them as
Bartolican while they were still distant dots in the northwest, and
foll owed them as they began circling the town.

"Al'l wardens, gun wings all," said Feydanmor. "The estates of Sinfield,
Dunnely, Ridgewhite, Silvereye, and Cintpeal. Five of the finest
Bartol i can wardens who ever strapped in."

"Then what are they doing here?" asked @ asken, his hand droppi ng
automatically to his carbine. "Do they want |essons in un chivalric
fighting?"

"Sair d asken, for shanme. The brotherhood of the war denate nay be

sl ow sometinmes, but it's exceedingly fair. These wardens have cone to
see for thensel ves what the carbineers are doing in Yarron. You note
my words, retribution is on the way."

The flock broke their circle and the pitch of the droning fromtheir
conpressi on engines rose. The idea of attack fromthe air was still so
i ncredi ble that sone of the refugees just stood watching in the open
Wardens only fought in clear air conbat, war was the preserve of the
nobility. d asken was less of an idealist. Pulling Feydanor off

bal ance, he dragged the cursing guild master off the platform and
behind a stone and tinber buffer.

"What are you doi ng?" cried Feydanor as d asken hel d hi m down.
"They' re wardens!"



d asken did not have to reply; the steady hammering of reaction guns
said it all. The gun wings cane in, strafing the trams and the piles
of supplies beside the |oading sidings. Feydanor shouted incoherently
and tried to wave the Bartolican wardens off as d asken hel d hi m down,
and then they were past. The station and tram sidings were alive with
runni ng carbi neers and tramvay workers. Two trans were burning.

"Seens as the wardens have cone for lessons in un chivalric warfare
after all," said dasken as he watched the gun wings clinmbing in a | ong
arc.

"They were wardens," said Feydanor, devastated.
"Aye, and fromthe noble and revered estates of Sinfield, Dunnely,
Ri dgewhite, Silvereye, and Cintpeal, if | recall correctly."

"Madness! This is like an air lord pissing on his own throne.™

"Greater madness to keep your head up as they do anot her tour of
i nspection. Get down here!"

Once nmore the gun wings cane in together, barely a w ngspan apart,
shooting nethodically into the trams and stockpil ed barrels of
conpression spirit. Suddenly everything erupted around them There
was a soundl ess flash, followed by a thunderclap as the ground heaved.
Rocks, dust, and w eckage showered down, and d asken saw a gun w ng
cone cartwheeling out of the sky to crash into the nearby Kennyville
mar ket. He cl anbered over the weckage of the trammay station buil dings
wi th Feydanmor, warily scanning the sky through the smoke and dust.

"Two still flying," said Feydanor between coughs.
"Don't think they' |l be back," suggested G asken

Two gun wi ngs had been blown to pieces when a munitions tram had bl own
up, but another had crash-landed in the main street beside the station
d asken and Feydanor watched the warden dragged out of the aircraft by
enraged carbineers, a tiny, glittering doll being nobbed by a swarm of
dark ants. They began to beat the warden to death while those farther
back in the crowd cheered and fired their carbines into the air.

Fifteen trans had been destroyed or danmaged in the attack, along with a
| arge amobunt of track work Spilled and burning conpression spirit had
set nost of the stockpiles of weapons and supplies blazing, and d asken
gave up trying to count the dead and injured. The two surviving gun
wings circled the town at a safe height, making an estinmate of the
unhoped- f or damage, so d asken remnai ned wary and made Feydanor shelter
besi de an abandoned handcart filled with salt chicken sausage. The
vendor |ay dead beneath the push bars his chest bloodied by a

| arge-cal i ber reaction gun bullet. At last the gun wi ngs broke off and
flew west. d asken hurried away to exami ne the station. Wen he
returned, Feydanor had |inped over to the weckage of the Bartolican
gun wing The warden's head was at the top of a sharpened pole that the
car bi neers had wedged into the weck.

"That's Warden Sil vereye, even through the beating | can recognize
him" Feydanor conceded reluctantly.

"They got the shells for the cart cannons," d asken panted. "Soon the



Bartolican carbineers will be arriving here. This place is dooned, we
just lost fifteen trans!"

"We can do nothing but hold out here and try to slowthem" said
Feydanor stoically.

"Pox to that," snorted d asken, taking himby the armand wal ki ng hi m
back toward the cart. "There's wurst in that cart, see?"

" g2

"So we have sonmething to eat or trade. You can ride the cart while
your leg heals."

"I want to fight, not flee!" declared Feydanor, brandi shing his
carbine in the air.

They regarded the dead vendor |ying behind the cart. d asken sel ected
a length of preserved sausage and nibbled at it. He raised an eyebrow
and nodded, then offered the sausage to Feydanor.

"Nice, and this will be worth nore than gold soon," d asken pronounced
"Jeb, if you're alive and free you can return to fight. Stay here, and
you' re dead."

"But we need to slow the Bartolicans now, else they will be at Forian
before the week is out."

"W can help Yarron better by going to Sartov and advising him"
"Sartov? He's just been made chancellor, he'll not listen to you. Sair
d asken, in a day or so newtrack will be laid, and galley carts can

| eave for Fofian."

"Bartolican gun wings will be shooting up anything that noves on the
tramay. "

"You can never convince ne--"
and spun himto the ground.

began Feydanor, but d asken seized him

Kneeling on his back, he tied the guildsman's hands, then gagged him
Once his legs were tied as well, d asken heaved himup into the sausage
cart and spread his field cloak over him He started down the road
north, and they were not alone as they fled Kennyville. A refugee

col um of nerchant carbineers, guild and warden fanilies forned
quickly. At first progress was easy, but in the evening there was a

t hunderstormthat turned the desert road to nud. Wen d asken finally
stopped and untied Feydanor they were twenty miles from Kennyville.

"You shoul d have fled without me, there was no need to share your
cowar di ce grumbl ed Feydanor as they sat eating the chicken sausage and
some col d roast potatoes that d asken had bartered for anong the other
refugee guild fanmilies. "Tonorrow | take nmy carbine and | return to
Ken ny ville to do serious shooting."

"At anyone | know?"

"One dead Bartolican carbineer is one |less invader on Yarron's back."
"And one dead guild naster engineer is one nmassive loss to Yarron and
an equally big gain for Bartolica. Yarron needs your skills with
conpressi on engines to fight back."



"What ?" shouted Feydanor. "Us fight |like Bartolicans? Never--and
even if we did, 1'd never be part of it."

"Not |ike the Bartolicans, better than that. Wth my strategies--"
"Your strategies? Pah! Take cover, run away, wear a disguise, |oot
food, sleep by day and run by night. You even escaped the Prefect's
buil ding in Medi an behind the skirts of an eneny wonman."

"Aye but who rogered that sane eneny wonan in that orchard near--" "How
did you know-"

Feydanor cl anped a hand over his own mouth. d asken drew a small
tel escope fromhis coat, extended it, and turned it upon Feydanor's
eye.

"Why patrol the ground when a tree will provide a better view of what
may attack and what is being guarded?"

Feydanor sat in silence, unnoving. After some tinme G asken began to
pack the cart. Slowy Feydanor |owered his hand to join the other in
his lap. d asken sat down in front of him

"What was she like?" asked dasken with a |leer as he cl asped his hands
and rested his chin on them

"None of your business."

"Jeb, | was serious when | said that | need to see Chancellor Sartov.
| could help Yarron save itself, | could help Yarron the same way
that... other people are helping the Bartolicans."

"Then why didn't you tell soneone earlier, if you' re so very w se?" "I
did!'" snapped d asken, his face coloring as his patience ran down to
nothing. "Wy do you think | went to the Palace of the Inspectorate in
Medi an, then the Prefect's building? Alas, the infiltrators were there
before nme, and | was lucky to escape alive. Sartov | already know, and
trust. He will listen."

Feydanor craw ed under the cart with a blanket. He clipped his Cal
tether to the frane of the cart, then tried to get confortable.

"In the morning 1'll be gone," he decl ared.
"Then go," G asken replied after nearly a full mnute, as if he had
taken time deci di ng whet her Feydanor was worth the trouble.

The sky was still quite bright, and sone people were still tranmping
along the road. d asken began to clean his carbine

"Do you have a fam|ly?" asked Feydanor, who had expected nore
argunent, and was uneasy with the silence.

"My family thinks |I'm dead, they think I died three years ago. Both of
my wives betrayed ne, Jeb, could you imagine that? Senmme Laurelene is
like a conbination of their worst features.” "Both? Are you a
Mormon?" "No, a Gentheist."

Feydanor rolled over and scratched his head at the word. @ asken
clipped his Call tether to the wheel of the cart. H gh above thema



sail w ng droned smoothly across the darkeni ng sky.
"Mrtical @Quild," said Feydanor automatically.
"Uh, sorry?"

"The engine: it was nade by the Mortical Guild of Bartolica.” "Ha ha,
a wing spotter," d asken said, shaking his head. "A what?"

"I'n ny honeland, there are wind train and galley train spotters: people
who stand by the tracks and note down what rolls past."

"For eneny intelligence?"

"No, for diversion. Like with you and gun wi ng engi nes, they can tel
atrain in darkness, just by the sound it nakes and its running
lights."

"What are trains?"

"They are.." like many tranms chained together. Only one has an
engi ne. "

"Pah, what a lie. Even two steamtrans together would bring down the
fire of the Sentinels."

d asken chuckl ed. Feydanor hawked and spat.

"Why are they killing us, Sair d asken? Do the Bartolicans want Yarron
as an enpty |and, sponged cl ean of mny peopl e?"

d asken lay back with his head resting on his hands, |ooking up at the
stars. "It's worse than that, Sair Feydanor," he replied, but did not
el abor at e.

Feydanor scratched his thinning hair and shrugged. The man seened to
cone froma very advanced dom nion, but where was it?

"Why do your land's trans use wind to drive then?" Feydanor asked.
"Trains, not trams. It is a very flat land, only a little wind power
is needed to drive the rotors of a train and keep it noving. Besides,
nost of our religions prohibit steam or conpression engines. There's a
strictly enforced death penalty as incentive to obey."

"l have never heard of such a land."

"Indeed. |Its nain nanes are Australica, Austranian, and Centravas."
"So how was the journey here?" "Don't know. | was asleep.”

It sounded like the ravings of a lunatic, yet d asken had a steady
confidence that made his words convincing. His stories were sonehow
too grand in their scope to be lies.

2 Septenber 3960: Casper wing field

"It's too late in the season for war duels,” Serjon told the other
flyers as they left the refectory tent of Casper wing field

"You sound di sappoi nted," said Ramsdel



"I want a dead Bartolican for every cold hand that | touched at Opal.
That nmeans a |l ot of dead Bartolicans."”

It was a windy evening in early Septenber. Kuniar had the serving girl
Li esel on his armas the group set off for the nearby town. Refugees
had started to arrive in Casper along the road from Kennyville, and the
streets were filled with shabby, ragged guild famlies and Yarronese
carbineers. The young flyers, who by now had been officially nmade part
of the chancellor's new Air Carbineers, were booed several tines by
angry but exhausted nen, and one carbi neer shouted at themto ascend
and fight. Serjon began to give away the coins in his pockets, and by
the tine they reached a coffee tavern he had to borrow the price of his
drink fromAl ion

"I feel very lower-class being in the Air Carbineers," nuttered
Alion.

"I ama warden-heir, and | once carried the colors of a princess
fifteenth in line to the Bartolican throne."

"Seventeenth," said Ransdel, "and it's your choice to be with us." "If
| had ny owmn wing I'd be with ny father in Forian."

"Ch but you will have a new Air Carbineer gun wing soon,"” said Liesel
"Serjon and Bronlar will get themtoo. Newly built gun w ngs

For sone monents there was shocked silence. Liesel had acute hearing
and she spent her working day serving very senior people who were

di scussing highly secret matters. This tine she had heard the adjunct
t al ki ng.

"I shall name mine Princess!" exclained Alion eagerly.

"It's bad luck for anyone but a female to nane your wing," said Serjon
just as eagerly.

"To the Call with luck. Princess it stays."

"Are you sure Serjon is included?" asked Bronlar. "He's crash-Ianded
every gun wi ng he has ascended in."

"For that | name your gun wi ng ah, Slash," said Serjon. "You can't,
you're a boy." "You wear my colors.”

"Then | nane yours Starflower."
"Starflower? That sounds like |I'ma night courier.™

Li esel knew sone of the nurses who were at a nearby table. Although
pal e and wung-out fromtending countless injured refugees all day,
they joined the group of flyers. A rangalin fiddler began playing, and
some coupl es began to dance. To everyone's surprise Alion departed
early with a pretty nurse who was half a head taller than him

"\What happened to true |love, faithful ness, and class distinction?"
Bronl ar asked Ransdel as they watched the others dancing.

"They're no match for a girl who offers a tour of her underwear. The
nurses see lives slipping away all day, now they want to cel ebrate
life."



Bronl ar spun her enpty cup on its edge, then pressed it between her two
t hunbs, spun it in the air, caught it between her thunmbs again, and set
it on the table upside down.

"Jeal ous?" asked Ransdel

"I'm-1"ma girl anong all you nales. | nmust be one of you, | can't be
agirl. Do you understand?"

" | understand, but that's no excuse for not |ooking smart. Can
borrow your shirts to take themin at the wai st and under the arns? You
| ook to be wearing flour sacks as they are.”

"Ah, er, why not?" replied Bronlar, unsure whether or not to be in
suited

"I"'mseeing a very nice girl, a smart dresser who tailors her own
uniforms. ©Oh, and she has a wonderful figure and incredible brunette
hair that sets off sinply anything she wears. It might be hard to get
her to parade, though, because she's the wing field medic and very
busy. "

Bronlar realized that Ransdel was friendly with the only fenmal e wi ng
field nmedic in North Yarron. Just then the sound of an argunent
reached them Serjon was having words with a nurse around whose back
he had had an arm draped only m nutes earlier. Bronlar stared through
the dimlight: sure enough, there were thirteen buttons down the back
of her blouse. The nurse snatched her coat froma chair, then took a
jar of soy creamand enptied it into Serjon's open collar. She
flounced out of the coffee tavern al one.

"And he wonders what girls don't |ike about him" sighed Ransdel. "I
keep telling him but do you think he can be tol d?"

"I hope fate spares him" Bronlar replied. "Wo else could nmake us
[ augh in these tinmes?"

3 Septenber 3960: Laram e Munt ai ns

Feydanor decided not to return to Kennyville. 1In spite of the mud, he
and d asken nmanaged to naintain their place in the colum. d asken
pushed the cart and Feydanor stubbornly swung al ong on crutches. They
passed people frantically trying to repair broken carts, and others who
had just stopped, their spirits broken. The abandoned debris from

t hose ahead of themlittered the roadsi de everywhere, and every so
often there were the dead. Those that disturbed Feydanor nobst were the
young, pretty wonen and the children. They | ooked as if they should
have been alive, they did not seemold, diseased, or guilty enough to
be dead. d asken's stories about his honel and played on his nmind. The
pl ace was so real and consistent.

"Wsh | was riding," dasken said after they had been wal king for three
hour s.

"What is ride?"

"Ride? Just sit on a horse and--ah, I'mforgetting. You have no
horses or canels in Anerica. No big animals at all."



"You use the nanme Anerica, the old name for Munthaven." "That was our
only word for this place for two thousand years." "How did you
di scover us?"

"By accident, while testing a new weapon during our |ast great war."
"What weapon?" "You'd not understand." "I'ma master guildsman!"

"It was a nodul ated induction transceiver."
"l don't understand."

A Bartolican gun wing droned overhead, observing the columm from a
t housand feet above. The m serable stream of humanity had no
mlitary

signi ficance, so nobody gave the gun wi ng nmuch heed. Presently the gun
wi ng broke off and flew away to the west. Feydanmor and d asken stopped
besi de an overturned cart and traded wurst for dried fruit and curd
that the owner was bartering.

They were near the top of a large, low hill, and as they ate and rested
they watched a flock of nine sail wings flying out of the west in a V
formation Slowy the V was transforned into a long |ine.

"Cet away fromthe cart!" warned d asken suddenly. "Hurry! It's a
target."

He was right. The sail wings lazily cruised up the refugee col um,
reaction guns bl azing. People screanmed and shouted as they dived for
cover, and within nmonents the road was clear.  asken fired severa
shots fromhis carbine, and by the tinme the fifth sail w ng was passing
over head Feydanor had his carbine out and was shooting too.

"They can't do this!" shouted the guild master as the last sail wing
passed.

"They' ve done worse, you of all people should know. "

The flock was circling in a wide, |azy arc as d asken stood up and
began shouting at the top of his voice, in Ad Anglian

"Everybody with a carbine, over here! Hurry! Ten carbines together
are as good as a reaction gun!"

There were shouts of assent, and carbineers began to stand up al ong
si de the road.

"Come on, over here!" d asken cried, waving his carbine. "Show we can
hurt them"
A scatter of nmen cane |oping over, some with the dust cloths still over

their carbines. A few nore just had heavy-caliber pistols. @ asken
organi zed theminto rows and told themto aimslightly ahead of the
sail wings The flock had circled around by now, and was on a second
strafing run.

The first sail wing roared over, and d asken's cart shuddered and
splintered as the reaction gun shots ripped through the wooden boards.
The scratch force of carbineers opened fire, but it passed unharned.
Sone turned to shoot at its tail



"Leave it, always shoot at the next one!" shouted G asken, but the
second sail w ng swooped over with hardly a shot fired at it.

They were united again as the third sail w ng approached. The carbines
fired in a staccato rattle, and abruptly the sail wi ng nose dived into
the road and bl ew up, showering dirt, rocks, and burning conpression
spirit over huddl ed refugees. Cheers pealed out anmd the cries from
those beating out flanmes in their clothing. The next two sail w ngs
tore through the cloud of snmoke; then d asken's force was shooting
again. A sail wing flew off trailing snoke fromits conpression engi ne
but managed to stay in the air. The flock did not return for another
pass.

A asken abandoned the cart after packing as nuch wurst as he could into
hi s pockets and sling bag. Now people pointed himout and cheered as
he passed, and a |lot nore carbines were in evidence anong the refugees.
In the days that foll owed there were several nore attacks on the
refugee colum, but at the cost of five Bartolican sallwings. In a
smal | and subtle way, the war had changed direction

7 Septenber 3960: Casper

On the Casper wing field it was as if there were no war going on. Even
t hough refugees were streaming into the town and Bartolican sail w ngs

made occasional flights overhead, there were no ascents in anger. The

wing field was a staging and refueling point between the artisan shops

of Sheridan and the capital.

"I heard about your father dying," Ranmsdel said to Alion as they sat
ready for Call patrol near the sail wings "lI'msorry."

"He was shot down in a war duel, he died with honor," Alion replied,
then | apsed into thought and the silence that went with it. "So you're
a warden now, " Ranmsdel said eventually. "Yes, | have that burden."

Ranmsdel sat enbroidering a starflower on a black ribbon. He was
hopeful that Bronlar would give colors to Serjon, and that he would
accept them

"I could make you a set of colors for that tall nurse to give you,"
Ramsdel suggested as an idle thought flashed into his mnd

"Her? She's nothing to me," Alion said snmoothly, but the col or had
left his face. "She's just a nurse.”

"Warden Alion, really! And after you played hunpy-jig in the
dormtories with her."

"That's a lie," said Alion, just as snoothly as before.

"l have it from nurses who were woken as she cried out "Warden Alion
fly me againl Fly me! Fly ne!t™ "

"Who knows about that?" quavered Alion, losing all guile. "If
Sanondel should | earn--"

"The whole wing field knows!" snapped Ranmsdel, who was becom ng
impatient with his attitude, and had poked his fingertip with a needle.



"Look, Alion, Princess Sanondel once gave her colors to the CGovernor
who is said to have | aunched this hideous invasion of our domninion. The
next Bartolican warden that you ascend to fight nay be wearing her
colors and be shooting at you!"

Alion clasped his hands and hung his head. "Then how could | shoot
back?" he said in dreany anguish. "It would be Iike shooting at
Sanondel . "

Ramsdel finished the starflower, corked his needle, and put both ribbon
and needle into his flight jacket pocket. He stood up, stretched, and
sucked the end of his finger

Conpr essi on engi nes sounded in the distance and they both junped to
their feet. No siren wailed, however, so they were not Bartolican
Presently three tri wing gun wings came into view, circled the w ng
field and I anded. An adjunct's clerk came running up and told Alion to
report to the pennant pole at once. Wen he arrived he found Serjon
and Bronl ar already there and being briefed.

7 Septenber 3960: The road to Casper

Feydanmor and d asken sat resting in the ruins of the windmll tower of
an aqueduct punping station. It had been hastily dynamted by
Yarronese carbineers to deny water to the advanci ng Bartolicans, yet
the water that it mght have provided was now denied to the Yarronese
r ef ugees.

Feydanor had been learning to use his crutches better, in spite of the
chafing under his arns that was now seepi ng bl ood t hrough his jacket.
Their progress was neverthel ess slow, and the stops for rest nore
frequent. Even though they had started out near the head of the
colum, they were now back a | ong way. @ asken had rerai ned | oyal to
his friend, even though he needed | ess rest and could easily have
trudged much faster. As they sat in the shade their conversation
becane phil osophi cal .

"Remenber when you net Laurel ene?" began d asken lazily. "Sair
Feydanor, you need not have slashed that Bartolican's throat as he at
tempted to nmount her."

"Yes | did, it's ny code," Feydanor replied firmy. "Wat would you
have done?"

"Ch, the very same," d asken admitted

"Do you mss your |oved ones?"

"No. | miss having | oved ones, but I do not nmiss ny |oved ones."
"Hah! | wager you still carry pictures of them"

A asken | ooked at himfor a noment, then sniled sadly. "Pictures, ah
yes. | carry pictures." He touched a stud on what Feydanor had

assumed to be a brown | eather neck band A scene solidified in the air
between them a view of a rotund but quite attracti ve wonman reclini ng
in sheer, silk-like robes on a pile of cushions, eating chocol ates and
si ppi ng some thick, gold drink froma chunky crystal glass. Soneone
was |ying asleep beside her, a man with a hairy chest and gol den brown
ski n.



"Her nane is Varsellia. She has a tendency to weight, and one day it
will lead her to an early grave. The crystal eye device that spies
upon her is in a glass case. She prizes it greatly as jewelry and
wears it on very special occasions."

The scene w nked out of existence as d asken tapped anot her stud
Feydanmor blinked and shook his head.

"That... that was wonderful."

"That is what ghosts see, Jeb. Ghosts are silent, invisible, and
power | ess

"But they were alive. That worman on the bed was unbelievable.” "Hah
Varsellia was a lot better in her twenties, when | first nmet her. Now
Varsellia's face on Jemi's body, ah, that woul d have been
perfectionJemi was ny first wife, you know. "

"No, no, | mean your nachine."

"Pah, it's becone a neans to torture me. A |lady named Zarvora gave it
to nme a couple of years after she died. She probably neant well."
"After she died? More riddles?"

"No, truth. It's also true that | once had the rank of your air |ords
but nmy title was mayor. Strange, but my wives and | changed rol es as
we grew older. While | became less of a | echer, nellowed and becane
fond of study and good living, they began taking |overs and dabbling in
politics.

| had ruled well for a year, then | found nyself charged wth
bl aspheny." "Bl aspheny, Sair d asken?"

"Bl asphemny, Sair Feydanor. Certain philosophers in ny pay were
experimenting with steam engi nes, and even di esel engines--the things
you call conpression engines."

"Yes, yes, and you nentioned that engines are forbidden by your
religions

"Only engines that burn fuel. Christians, Islamcs, Genthiests, all of
our major religions have words against themin their Geatw nter
scriptures. An alliance of fundanentalists raided the city university
of my may orate and di scovered the experinmental engines. The

phi | osophers tending them were executed just as soon as the torturers
were done, but | was sonehow inplicated. 1'd known about them of
course, but nothing could have been proved. Alas, ny friends feared to
speak on ny behal f, ny el dest son denounced ne, and ny trial went very,
very badly. | was convicted and condemmed to death."

"And here you are, dead?" Feydanor | aughed.

"I was in the very cell of the condemed. | escaped.”

"I"ve noticed that you are resourceful ."

"At first | fled to ny mansion, sure that ny w ves would hide ne.
There, through a lead |light window, | saw ny first and principal wife,

Jemi, with the prosecutor. He had bent her over a footstool and was
exercising her femnine attributes. Ah, it was then that | began to



really feel dead and powerless, like a ghost. | slipped away to a
pl ace that nobody woul d ever consider searching, a dour and joyless
pl ace, yet the only place that had a wel come for nme--ny old
nmonastery."

"You? A nmonk?" exclained Feydanor.

"Reluctantly, yes. It was there that | was recruited by a wonan who
eats mari nated mice roasted on skewers. Such a strange one, Theresla.
She di d sone unspeakabl e experinents on me a quarter century ago."
"Yet you work for her now?"

"She never betrayed ne, which is nore than | can say for ny famly.

She warned that forces were gathering to unleash a war that would nake
the Ml derellen Invasion |ook |like a tavern brawl by conparison.” "I

have never heard of the MIlderellen Invasion.” "It was big, Jeb, a
gquarter of a nmillion people died."

"A quarter of a mllion dead! In our wars we sonetines |ose a hundred
wardens and squires, but.." a quarter of a mllion! Wy, sone entire
do minions are not as big as that. Sair d asken, why are you and your
peopl e here? What coul d you possibly want fromus?" "The answer to
that could get you killed." Feydanmor scratched his head. d asken
stretched. "On your feet, Jeb. Tinme we were narching again." dd asken
stood and picked up his pack. "So, is Theresla your |over now?"

"No, just ny friend. Strange, but she is the only woman who has really
been ny friend."

As they began wal ki ng Feydanor heard the sound of a distant flock of
gun wi ngs then he caught sight of a distant V of three aircraft
approaching fromthe direction of Casper. Not only were they Yarronese
tri wings they were using Feydanor engines.

7 Septenber 3960: Casper wing field

The adj unct of Casper wing field stood at the pennant pole with Serjon,
Alion, and Bronlar beside him Before them at the head of the

di spersal track, guilds nmen were preparing three wings with ungainly
braces and struts grafted in around the engi ne mounts. Each featured
twin heavy re action guns.

"So these are the hybrids that people have been whispering about," said
Alion.

"They | ook like ordinary gun wings that have been built in a hurry,"
Serjon observed, shielding his eyes against the sun. "Rough-I ooking
finish, no poker work on the wood, unpolished engine netal ."

"They are Chancellor Sartov's idea," explained the adjunct. "Sailw ng
wei ght with gun wi ng power and configuration. They carry a |lot of
extra fuel and reaction gun ammunition."

"Pl ease explain why these are not gun w ngs asked Alion

"They are far lighter, giving themfantastic range, but they have no
pl ating."

"No plating!™ the two youths chorused toget her



"None. They are fast, powerful, and heavily arned, but they can absorb
very little damage. An attack fromin front will hit the engine first,
so you have a chance to junp out and fly the silk."

"But if a warden gets onto your tail there's nothing but tent cloth
wood, and seat paddi ng between us and his guns,"” said Bronlar

"Yes, so you have good incentive to keep your eyes sharp."

"They strike me as being very fast," Bronlar pointed out. "I inagine
they can exceed a hundred and twenty-five miles per hour very easily.
That will bring down fire fromthe Sentinels."

"That is another of Chancellor Sartov's ideas. |f you use prohibited
speeds only sparingly and when in danger, the Sentinels may not
notice."

"May not?" asked Alion. "Only once is enough, and it's a dishonorable
way to die."

"That is what you are to find out for us today,"
further, keeping his tone cheery.

t he adj unct expl ai ned

"What ?" exclained Serjon. "W've done no conversion training." "They
will be like a very agile gun wing with incredible range and firepower.
Warden Sartov thinks that they can be used to blind the eneny by
attacking his courier and spy sail w ngs

"But chivalric protocols demand--" began Alion

"Dam the protocols I" shouted the haggard adjunct, his fists cl enched.
"The Bartolicans have flouted every protocol while our carbineers fight
back i ke guild school children. Flockleader Serjon Feydanor, you are
to lead a patrol along the road to Kennyville. Good hunting."

"Fl ockl eader?" exclaimed Serjon. "But that was only tenporary."

"Not anynmore. The synbol is being painted on your canvas as we
speak. "

Serjon | ooked to his conpanions, then to the hybrid tri wings Sure
enough, the flock | eader synmbol was being painted beneath his numnber,
along with the word Sa' ARvrowkEg. He had survived twenty-six nissions
in sail wings and destroyed seven Bartolican aircraft, three of them
gun wi ngs flown by wardens. The guilds nmen at Casper called him Serjon
Warden Killer. Practically speaking, there was nobody better to | ead
the flock of three.

"Warden Alion is, well, a warden," said Serjon. "And what about the
men who flew these in?"

"Warden Alion has three sail w ngs down, as has Senme Bronlar, they are
i deal conpani ons, but you are Serjon Warden Killer. The flyers who
brought the hybrids from Sheri dan have never been in conbat..." He
paused, took a deep breath, and then another. "That is why they are

| yi ng bound and gagged in nmy operations tent."

There was no question that could follow an admi ssion like that. The
three young flyers stared at the adjunct in silence, all w th nouths



slightly open, none sure that they had heard correctly.

"These hybrids were being ferried to Forian, | comandeered them"
admtted the adjunct. "l cannot bear the refugees to continue being
shot up on the road from Kennyville, day after day. Please, ascend
these mracles and try to hel p, Flockl eader Feydanor. M famly is in
that colum of msery!"

He threw open his greatcoat, to show a pencil-on-card portrait of a
worman and two girls pinned over his heart under a cover of grease paper
Wt hout another word he whirled the greatcoat about himagain, turned
on his heel, and strode off. They watched hi mwal ki ng back the way
they had cone. This was his way of fighting back, this was his way of
hel ping. He was throwi ng away seniority, position, and wealth, and
perhaps risking a confrontation with a firing squad to do this. The
expression of entreaty on his face still hung before Serjon

"It is a brave and honorable thing that he does," said Alion. "W
shoul d do as nuch. "

"Well, looks Iike we both die virgins," said Bronlar, slapping Serjon
on the back.

"Thirteen kills between us," sighed Serjon. "This will be a bad day."
The tri wing hybrids were tricky to handle on the ground, being so
light yet overpowered. Cuildsmen ran al ongside, aligning them and

hel ping to steer until they were on the flight strip They ascended in
single file, Serjon first, followed by Bronlar, then Alion. It was a
cal mday, with scattered cloud to the south. They formed into a tiered
patrol, with Serjon at the point of an inclined V, follow ng the road

t hrough the Laram e Mountains. Thermals and drafts tossed and buffeted
themat their |ow height, but it seened inportant to let the North
Yarron Air Carbineer markings be seen

The refugee col um wound out beneath them the misery and despair | ost
at even such a nodest height. The fast, skittish gun wi ngs flashed
past the fifteen remaining nmles of the colum in a few nminutes; then
all three clinbed and made for the broken cl ouds above. The hybrid gun
wings could clinb at a rate unheard of and were as agile as swall ows,
yet the three flyers felt curiously vulnerable in their frail, flinsy
war machi nes.

Far below and to the northeast, Serjon's father stopped to listen as he
and d asken shuffled along in the colum. The droning of conpression
engi nes cane fromup ahead as the flock of three Yarronese gun w ngs
flew al ong the col um.

"The marki ngs are Yarronese," observed Feydanor as they passed
overhead. "Two inverted Vs in white and a Pole Star, that's North
Yarron. Nothing nore. No wardens' arnms, no pennants, nho squire
symbols, only DK 1, DK 2 and DK 3."

"They're gun wings and the engines sound hefty," G asken observed.
"They're ny engines!" Feydanor snarled in a surly tone. "Quardian

G ass 3T gun wi ng conpression engines. They're Hail beater, Vol kar, and
Borsklo. M guild built themlast century. Just |ook at those
airframes! What a disgrace.”

Feydanor shouted abuse up at the aircraft, which continued on to the



sout hwest .

"I's there a problen?" asked d asken

"Damm themto hell, ny finest dueling engines in such rough, un painted
airframes!" Feydanor cried. "Yarron is |lost, now nmy honor is |ost
too!"

The Yarronese aircraft clinbed, soon becomng lost amd the |ight
cl oud.

"I"ve got eleven shells left, unless | can barter wurst for a few
nore," said G asken as he rummaged in a pouch

"Feydanor conpression engines in unpainted airframes! | should never
have allowed their |oan."

"Anot her week to reach Casper at this rate," d asken remarked w st
fully. "The nmountains and mud are no help, nor are the Bartolicans
with their little visits."

"I'f we can survive for nuch |onger," said Feydanor

"Your fever has gone and both your wounds are healing, sair. Just
avoid any further bullets and women |i ke Laurel ene and, well, you could
live to, ah, reasonabl e expectations."

"Avoid further bullets! Do you think |I've not tried to--Hah!" Feydanor
stopped in his tracks. "Listen, can you hear that?"

The drone of distant engines was clearly audible. Oher refugees had
stopped to listen as well

"It's just your people's patrol flying home," suggested G asken
"They're Bartolican, and there's a lot of them There! Over to the
sout hwest and wheeling this way."

"Take cover!" shouted d asken. "Take cover, |eave the carts.
Car bi nes, formranks about nme and stay | ow. "

Away to the west a flight of gun wings and arnored sail w ngs was
approachi ng at about two thousand feet. Feydanor counted twenty-five
aircraft as d asken hastily unslung his carbine and checked the
magazine. "That's a Bartolican attack flock!" said Feydanmor. "Should
| celebrate?" asked G asken

"They probably seek some wing field up ahead, not us."
"Don't place nmoney on it," said G asken grimy. "The sail wings are
breaking off and diving. Chivalry is not the fashion, Jeb, and we are
on the menu."

The entire refugee colum had al ready swarnmed off the road for cover
anong the rocks. The sail w ngs swept unopposed along the road, firing
in long bursts. Feydanmor fired his carbine as each aircraft roared
past, but

A asken saved his depleted anmmunition for nore realistic targets. They
had cover, after all, and the sail wings did little nore than shoot up



t he handcarts and bundl es | eft abandoned on the road.

Bronlar was the first to notice the attack on the refugee colum. She
pul | ed ahead and rolled for attention, then banked across to the

sout heast. The other two followed. Serjon waved to Alion, pointed to
Bronlar, then across to the Bartolican sail wings He patted his own
head and pointed up at the gun w ngs

An attack, thought the incredulous Bronlar. Three against twenty-five.
Serjon was committing themto engaging a full attack flock

"I was hoping to do a bit better than eighteen years," nuttered Bronl ar
as she rel eased the master safety lever for her two guns.

Bronl ar had never flown into engagenent with Serjon before, and the
adjunct's illegal orders were clear: no head-on chall enge passes.
Serjon led themin a long arc that took themthrough broken cl oud and
behi nd the approach of the Bartolican gun wings As they canme around
they saw the eneny sail wings strafing the road. Serjon began di pping
his wings to pass his orders.

Alion was to follow hi magainst the wardens while Bronlar shot up the
sail wings That neant two hybrids against five gun wings Tinme seened
to slow dowmn. Sone things in Bronlar's field of view becane bl urred,
whil e others were focused as sharply as the edge of a razor. Her nouth
tasted of sonmething bitter, and she could srmell her own fear in the
scarf that nuffled her face. The twenty sail wi ngs were in two groups
of ten, making alternate strafing runs in a line.

Bronlar attacked in a shallow dive. The formof a sail w ng danced and
expanded in her gun sights The man is unaware of ne--the target is un
aware of me, she corrected herself. C oser, closer, today you die,
Bronl ar, but you charge a fee first. She pressed the trigger bar with
her thunb.

The sail wing erupted into a conet of fire and fragnments, then Bronlar
st reaked past.

Morent ary el ation flooded through her. She was alive, and an eneny was
dead. That's it, there's fourteen kills between us three, Serjon, you
can stop worrying about thirteen, Bronlar told herself. Another sai

wi ng was ahead, franed by dancing nountains and a toy road littered
with flecks of color. She fired again. This time her aimwas w ld,

but she was so close that a second burst killed the sail w ng engine
and shattered its propellor. A third sail wing was beginning to strafe
the road as Bronlar opened fire, flaying the fabric fromhis starboard
wi ng root and setting the conpression spirit tanks abl aze.

By now the sub-flock was curving up and around for another strafing
run, but the | eaders had realized that they were under attack. Bronlar
sl ashed pieces out of her fourth victim which turned on its back and
pl unged eart hward

"Just as easy as killing Opal's unarned fanilies, don't you think?"
Bronl ar shouted at the un hearing Bartolicans, exhilarated with
revenge.

Feydanmor and d asken did not notice the gun wings with Yarronese
mar ki ngs until they were already attacking. One nonment a Bartolican
sail wi ng was sweeping along in triunph, the next it had slewed into



the ground, where it cartwheel ed and exploded. A gun wing with DK 2 on
the wings and a red claw on the engine's cowing roared over them and
banked to starboard, coming around in a tight turn. A Bartolican sai
wing leveled out for its strafing run, oblivious of the danger, and a
monent later it belly flopped onto the roadway and erupted into a
fireball of conpression spirit. d asken glanced about. Two nore

Yar onese sail w ngs had engaged the Bartolican wardens hi gh above.

Al ready one invader gun wing was trailing black snoke.

"This is beyond words," said Feydanor. H's nmouth hung open as he
sought nore words, but none cane.

"Twenty-five agai nst three, another glorious Yarronese defeat, eh?"
said G asken

Feydanor scanned hi gher battle in the sky for a moment. Now two
Bartol i can wardens were trailing snoke and | osing height.
"That's nine--" A sail wing to the right crunpled and began falling,
out of control. "Make that ten Bartolicans destroyed. d asken, our
hybrids are tearing themto pieces!"

As they watched another trail of snmoke was written across the sky, yet
the invader sail w ngs | ower down were still trying to nake strafing
runs. Two nmore cane in to attack, pursued by DK 3. Both crashed into
the fields beside the road and burned in snoky pyres.

A Bartolican warden descended with his nmotor spluttering. Three of the
Bartolican flock tried to cover himas he | anded on the deserted road.
A sail wing |anded nearby to rescue the warden, but a Yarronese hybrid
cut through at full speed to rake the two airborne sail wings with
reaction gun fire, drawing the defenders after him They could not
match his rate of clinb, however, and he pulled away fromthemeasily.
Anot her |ong, black trail had fornmed in the sky over to the south, a
conet with a tail of black and a head of fire.

"That's el even," said d asken

Feydanor was wat ching the two grounded Bartolicans being beaten to the
ground by Yarronese refugees. d asken followed his gaze when he made
no reply. The proud invaders were on the ground, unnoving, but stil

t he refugees continued to beat and ki ck.

"Bad form Sair Feydanor?" asked d asken, |ooking back up at the sky.
They murdered ny synpathy | ong ago, Sair d asken."

Anot her six Bartolican sail w ngs were shot out of the sky before the
surviving eight broke and fled, two trailing thin streans of bl ack
snoke.

Feydanor noted who had fled, noting especially which was the warden who
was running fromconmoners. A lone Yarronese was flying in pursuit,
and at a speed that should have brought the fire of the Sentinels down
upon him

"I suppose this is a disgrace because comoners defeated wardens,"
A asken said as they nade their way back onto the road.

"I should think that, Sair d asken," Feydanor said, his eyes burning
with triunph, "but | can't."



Serjon's hybrid was out of ammunition as he bounced through the
mountai n thernmals back to Casper. Bronlar was flying tatters of fabric
fromher port wing, and Alion had a streaner of pale snoke trailing
fromhis engine. They passed Casper Mountain, then began to descend.
At Casper wing field there were sail wi ngs on patrol, but the Cal
signals were down so it was safe to | and.

Alion descended first, bounced twi ce in an overhasty |anding, then
stopped in a cloud of smoke near the end of the flight strip Guildsnen
canme running up pushing a fire cart and by the time Bronlar made her
approach the hybrid had been pushed clear and the fire was out. She

| anded snoothly and taxied onto a dispersal track, heading for the
guild tents. Serjon foll owed her exanple, but as he turned onto the

di spersal track his mnd began to slip out of conbat nbde and his
denons returned. He had returned with one very significant thirteen
hangi ng over him

As he neared the pennant pole the adjunct came running up, foll owed by
two clerks.

"Bull et holes," observed the adjunct as Serjon unbuckled his straps.
"Did you see clear air conbat, or was it ground fire?"

"Conbat, Sair Adjunct, though the air was a bit snoky."

Serjon clinbed out onto the ground and stood clutching the hybrid' s
wing while his knees trenbled visibly. Not far away Ransdel was
shouting at the top of his voice, gesturing to the holes in Princess
conpression engine's cowing and a large oil stain on the gold and
crimson needl ework of a new flight jacket that he had lent Alion
Several guilds nen | ooked on, puzzled but synpathetic. Bronlar was on
her knees beside her hybrid, vomiting her last nmeal into the dust.

"Are they all right?" Serjon asked the adjunct, gesturing to the rest
of his flock.

"If you mean are they injured: not badly. D d you have any victories
in these new wonder wi ngs?" the adjunct asked hopefully. "Three
war dens and two sail wi ngs The adjunct dropped his board.

"I now have twelve victories, Sair Adjunct," Serjon began babbling.
"My next will be thirteen. That's my nenmesis. | wll die."

Ramsdel canme striding over. There were tears in his eyes.

"Fourteen gold cir cars and just look at this sleeve!" he said,
hol ding up the flight jacket that he lent Alion to go with the new gun
Wi ng

The enbroi dered cloth was soaked in oil, torn by the passage of a
bull et, and bl oodied by the graze on Alion's upper arm Alion stood
behind him his Iips pressed together and clearly uninpressed by
Ranmsdel ' s histrionics

"Have you anything to report?" asked the adjunct, notioning Ransde
aside and | ooking to Alion

"Ah, two sail wi ngs and one gun wi ng destroyed, with two damaged but
flying," said Alion with a crisp salute.



"One of those was forced down on the road," Serjon added.

The adj unct chal ked the figures that he did not believe. Bronlar was
still on her knees retching. A medic and his nurses were attendi ng
her. "And Semme Jenarial, was she in the conbat too?"

"Nine sail wings and a warden!" said Serjon after a nonent's
t hought .

"Ten," whispered the adjunct in wonder as he noted the figures.
"She shot up her thirteenth today, she's safe now" said Serjon with
undi sgui sed envy.

The adj unct watched as Serjon took Alion over to where the medic was
treating Bronlar. The young warden's armwas not badly hurt, and was
soon cl eaned up and bandaged. Serjon knelt beside Bronlar and began a
conversation that featured the word thirteen very heavily.

"Ni neteen victories," said the adjunct to his clerks. "No |osses."
"Chancel l or Sartov may be pleased," said a clerk optinistically.

The adj unct handed hi mthe board, then crossed the dispersal track to
the two flyers. Flopping down in the grass beside themhe threw his
arnms around Serjon and burst into tears. Nothing that anyone could do
woul d stop his weeping.

"Ah, there now, sair, we understand," babbled the enbarrassed Serjon.
"I lost my nother and five sisters, and Bronlar |ost her parents and
one of ny sisters. | mean, she borrowed ny sister because she didn't
have any col ors and now-"

"When did you hear that they died?" asked Bronlar after taking the
adj unct's hand.

"W wal ked in just as you ascended,"” said a hoarse voice behind them

A gaunt, holl oweyed woman was standing in the adjunct's greatcoat,
with a girl of about eight clinging to her ragged skirts and a toddl er
in her arns.

"He was frantic for the whole time you were away," the woman conti nued
"He thought he'd sent you to your deaths while we were safe.”

15 Sept enber 3960: Casper

There were no nore Bartolican attacks on the refugee colum before

A asken and Feydanor reached Casper, but as they reached the little
city they found thensel ves anong the | ast of six thousand arrivals. The
wel cone for the refugees was wearing decidedly thin.

A cluster of tents and a clerk with a few carbineers conprised the
checki ng post, and the queue took | onger to negotiate than the previous
day's wal k. As they decl ared thensel ves, d asken and Feydanor were
suddenly surprised by the way the jaded clerk's head jerked up

"CQui |l dmast er Feydanor!" he exclained. "You're listed as dead!"

"That's a little extrenme," said Feydanor, holding up his arm and



feeling his pulse.

The clerk sent one of the carbineers on an errand whil e he processed
their papers, and the man returned with a lieutenant of the |oca

nmer chant carbineers. They soon found thenselves in a small room at the
tram station, tasting coffee for the first time since |eaving Opal.

"I should begin with the good news after all you've been through,"
began the officer. "Your son has had twelve victories against the
Bartolicans, six of them against wardens."

El ati on and anmusenent pulled in different directions at Feydanor's
features.

"So he's facing his thirteenth?" Feydanor |aughed. "He should be
rattl ed about that. And is he safe, uninjured?"

"He's on patrol, and as safe as any flock | eader can be in a war."
"Serjon? A flock | eader Feydanor exclaimed, delighted.

"Yes, worthy sair. He's one of the finest flyers in Munthaven's his
tory. Serjon Warden Killer, that's what they call him"

d asken now | eaned forward and cleared his throat.

"By your |leave and all, Sair Lieutenant, but what is to be our fate now
that we're in Casper?"

"Well now, that is up to ny discretion. Sair Feydanor, you are quite
clearly needed at the regional capital, Sheridan, where the Chancell or
is directing our war effort. As for you, Sair d asken, these papers
state that you are a diplomatic courier froma very distant domnion in
the south.”

"Yes. | was told to seek an audience with your air lord on behal f of
my mstress the envoy, but | have |learned this day that your
capital--and air lord--are under siege."

"That is so. The Bartolicans' carbineers noved with the speed of a
wi nd squall and surrounded our capital."

"In that case | mnmust see Chancellor Sartov."

"Ho ho! Chancellor Sartov is a very busy man, Sair d asken. But tel
me your nessage and |'Il have a courier take it to himby steam
tram"

"Wth all possible respect, Lieutenant, if my nmessage was so trivia
that | could pass it to you, it would be of no interest to Chancell or
Sartov."

"Which tells me nothing," sighed the merchant officer. "Sair d asken
space in the steamtrans is so scarce that passengers nust discard
their bedrolls, bags, and even water bottles. You may be genui ne, but
you may be lying. | cannot tell which, so I can provide no authority
for you. Al

can suggest is that Sair Feydanor sees the Chancellor on your behalf."
Qut side the office Feydanor was nore hopef ul



"I cannot tell you the nessage," said G asken. "Please understand that
and take no offense."

Feydanor nodded and cl apped G asken on the shoulder. "Sair @ asken
"Il have a word to Chancellor Sartov when | arrive, | swear it."

Later that day a Call swept over the refugee canp, but npst people were
just sitting about and securely tethered. Shortly after it had passed,
the next steamtramwas cleared to | eave for Sheridan. Its seats had
been ripped out to allow roomfor a few nore passengers, and there were
even passengers sharing the driver's booth. To Feydanor's surprise

A asken cane running up waving a perm ssion that bore an official sea
with the lieutenant's stanp. The station guard scow ed and nuttered
that the nerchant officer was breaking his own rules by overloading the
tram but d asken was still allowed aboard. Amd clouds of steam and
wood snoke mi xed with vegetable oil lubricant, the tram began chuffing
slowy through the depot sidings and rattling over the points. Those
aboard were al nost all young nen.

"So why are so nmany | ads of fighting age being noved to Sheridan?"
Feydanor asked the youth beside him

"I"'mto lay rails, but I've not been told where,"
like for all of us, what say?"

he replied. "That's

There was a chorus of assent at his words. Nearly everyone el se aboard
had been recruited to go lay rails. Some were mners, others had back
grounds in flight strip preparation

"It seens a msplaced effort with the Bartolicans swarm ng over us,"
sai d Feydanor.

"Chancel |l or Sartov decreed it, and he has | ost no battles."

"His region is furthest fromthe fighting,"'
"Where is the track to be |aid?"

Feydanor poi nted out.

"And why would you want to know, Sair Stranger with a Bartolican lilt
i n your Yarronese?"

Al'l eyes were upon Feydanor as other conversations fell away into
si | ence.

"From Opal, border, nostly famly killed," @ asken barked awkwardly in
Yar r onese.

"And how woul d you know, foreigner?" Feydanor's interrogator asked.

"Fl ockl eader Serjon Feydanmor, he father of,’
guestion. "Papers having."

d asken said, ignoring the

"The Warden Killer?" said the youth. "Half the fogeys in Yarron would
claimhimas their son to beg an ale.”

Just then there was a shout from behind the tram and soneone excl ai ned
that there was a flyer running after them \Wen Feydanor heard his
nane call ed he suddenly burst into a thrashing blur of arns and | egs as
he fought his way to a wi ndow and punched out the glass. The tram
driver was putting on steam thinking that an illegal passenger was in
pursuit.



"Serjon!" Feydanor shouted to the figure in a flying jacket running
about fifty feet behind the tram

"Dad!" panted Serjon. "You hurt?"

"No, I'mfit and fighting. Serjy boy, I'mproud of you. | nmean it."
"Love you, Dad."

"Now you stop and set your Call anchor, you hear?"

Serjon slowed, but they called and waved to each other until the tram
rounded a bend and was | ost behind a kiln works The nmood in the tram
had by now made a shift from dangerous nmenace to unquestioni ng awe and
goodwi | | .

"My apol ogies, guild master said the youth who had been speaking to
Feydanmor. "And to answer your question, we really don't know where the
new tramway is to be laid."

18 Sept enber 3960: Sheridan

The wi | derness of the Wnd River Range was of no interest to any but
the nobst hardy of settlers, but owing to the war there was no shortage
of refugee | abor when Sartov called for volunteers to work there. Years
earlier a trammvay to southern Dorak had been laid to the border, but a
di spute over tolls and costs caused the Dorakians to abandon the work
on their side. Nowit was a trammvay into w | derness, but as such it
made a perfect and easily defensible fastness for Sartov. Navvy nen
laid track for staging yards and dug earth bunkers for storage, while
others graded flightstfips.

Ref ugees began streami ng across to the sanctuary in the nountains of
nort hwest Yarron, wal ki ng al ongsi de narrow gauge trams cramed wth
tool s, weapons, and people. Wen the first flight strip was decl ared
fini shed Chancellor Sartov arranged a hasty cerenmony to mark the first
flight from Sheridan, and found a chaplain to bless the regal that was
to be used---in a break fromtending the wounded and praying for the
dead. At the cerenpny he was watched by a great number of refugee
guild famlies and carbineers who were to go to the new estate. There
were prayers for a speedy end to the un chivalric and illegal war, and
Sartov nade a short speech about how t he Bartolicans won only by
breaking the rules. He then held a copy of the Code of Chivalric
Warfare high in the air.

"Let us see if their triunphs continue when we fight that way too!" he
decl ared, then he tossed the book through the air and behind a stack of
conpression spirit barrels.

The crowd appl auded politely and softly, stunned by what ampunted to
chivalric heresy.

"So they fight us with nerchant carbineers? W shall hit back with ny
new air carbi neers!”

This time there were ragged cheers of assent.
"Air Carbineer Bronlar Jemarial has destroyed nine sail wings Air

Car bi neer Serjon Feydanor has shot down six wardens. |nagine what a
himdred Iike themw Il do to the Bartolicans."



Cries of "Mother Cat!" and "Warden Killer!"™ were mxed with the roar
of assent that was returned to Sartov.

"And that's not all. Yarron has extra carbineers in training,
carbineers that will make the Bartolicans curse the day they crossed
our border, carbineers that will laugh at odds of ten to one."

"Good enough for Bronlar, good enough for us!" shouted a carbi neer
fromthe Bighorn Mountains. "We'll shit on 'em Chancellor Sartov!"
draw ed the man beside him There was nore cheering, and hats were
flung into the air. d asken and Feydanor watched from a di stance
"The man i npresses ne,"
exam nation candi date.

@ asken pronounced, as if judging an

"He's throwing away everything | ever believed in," said Feydanor
sullenly, "but a dead wife and five dead daughters tell nme to foll ow
him" After a nmonment he added, "Did you hear the way they cheered
Serjon?" His eyes were shining with pride.

Sartov heard the clanging of the local Call tower as he sat in his
chanber s,

wat ching a regal being prepared to nake the first flight to Wnd Ri ver
"At least it arrived once we were finished," he said to his aide.
"Yes, Chancellor. Fifteen mnutes, now "

The man left his office and hurried away to tether hinmself in the
common padded room Sartov | ocked his door, strapped hinself into his
chair, and tidied sone papers as he waited. Qutside the conpression
engi nes of the regal revved up, and soon Sartov heard it ascend. He
wor ked on. Just before 11 A°M the barely perceptible nonent of
surrender washed over him and he plunged away into an abandonnent t hat
he woul d only renmenber as scraps of dreans. He awoke with the clock on
just before 2

The cl ock! The clock was the regional palace tower clock, and he was
sitting in the guttering between two roofs. Sartov's hands were tied,
and a gag was in his mouth. A nman that he had seen somewhere once
before was sitting in front of him and there was a bottle of Col andoro
frost wine and a cut of chicken wirst nearby. The Veraguayan's guard.
d asken. The man he had hel ped escape the wath of Laurel ene Harman
four mont hs ago.

"Chancel l or Sartov, | see you are back."

d asken was wearing a Yarronese carbineer's uniformwhich had seen a
| ot of action.

"Forgive me for tying you and bringing you here, but |I had to
denonstrate that | could i ndeed nove about during a Call."

A Cal l wal ker! The word of fancy, fairytale, and | egend echoed through
Sartov's mind.." yet here he was, face-to-face with very convincing
proof. Did Callwalkers drink blood? No, that was vanpires.

"Before being too outraged by ny attack on your person, bear this in
m nd. Real Callwal kers have been sabotagi ng Yarronese defenses and gun
wi ngs during each Call that passes. |If you want proof, remenber that I



have just abducted you, the best-guarded noble in North Yarron. Do you
wi sh to tal k?"

Sartov nodded. d asken untied his hands, but left himto take off the
gag himsel f.

"d asken and, and.." how?" Sartov had started angrily, but ended with
a strangled whisper. "Uh, are you really..." He hesitated over the
word fromthe fairytale nightmares of his childhood. "Are you a

Cal | wal ker ?"

A asken | eaned back against the slate tiles and stretched.

"Cal | wal kers, |'ve read your fairy tales about them They're usually
men, and during Calls they steal gold, read secret papers, change words
in registers and records, abduct children, nurder the innocent by
cutting their Call tethers, and raise the skirts of honest, virtuous
worren- -t hus seedi ng the next generation of Callwal kers. One of ny
human | ady friends once asked me to take advantage of her during a
Call."

"Did you?"

"It was uninteresting, in fact it was quite hard work. All she wanted
to do was wal k south, there was not the slightest response on her
part."

"But where do you come fronf"

"From anot her continent, Australica. W were invented there,

Chancellor We think that avia ds are a synthetic type of human,
invented as a | ast, desperate neasure against the Call by ancient
Australican engineers. The gift only manifests itself at puberty,

whi ch may have led the ancients to think that they had failed when the
experimental children were found to followthe Call. A few survived to
i nterbreed among humans as barbari sm descended. Qur nanme for ourselves
is avia ds although the earliest records refer to us as avians. W
have sonething of the essence of birds bred into us, and our hair | ooks
like very fine feathers under magnification



wW

Except for mine, that is. | nmust have been descended froma failed
experiment, because ny hair |ooks normal and | had to be trained to
resist the Call."

Sartov shook his head. "Are you telling nme that Munt haven has been
i nvaded by Australica?"

"Not quite. For the past two thousand years the Australican hunmans
have feared avia ds and sl aughtered them whenever they were di scovered.
In the past few decades the avia ds have beconme organi zed and set up
colonies in our Callscour lands. There are not many of them and
originally they just wanted to live in peace, but recently a radica
faction has gained power. The radicals want revenge for two thousand
years of genocide, and the reaction guns and gun w ngs of Mbounthaven
could make one aviad warrior the equal of a hundred humans. A deal has
apparently been done in the Bartolican court: avia ds help to

anni hilate Yarron in return for weapons."

"So that's how Bartolica wins so easily,"” said Sartov slowy, as if
wei ghing the words for worth. "Did you really keep your will during
that Cal IT

"I may have, Sair Chancellor, but then |I may have been just as
mesmnerized by the Call as yourself. | may have had hel p from soneone
el se who can defy the Call who drew both of us up here, then drugged
you to stay insensible a little longer than me. The point is that
there are individuals who can defy the Call."

The tower clock played the first few bars of "The Birds Are in the
Corn," then struck twice for the hour. Sartov ran his fingers along
the slate tiles and grey netal guttering, trying to accept that the
pl ace where he had awoken was real. He crawled to the edge of the
roof, | ooked down for a noment, then shuddered and returned to

Q@ asken.

"I cannot believe this.." yet here we sit."

d asken took two tin nmugs fromhis jacket pocket and reached for the
bottl e.

"I once pronmised to fetch you a drink to remenber, Sair Chancellor."

"I gave up drinking when | returned to Yarron, but as sure as hell 1'Il
make an exception now "

They sipped the wine in silence. A large steamengine chuffed into
life somewhere in the distance. @ asken held up a hand to one ear at
t he sound.

"Cal | wal kers," said Sartov yet again. |'ll have terriers trained to
attack themw th poi son bl ades strapped to their jaws. 1'll have traps
set, sail wings will be ascended to shoot at themfromthe air. Sair
d asken, this will change the war."

d asken shook his head. "The avia ds--Callwal kers--supporting

Bartolica woul d have no troubl e shooti ng dogs, avoiding traps, and
hiding fromair attack. They are the elite of our elite. There are
other ways to fight the Bartolicans, however. Did you know that your



steamtrans can haul ten, twenty, even thirty carts?"

"Only until the next Sentinel Star passes over and burns the tram and
all thirty carts to cinders and slag. Nothing nay nove that is |onger
than twenty-nine feet and six inches. No tram no regal, no gun wi ng
no sail wing, no crane and no canal barge."

"Have you tried it lately?"

Sartov chuckl ed and sipped his wine. "Have you tried setting your arse
on fire lately? Wy bother? Machines are expensive, and Munt haven is
poor in resources. That is why our wars are--or were--so stylized and
contained. That is the basis of our chivalric system the Cal
confines us here, and the Sentinels constrain what we can do."

A asken gestured to the sky. "Two decades ago you may have noticed
some odd bursts of light in the sky. Mrrorsun split, then re-forned,
and the Sentinels flashed and shinmered."

"Yes, | saw all that. There was nuch tal k about the end of the world
and church attendance soared to nine souls out of ten wthin nbpst
pari shes

"What you saw was a war between the Sentinels and Mrrorsun. The
Sentinels were roasted, they' re dead hul ks. ™"

Sartov took out his knife and sliced off a chunk of wurst, then
listened while d asken expl ai ned about trains. He had a great need for
transport, and this was a gift fromheaven if true. Thousands of guild
fam lies and carbineers could be transported to his new estate at Wnd
River, and he could even build another w ng base at Gannett. Whole
artisan wor kshops could be transported wi thout being dismantled to fit
into trams, thousands of tons of supplies could be noved, in fact every
barrel of conpression spirit in North Yarron could be haul ed out of
Bartolican reach.

"It occurs to me, Sair G asken, that the Sentinels also limted the
speed of our gun wings to below a hundred twenty-five mles per
hour . "

"Not any longer. Your Air Carbineers can get away w th whatever speed
t hey can manage."

Sartov felt |ike Faust being tenpted by Mephi stopheles. H s new hybrid
gun wi ngs could do 180 niles per hour, in theory; they were |light and
powerful . The Bartolican Callwal kers woul d be no nore than a ninor

nui sance if Yarron was first to use tramdrawn |lines of carts and to
buil d gun wi ngs that could exceed 200 miles per hour.." or even giant
re gals with wings a hundred feet across. He held out his nug for nore
wi ne and grinned cannily. The strangest of physical sensations swept
over him and he wondered if d asken could see the lines fading from
his face and his hair turning black again. It was too good to be true.
There had to be a catch

"why did the Callwal kers, the avia ds not tell the Bartolicans about
the Sentinel s?" Sartov asked, stating d asken in the eyes.

"You are nore suspicious than ny forner banker. Suppose you answer the
guestion. "



Sartov thought carefully. "By naking Bartolica depend on them the
Cal | wal kers gain control of Bartolica. It is in theft interest to keep
the Bartolicans ignorant of the Sentinels being dead."

"I ndeed. They just want war and chaos to cloak them as they go about
their work. Bartolica's fate probably neans nothing to them™

Again, this. was fair and reasonable, but Sartov did not want to admt
it yet.

"As the engineers say, Sair d asken, there conmes a tinme to shut up and
cut netal. Centuries ago a warden nanmed Al sek attached a steamtramto
a galley cart by two hundred feet of thin gun wing bracing wire. He

t hought to fool the Sentinels into thinking the cart was noving by
itself." "Wre they fool ed?"

"No. The next Sentinel to pass overhead anni hilated the galley cart,
the wire, the steamtram the track work between them and Al sek. He
had such faith in his schene that he had been driving. Wuld you care
to repeat his experinent?"

"Show me how to drive an steamtramand I'll use it to haul thirty
galley carts.”

Sartov had neant to call d asken's bluff. Now he shook his head. "I
cannot risk a steamtram | have only fifty in service and two nore
under repair. The Bartolicans make a point of shooting themup at
every opportunity.”

"I amoffering ny life, Chancellor.”
"Your life," echoed Sartov. "What are you getting out of this?"

"I mght help shorten a war between people that | amlearning to like.
I mght also help prevent your weapons being used in the genocide of
humans back on nmy own continent."

Sartov poured out another drink. Fromfar bel ow came voices calling

for Sartov and shouting that the Call had taken the Chancell or.

"I must return, ny staff are in search of ne," Sartov said as he held
up the little mug. "Very well, | consent. This, dasken, is to be the
last drink of my life. Join ne in a toast to your experiment, and | et

us hope that it is not the last drink of your life as well."

That evening several dozen carbineers noved thirty galley carts onto a
di sused length of track beside the rail mnuster yards and tied them
together with rope. d asken backed a steamtram down the track with
the help of a driver, and it was tied to the lead galley cart. The
driver then retreated to a safe distance and joined Sartov and his
senior staff. The Sentinel that passed overhead some mnutes |ater

gleaned brilliantly as it noved anong the stars. d asken opened the
steamlines to the drive cylinders. The ropes between the carts were
pulled taut in turn, and the inprovised train ben to nove. It chuffed

down the track, gathering speed. No fire poured down fromthe
Senti nel .

They had been so sure that d asken would die that nobody had shown him
the brake. The red lanp of an approaching buffer warned hi m of
di saster and he frantically hauled on levers and spun taps. The buffer



loomed in the glow of its own lantern. Wthout even pausing to curse
d asken wrenched open the forward door and | eaped to safety a nonment
before the tram was anni hil ated between the buffer and the conbi ned
monentum of the thirty galley carts that piled up upon the weck with a
sound like rolling thunder

The experiment was repeated with another inprovised train just before
dawn, as a brightly gleam ng Sentinel cruised anong the stars. The
bol d provocation brought no retribution fromabove, and this time an
experienced driver was at the controls.

By the time the sun appeared on the horizon the Archaic Anglian word
"train" was again in use in North America and designs for the first of
five hundred fl at bed wagons were on the drafting boards. 1In the
meantime Sartov ordered two makeshift trains of thirty galley carts
drawn by steamtrans to | eave for Gannett that very norning, and by the
aft ernoon a thousand refugees, el even gun wi ng engines, and three
hundred barrels of conpression spirit were on their way to Wnd Ri ver
The Iine was soon running day and night at its logistical capacity of a
train every four hours.

When G asken returned to see Sartov sone days l|later, the Chancell or
wanted to honor himbefore his entire diplomtic and strategic staff.
Because he was suddenly the nmpost inportant man in all of North Yarron
the reception was in the ballroomof the Governor's palace. Here
Sartov had assenbled his senior administrative and tactical staff to
nmeet 4 asken, and they were by now restive at the |long delay. d asken
noticed that the parade uniforms of the Yarronese were cleanly tailored
and smart, rather than opulent in the Bartolican style. The colors
were mainly green and orange, with nuch gilt thread enbroidery.

"Can't | give you any reward?" Sartov asked as the guards and servants
were being sent outside. "A bag of gold, guild master status anmpong the
engi neers? Learn to fly and | could have you made a ward--"

"No!! No. No, no, no." dasken had gone sheet white at the nmenory of
his flight out of Opal in a badly danmaged sail wing with a barely
conscious flyer. "Passage to Denver is enough."

"You have that."

"Well... trust ne, just one nore tinme," said d asken as he surveyed the
gat heri ng.

Sartov began his address by expl ai ni ng sonet hing of what G asken had
told him The Yarronese could now do nore than just assenble trains.
Fast conbat wi ngs and giant re gals could be used safely.

"Now you may smile at the word Callwal ker," Sartov continued after

bracing hinself with a gulp of rainwater.

Several of the nen did snmile reflexively, and some shuffled uneasily on
the spot. Fieldmjor Gavat took a sudden and intense interest in a

pl ate of enu pate, but Sasentor of the Tramways Corporate remained
loyally attentive. d asken stepped forward, his hand held up

"Great and wise sairs, may | first provide a small and edifying
denonstration he asked, taking a very ordinary carbineer's revol ver
fromhis coat.



Sartov gave himthe fl oor, and d asken held the gun up for inspection
between his thunb and forefinger. It was just a gun, a Lemi dor

of 38-caliber. He now grasped it by the handle and trained it across
the faces of the senior civil and mlitary |eaders of North Yarron
Most shuffled uneasily. The chanbers appeared to be | oaded with

hol | ow poi nt rounds.

"Now there is one renmarkably reassuring thing about this gun,"” d asken
declared, then let his words hang.

Several of the nen glanced at each other, others shrugged. \Whatever
his point, it was an obscure one. d asken shot Sasentor through the
fore head.

Pandenoni um was already firmy established before the liaisory of the
Yarronese Trammays Corporate hit the floor. d asken was seized and

di sarmed, and the guards burst into the ballroomto find himbeing held
spread-eagled on the floor with the tip of Fieldmajor Gavat's

cerenoni al sword at his throat.

"I'f I could finish," cried dasken. "The reassuring thing about any
gun is that it will kill Callwalkers as readily as humans. Take a
strand of his hair, Chancellor, examine it under a mcroscope. It wll
|l ook Iike a long, fine feather--and remenber that birds are immune to
the Call. | watched himat work while | hid during the last Call. He
never expected another Callwal ker to be here."

The microscope confirmed d asken's words. That night the entire | oca
di plomatic staff and hi gh command was checked and anot her avi ad was
di scovered. A short, intense, and very vindictive bout of torture
extracted the names of two nore avia ds then all three were put on a
train under Gravat's personal supervision. Sartov would not speak of
their fate.

The foll owi ng evening d asken net Sartov at the wing field as the
chancel l or clinmbed out of a hybrid gun wing He had just becone the
first human in nearly two mllennia to exceed 200 nil es per hour

"I still need to get to Denver,"
al one.

said @ asken as soon as they were

"Sair dasken, it's getting dangerously late in the flying season
You

should wait until spring."

"Feydanmor has educated ne about such things. It's late in the season
but not dangerously late."

"I"d have to have you flown there at night and parachuted down."

At the word "parachute" d asken | ost some of his conposure and all of
hi s col or.

"Parachute? N ght? Can't your flyer use a wing field in daylight?"
"Col andoro is neutral territory, Sair d asken. Any Yarronese sail w ng
landing at a wing field would be seized and | don't want to |l ose a
single one--even for you. Only a sail wing could make the distance,
and that distance is over occupied Yarron. To avoid the Bartolican gun
wi ngs you would have to fly at night."



A asken drew out a pair of goggles such as a warden m ght use while
flying. He handed themto Sartov.

"Expose those to sunlight for a few hours during the day and you will
be able to use themto see in the dark all night. They have been in
the sun for nost of the afternoon.”

Sartov exani ned them closely. They were grey-black in color, and nade

of a pliant, soft material. Wen he put themon he could see through
t he darkened lenses as clearly as if they were polished glass--and the
dusk darkened wing field was as brightly illum nated as at noon on an

overcast day. Sartov cried out in surprise, then took the goggles off
and gazed around agai n.

"You can have themif you fly me to the outskirts of Denver tonight and
land ne on a straight stretch of road," d asken offered. "Done!"
replied Sartov. "What |uggage do you have?" "I'mstanding up init.

| can | eave now. "

After a stop to refuel at Casper they flew out over the nmountains and
i nto occupi ed airspace. They were flying an arnmed sail w ng trainer
whi ch had been hastily painted black. As they traveled d asken told
Sartov all that he knew about the infiltrating invaders, and sonething
of his own civilization as well. Sartov had chosen to fly beneath the
clouds, so that to d asken the scene was of unrelieved darkness.

"| see the Laramie R ver down there," said the Chancellor. "These
goggles are worth a flock of gun wi ngs d asken. How do they work?" "I
don't know. "

"But your people nmade them"
"No, they were nade in Mrrorsun's factories, on the noon."

"What ? Your people command forces like that and they still covet our
m serabl e gun wi ngs

"It's not so sinple as that. About twenty years ago Zarvora Cybeli ne,
a great engineer fromAustralica, deduced that Mrrorsun was a vast,
intelligent machi ne, designed by ancient engineers to noderate the
Earth's climate."”

"But Mrrorsun has only been in the sky for about thirty years."

"The automatic factories on the moon were not set up properly when the
Call first began. They took a hundred times |onger than they were
designed to, but they got the job finished. Both the factories and
Mrrorsun are intelligent, after a fashion. Zarvora tricked Mrrorsun
into fighting the Sentinels, then learned to talk to it using a nachine
driven by electrical essence.”

"Ha yes, the Sentinels destroyed active electrical machines as well.
She had to destroy the Sentinels so that she could contact Mrrorsun
Brilliant."

"She was al so the nobst ruthless autocrat in Australica' s history, but I
digress. Mrrorsun controls the mnes and factories on the noon where
its own fabric was built, but these al so contained tenplates for
bui | di ng machines for use on Earth. Zarvora thought it was al so an



experiment in noving dirty, dangerous factories off the Earth. She
persuaded it to manufacture certain devices froman inventory of
tenplates, and to transport themto Australica. They landed in ceranic
shel I s beneat h parachutes. Sone shells were the size of baskets,

ot hers were bigger than a town hall

The Ozone Regeneration Sunwi ngs canme in the big ones."
"The what ?"

"Sailwings half a nmle across, powered by electrical essence and
sunlight. They were easy to assenble, but we left out sone gas
producti on machinery that didn't seemto do anything useful. The aviad
universities were neant to use themto explore the world, but then the
radi cal s took over."

"Did Zarvora take that |ying down?"

"She had. to, she was dead. Al contact with Mrrorsun had been

t hrough ZarvOra, but this did not suit sone of her fellow avia ds They
were confined to a thin strip of Cal]scour |and around the Australican
coast, while true humans lived everywhere else. It was the very
opposite of the situation over here. Wen the aviad radicals had cone
to power, they wanted to exterm nate the humans, even though it was
like tiny Montras declaring war on the rest of Munthaven. They tried
to force Zarvora to build a fleet of sun wings in the Mrrorsun
factories so that they could bonb human cities. When she refused they
shot her. It did themno good, because Zarvora had set up her

communi cati on machine with a secret code. Mrrorsun has been
uncont act ahl e ever since."

Sartov | aughed mirthlessly. "So, Munthaven is to replace Mrrorsun as
a weapons factory. We should be flattered."

"Australica has no reaction guns at all, our artisans can only make
flintlocks. Qur sun wings and ferry wings cane from Mrrorsun, and two
have been lost in accidents already. Al we have is a few dozen
primtive steam engines; human religions forbid anything not powered by
wi nd, water, or nuscle. Your gui]dsnmen and arti sans are centuries
ahead in engi ne design and gun snithery

Sartov thought back to what Regional |nspector Harman had told him
about an incident four years ago in northern Bartolica. Msterious
strangers had supposedly dropped out of the sky w elding high-quality
flintlocks. "If I said Mrelac to you, what would you say?" Sartov
asked.

"Morelac? It's a famly Australican of gunsmths going back centuries.
How do you know t he nanme?"

"I have my own sources, Sair d asken. | suspect that the
Cal I wal kersthe avia ds--landed in Bartolica first, four years ago."

"Four years.." yes, probably."

"Some anbitious Bartolican noble was the obviously first to be offered
uni magi nabl e wealth and power, and he accepted. The aviad radicals
needed a total, un chivalric war as a cover to plunder our gun w ngs
and reaction guns, and Yarron is Bartolica's traditional eneny-Hang
on!"



Abruptly Sartov stood the sail wing on its wingtip and opened the
throttle. d asken screanmed incoherently, cursed in an Australican
| anguage, then began to pray in Latin.

"Bartolican sail wing shouted Sartov. "I've been watchi ng hi m sneak
up on us in the chase mrror."

"Mea cul pa, nea culpa, nea maxima culpa. In no nmine pa tri--"
"d asken! Snap out of it!"

"There's a lever with a safety catch by your left hand. Flick the
catch of f."

"Done. Now what ?"

The enemny flyer had been taken by surprise, but tried to follow Sartov.
H's turning circle was wi der, nuch wi der than that of the Yarronese
sail wing. Mnents later Sartov was closing in on his tail.

"Fire |"

At Sartov's conmmand G asken pulled on the lever and the reaction gun
spat a stream of jacketed lead into the pitch blackness before him H s
burst went wild, but the terrified flyer in the Bartolican sail w ng
went into a dive imediately. Sartov foll owed.

"Lock the bloody gun straight ahead, d asken."
" How?"
"The double ring grip below the lever."

Now Sartov ainmed with the whole sail wing and d asken just pulled the
| ever at Sartov's conmand. After five nore bursts he saw small, faint
flames in the darkness ahead; then Sartov began to drop back. @ asken
stared at the dimnishing, flickering lights until they suddenly

bl ossomed into a bright fireball. Sartov banked away to resune a
course south. "Near thing," gasped d asken.

"Sitting duck," replied Sartov. "He too could see in the dark, but he
flewlike a tramdriver. That was a newy trained aviad flyer, wearing
goggl es like these."

An hour later they |anded on a road on the outskirts of Denver. d asken
cl anmbered out of the cockpit, collapsed in a heap, then pulled hinself
to his feet again.

"Congratul ati ons, Sair d asken, you can paint a Bartolican crest on the
trophy panel of your gun wing Sartov called above the idling engine.
"Don't have one."

"After the war, you can have mne."

"Il never set foot in one of these bloody things again."

"One day Yarron will raise a statue to you, | promise that. Have a
drink for nme, when you reach Denver."

A asken wat ched as the di mshape of the sail wi ng ascended fromthe



road, briefly eclipsing the distant |lights of Denver. He waved in the
direction of the conpression engine's drone then set off for the
ancient city, savoring every footfall on solid ground.

23-24 Septenber 3960: Casper wing field

Serjon did not bother to tell anyone that Cctober 24th was his
twentieth birthday. He awoke two hours before dawn, then ascended

al one and opened his orders. The nission was a massive 250-nile arc
around Median and over the tramway through the Red Desert and the
nmount ai ns beyond until he crossed the Cosdoran border and reached the

regi onal capital, Vernal. The Cosdoran Airlord was scheduled to hold
the first of his traveling winter courts there during that week, and
Chancel | or Sartov had a dispatch to be delivered. It being so late in

the flying season, there was little danger of encountering Bartolican
gun wi ng flocks, and in any case Serjon could outrun themif he wanted
to take his chances with the Sentinels and exceed 125 miles per hour
It would be a quick end, he thought philosophically, in fact he would
probably not even notice the blast of fire.

It was calmand relatively warmweather for the time of year, and idea
for flying. He saw sunrise over the desert, caught sight of the
trammvay, then droned out over the wilderness. The conpression engine
was all that stood between himand a wal k back to Casper that could
take nmonths, but it never mssed. He |landed at Vernal's wing field
noting that there were three Bartolican sail wi ngs and a gun wi ng
parked near the pennant pole. As he taxied in along the dispersa
track the adjunct cane running up with two bearded nountai n carbi neers
and a score of curious guilds nmen trailing after him

"Warden, Warden, you cannot stop here!" called the adjunct.

Serjon unstrapped and clinmbed out of the cockpit, |eaving the
conpressi on engi ne idling.

"I have a dispatch for the Airlord of Bartolica,"
is from Chancellor Sartov in North Yarron."

Serjon explained. "It

"\Warden, we can give no assistance to Yarronese arned wings. There is

a newtreaty with the Bartolicans, signed just last night. |[If you stop
your conpression engi ne, we cannot restart it for you. Neither can we

provide you with fuel, or even breakfast unless you surrender your gun

wing to internnent in this neutral domain."

After loud words from Serjon and nmuch arm wavi ng fromthe Cosdorans,

t he di spatch was accepted and put on a rail galley cart to be taken the
two mles to Vemal and the | ocal governor's palace. Starflower's
engi ne continued to idle, and Serjon stayed near the gun wing a
reaction pistol strapped just below his knee. Bartolicans gathered and
pointed in the distance, but thought the better of attacking him and
causing an incident on neutral soil. Serjon noved to the flight strip
side of the gun wing un buttoned, and pissed. As he buttoned up again
he noticed that he had an audi ence.

"Well, am1 allowed to piss on your soil?" he asked a chubby,
freshfaced guil dsman who was wat chi ng.

"The spot where Serjon Warden Killer pissed will be marked with a stone
and honored," the youth replied w th deference.



Serjon wondered if he was serious as he cane around the gun wi ng again.
Si x nore Cosdorans, all young free guilds nen were gathered near the
tail. He shooed them clear

"Why was Vernal honored with a diplomatic visit by the famed War den
Killer?" the youth asked.

"Nobody el se in ny flock speaks Cosdoran,"” replied Serjon, who was
unused to being addressed as anything but his rank title and rea
nane.

The group decided that he had made a joke, and they | aughed and

cl apped. No fuel, no breakfast, no warm coffee, but still they want a
tram stop circus, thought Serjon. They introduced thenselves, and the
nanes Farrasond, Monterbil, and Ryban lodged in his menory as those

three were of near-identical height and stature. Farrasond was nore
muscul ar than the others, and wore a free guild master patch
Monterbil, who had been speaking to him had a tin whistle in his belt
and Serjon guessed that he was the wing field hard, official or

ot herwi se. Ryban was nore cleanly grooned than the others, and had a
smal I, wedge-shaped conb dangling fromone ear by a gold ring.

A Bartolican |l ove conmb, Serjon realized after a nmonment's thought. In
centuries past, a Bartolican bride's husband woul d have renoved such a
conb from her pubic hair as a synmbol of raising the bars of a
portcullis on what |ay beyond. Now they were given out nore casually
and some times even with lovers' nanmes and fanmily crests thereon
Wearing a girl's conb so blatantly woul d have been consi dered tastel ess
in Bartolica, but this was Cosdoran nountain country. Each of the
guilds nen wore a brass button on the outside of his trouser fly. This
meant that they were avail able, and new |l overs were nmeant to rip the
buttons off. Lucky the Yarronese have no such custons, thought Serjon
who was squeam sh about such di splays and-rituals.

The distant Bartolicans now had field glasses out, and were apparently
maki ng sketches of Starflower. Serjon glanced at his watch, reached
into the cockpit, and drew out a biscuit.

"Are they your victories?" asked Ryban, pointing to twelve synbols of
Bartolican gun wings and sail wings on Starflower's side.

"Yes."
"Bet the girls go for a warden."
"They do, but I'mnot a warden. Just a flyer."

This answer was clearly a di sappointnent to the adoring circle of
gui l ds nen who were in search of a hero, to worship.

"Do they, like, horn up because you're a killer?"

"Not the sort of girl that | like to be seen with."

Serjon was saved by the return of the galley cart along the wing field
tramnay, and the adjunct hurried over as Serjon checked his watch. An
other ten minutes of idling would have cut deeply into his fuel

mar gi n.

"The reply dispatch is sealed, but I can tell you that the Airlord was



inclined to favor Yarron," the adjunct fussily explained, waving a
finger and snmiling with the good news. "The Bartolican envoy has been
very, shall we say, presunptuous since the signing of the treaty | ast
ni ght and rather than deny service to Yarronese arnmed w ngs al one, the
Airlord has decided to deny service to arned Bartolican wings as well
The envoy put on such a scene, you have no idea."

Serjon accepted the dispatch and clinbed back into his gun wing "So if
| unscrewed my reaction guns and laid themon the ground, Starfl ower
woul d be unarned and so eligible for service?" he asked as he put on
hi s goggl es.

"Ah, why yes! You could have a meal, use the steamengine trolley to
restart, and even buy conpression spirit," cried the adjunct with
del i ght.

Serjon glanced at the youth fromthe fuelers' guild with the conb
dangling fromhis ear, shuddered with distaste at the idea of him
punpi ng conpression spirit into Starflower, then waved the adjunct
clear and revved his engine.

On the way back he flew high over the Red Desert again to avoid the gun
wing interceptors of Median. Having particularly good eyes, he noticed
an odd shape moving on the tramway. The air was otherw se clear, so he
shed height and fell in behind. Eventually it resolved into a
dark-painted tramand a sail wing traveling very close together. They
had mat ched speeds, and the sail wing was a little ahead. Neither was
aware of Serjon, or else they were ignoring him Through field gl asses
he coul d see no nore than that the sail wing was unmarked, but of a
Bartol i can canard design. Sonmeone was |eaning out of the tram and

wavi ng a stick, but the figure was antlike at this distance.

Serjon considered diving at power and attacki ng, but he had been
instructed to avoid conbat and his fuel was dangerously |ow for the
hundred nil es remai ni ng between himand Casper. He was about to turn
and clinb when the sail w ng suddenly broke off. Serjon thought he had
been seen, but the distant sail wing was banking in a |eisurely nmanner
A docunent drop, and to a noving tram he realized. This might be a
clue to the vaunted Bartolican comunications systemthat had noved
their carbineers with such precision and |l eft Yarron reeling. Serjon
checked the sky yet again, returned to his northeast arc, and began
maki ng detail ed notes on what he had seen taking place.

The boom of cart cannons echoed anong the peaks and val |l eys near Casper
fromthe none too distant fighting as Serjon | anded. The trammay had
been smashed as far as Mdrton Pass near Forian, so Bartolican

car bi neers had marched al ong the road from Kennyville until Yarronese
carbineers had halted themin an intense, bloody battle at Seni noe
Pass. For the first time in the war, the Bartolican carbineers found

t hemsel ves stall ed.

In the early afternoon Serjon |ay dozing near his gun wing The guilds
men of his ground crew were ever-present, checking the highly tuned
conpressi on engi ne and | ooking for wear or damage in the airfrane.
Wth twelve air victories he was a warrior for themto be proud of,
even if he was a nere flyer

He was roused when a senior guild master arrived from Sheridan in a
regal and began wal ki ng anong the gun wings with a team of guilds nen
At each aircraft he stopped and took a small black ovaloid fromhis



bag. The guilds nen drilled holes in the engine cowing and attached it
with netal clanps. Serjon watched closely, noting that the thing

| ooked |i ke obsidian bored out to take quartz crystal inserts.

"A new device fromthe Sheridan research guilds,"” the guild master told
Serjon quietly. "It is powered by the heat of the conpression engine,
and it cl oaks your gun wing fromthe Sentinels."

Serjon swallowed, instantly translating this into tactics to use in
clear air conbat.

"Have you seen it work?" he asked.

"Chancel l or Sartov hinmself put a hybrid into a dive with a Sentine
directly overhead. He touched two hundred and five mles per hour
before pulling out, but the Sentinel did nothing."

"The Chancellor?" echoed Serjon, inpressed. "That was very brave of
him"

Alion volunteered to be first, and all flyers of the Air Carbineers
wat ched as he took his gun wing up and practiced fighting maneuvers at
t he hi gher speeds. The al manac stated that a Sentinel was overhead,
but his gun wing was not destroyed. Soon everyone was in the air,

el ated and eager for a clear air war duel, but the adjunct would not
let themgo out in search of a fight. He had already been reprinanded
for the incident over his famly, and was now bound by an oath of good
behavior. Sartov had neantime deci ded that Casper was nore defensible
than Forian and had supplied another six hybrid gun w ngs

It was late in the flying season. Soon there would be storns, w nd,
and ice, but for now the weather remai ned stubbornly fine. The Air
Car bi neers spent a very restive evening neal specul ating on whether the
Bartol i cans woul d be good enough to attack again before the weather
closed in and snow covered the wing field Afterward Serjon sat in a
gun wi ng hall watching Ramsdel teach Bronlar how to sew, then took a
lantern and went out to his own gun wing He counted the nunber of

i nset crystals in the oval oid cl oaki ng device, but there were only

twel ve.

"Still looking for thirteens, Big Brother?" Bronlar's voice asked out
of the darkness.

Serjon clinbed down and joined her, lantern in hand. He snuffed the
flame and they began wal king across the wing field in the genera
direction of the tents.

"I wanted a closer | ook at the Sentinel device," Serjon inprovised.
"l
was wondering how it mght work.” "Do you know now?" "No."

The wind was light but chilly as they wal ked in the darkness. Ragged
cl oud was obscuring Mrrorsun

"It's late in the season, there may be no nore war duels until spring,"”
Bronl ar poi nted out.

"That's all | need, Little Sister. Thirteen hanging over ne unti



spring.”

"Il be glad of it. No nore chilly tents and drafty cockpits for five
nonths. Brrr, what a wind!"

Serjon opened his greatcoat and put an arm around her shoul ders.
Bronlar stiffened at his touch.

"I wish you wouldn't,"
away.

she said after a few steps, then pushed his arm

Serjon slipped off his coat and draped it over her shoul ders.

"l suppose that shoots down any chance of us warm ng a bunk together
t hrough the long, cold winter," Serjon remarked, trying to sound no
nore concerned than if he had only m ssed di nner

"Big Brother, it's because of ny position anong all these nen. | know
a lot of themdote on me. The guilds nmen who service nmy gun w ng
Ranmsdel, Alion, Ktimar, they' ve all had anorous duel words with ne on
that matter."

"Ch ny, the flock | eader was last into the air," Serjon joked, but the
shock was plain in his voice.

"I can't afford to favor anyone," Bronlar said after responding with a
forced giggle. "Men get jealous about nme, so | rnust live as if neuter
Rarmsdel is seeing that nmedic girl, and Alion still over nights in the
nurses' hostel and returns |ooking guilty. Some girls do admire you,
so why not--?"

"No. No, it's you |l fancy, not a body for a body's sake. 1've worried
about you for years, that's why |... bothered you, | suppose. When you
cane back with nine clear air victories | was so proud of you, | wanted

to hug you, vomt and all."
"I never knew. |I'm.. sorry."

"Wuul d you consider ne for after the war, or at least let ne be in the
queue?"

Bronlar walked in silence for a time. She |loved Serjon, but not I|ike
this. H's sudden declarati on was unexpected, and al nbst annoyi ng.

"One day I'Il be in the courting mood. Until then | nmake no promni ses
to anyone and | live as one of the boys. It's ny defense."

Now Serjon wal ked in silence, considering.

"Stepfather Jeb used to tell nme that wonen spend their courtship years
pi cki ng and choosing and testing to find the ideal nman, then marry
whoever is to hand when the mood to marry visits them"

"Did he say what men do?" asked Bronlar, uninpressed.

"They spend years hunting an ideal spouse, then grow weary and beg to
be hunted."

They were close to the tents by now, and Bronlar stopped at the edge of
the lanplight's reach



"What do you think?" she asked.

"I think it's foolish to court a stranger when you could court a
friend. You know what you're getting with a friend."

"Wth some friends that's a good reason not to court, Big Brother
Here is your coat. Thank you, and night's conplinents."

Her fingers brushed against his, warmand dry in the darkness. Warm
fingers: Serjon found that intensely alluring. He stood with the
greatcoat in his hands until Bronlar was out of earshot, then softly
said, "Quch." As he put the greatcoat on he noticed that her warnth
and body scent lingered in it, and he wandered back into the darkness
to be alone with that trace of Bronlar

In the norning they were still waiting. The sky now featured scattered
cloud, but the air was nmld again. Wre | a Bartolican, | might attack
our carbineer defenders at Semi noe Pass on a day like this, Serjon
thought with a m xture of eagerness and dread. (uildsnen kept the
conpressi on engines warmwi th hot air bellows, and every flyer, warden
and squire on the wing field was within a few steps of a wing. A sai
wi ng droned into view, high overhead. It did a series of rolls, then
dropped a cannister trailing red snoke.

As one, the Air Carbineers scranbled into their wings as their guilds
men set the engines spinning with conpression charges. The wing field
adj unct had set off on his pedal frame before the cannister had even
hit the ground and all eyes were on himas he opened the nessage and
read. A noment later he raised a signal gun and began to fire off red
flares. Serjon counted five as he buckled his straps.

"Air attack, class five!" shouted his guild master above the engine.
"Very large air attack!" Serjon shouted back

"M nd your turns, sair, you' ve got higher speeds now," his guild master
called. "BEvery circle will be wider, and pulling out of a dive too
| ate could buy you a synthetic funeral."

The chocks were pulled away and the gun wing rolled forward. Serjon
pul l ed the glass |am nate canopy down and clanped it. A siren sounded,
but every gun wing and sail wing on the wing field was already in

noti on.

As Serjon buckled his harness straps he saw the adjunct waving the old
Janni an estate pennant on the flight strip Serjon was flock |eader The
red flag in his other hand cane up, then slashed horizontally. Cenera
order, ascend and intercept. Serjon gunned the conpression engine and
began rolling down the dusty flight strip and as he reached the pace
line he opened the throttle. The gun wing rolled faster and faster
tilted, and lifted into the air.

This attack was not expected by the traditionalists, as it was late in
t he dueling season. A sudden change in the weather was as likely to
drop aircraft out of the sky as the eneny. Serjon clinmbed quickly to
gai n hei ght over the approach