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For Dave

Here’s to the adventures of our youth



Southwest Galderica



Perch



Come and hear,

all you who fear God,

and I will tell what he has done for my soul.

—Psalm 66:16
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496 P.C. (Post Commonwealth)
Monday, Third of Quince

Troy could finally relax.
His Maledore Vireo biplane dipped just under the clouds. 

It was still dark this early in the morning. The sky was a deep 
blue, and his only illumination was that given by the moon. 
It was plenty, though, to shed light on his gauges and instru-
ments. The flash steam engine of his biplane was loud enough 
to reassure him it was properly working. He wore a flight cap 
padded with bear fur that muffled all sounds that would oth-
erwise reach his ears. 

Troy adjusted his flight goggles. There were no obstacles in 
his immediate path, so he hazarded a glance behind.

Nothing but grey mountains covered in emerald fir trees. 
The rising sun had yet to clear the east edge of the Sawteeth. 
But he couldn’t see anyone behind him.

Prologue
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He blew out a breath. The early morning air was bitter 
cold. It whipped past his cheeks in white wisps. So he’d lost 
them. Good.

Troy had a small map strapped to a board just below his 
instrument panel. It gave him a fine representation in browns 
and greens of the Sawteeth, the jagged mountain ranges run-
ning north to south for hundreds of miles along Wright Valley. 
So . . . it looked like he was twenty miles south of the city-state 
of Perch. There was a bit of a crosswind. Not too bad. Troy 
checked his speedometer. Hmm. Ninety eight. Top speed for 
this ungainly aeroplane. Twelve minutes until he reached the 
airport. 

His ears registered a new sound. It seemed like nothing 
more than a difference in pitch in his own engine. But Troy 
knew better. He craned his neck far around to his left.

He hadn’t lost them, after all. The two TAB IV interceptors 
dove down on him from five miles behind. The biplanes were 
stubby aerocraft painted such a dark green they were almost 
black against the night sky. Thank goodness for the moonlight. 
They had bullet-shaped noses and curved bellies painted a pale 
blue.

Troy cursed and gave his plane as much speed as she could 
handle. He sent it into a corkscrew toward the east rim of the 
valley. 

The pursuers were closing.
They weren’t close enough to open fire. Yet. He gave her as 

much speed as he dared. Already the engine shook and grum-
bled. He loosened his death grip on the yoke long enough to 
give the cockpit panel a reassuring pat with his right hand.

Rusted spikes! Those interceptors were fast. They were now 
less than two miles out, and coming up fast right behind him. 
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Troy scowled. Soon they’d be just within the maximum range 
to shoot at him. He spun the biplane quickly left, toward sharp 
rock outcroppings covered with pines. He angled her nose into 
a steep dive. He yanked back on the yoke in time enough to 
pull out of the dive. His plane cast a shadow on the fir tips that 
reached up at the fuselage. 

He snapped around. They were still there. The intercepting 
biplanes matched him move for move, their stubby wings rock-
ing from side to side with precision. 

The pursuers closed rapidly. Still they didn’t fire. Troy mar-
veled at his luck. He climbed to a higher altitude and laid on 
more speed. The sight of Perch in the distance further buoyed 
his heart. 

The city-state sat on the edge of Trafton’s Cliff, long tendrils 
of smoke reaching from the chimneys of its homes and busi-
nesses now visible under a brightening sky. Buildings of brick, 
stone and wood, many of them with peaked roofs, reflected 
the first hints of warm sun from the east. Colors became more 
vibrant in the morning light—reds and browns of the build-
ings, greens of the parks and trees, sharp blues of the steaming 
hot springs. That far away the city was a tiny reminder of a 
tabletop diorama Troy had back home, one with mechanical 
miniature trains.

The city was close. He was going to make it.
That’s when his engine made its first choking gasp. Troy 

had never heard the biplane register that complaint before. It 
sounded like something might be interrupting the fuel flow to 
the engine. But that was impossible. He’d checked everything 
over himself not three days ago.

There it came again. Troy tried giving it more gas, but it 
was not working. The engine struggled to maintain its speed, 
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which Troy was startled to see had dropped below 80 miles per 
hour. 

The two TABs were right on him. They’d surely use their 
Keach guns now—he could practically see the pilots. 

Then the engine died. No warning, no red needles on the 
gauges. It just . . . stopped.

The Vireo was gliding. 
Troy smacked his console with a passion. He should not 

have underestimated his pursuers. No need for bullets this 
way—gunfire would alert everyone in earshot that trouble was 
coming. Perch might scramble its own defensive squadrons. 
And Troy knew nobody wanted to tangle with them.

He crossed physical sabotage off the list as he grappled with 
the yoke. He’d slept at his plane the night before, and it had 
been locked up for days. No hand had touched it. No person’s 
hand, that was.

His compass spun wildly. Switches toggles on and off with-
out him touching them. Needles on the gauges flipped back 
and forth. A glow suffused the entire panel and the engine 
housing ahead of him.

That meant cythramancers. In the aeroplanes behind him. 
The thought chilled him more than the morning wind, 

more than the sight of the Cobalt River below. It wound like a 
silvery ribbon through green hills and barren rock fields. And 
it was getting closer. His mind still rebelled at the notion that 
the evil ones from the folktales his grandmother told him were 
not mere figments of her imagination.

They were real. And they were after him.
Troy fought the air currents. He could see he’d never make 

Perch’s aerodrome. The slanted cross of the stone block runway 
surrounded by dozens of hangar barns looked like a tiny pair of 
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ribbons laying at the cliff’s edge in the distance. It was too far, 
and he was losing altitude too fast.

There were narrow plains to either side of the river, just 
south of Perch. Either would work as a landing site. Maybe. 
Troy spotted two herds of mastodons on the ranch lands. The 
shaggy beasts wouldn’t take kindly to his landing on their 
tusks.

He gritted his teeth. Pain shot up his arms. He was sure 
he’d have blisters on his palms from the way he was stran-
gling the yoke. The Vireo staggered against a cross breeze. That 
wouldn’t help.

Suddenly a shadow smothered him. The engines of the pur-
suers’ aeroplanes droned overhead—the landing wheels were 
no more than 30 feet above him, and slightly ahead. Killing his 
engine wasn’t enough? They were going to force him down too? 
Why not just let gravity do the job?

Troy snorted, despite his fear. Probably they didn’t want 
people in Perch to see this. They were getting close enough now 
he could see the few streetlights scattered at major intersections 
flicking off, one by one, as dawn approached.

No, they wouldn’t dare . . . 
He felt it on his head first. A strange pressure. It spread like 

air blowing down on him, a current moving independently of 
the cold wind knifing past him. But this wasn’t air. He didn’t 
want to look up again. Sweat poured down his brow. Fear 
seized his heart. No, it was more like terror.

He had to look up.
One of the TAB interceptors was right above him. A shim-

mering sphere with translucent colorings grew from within 
the aeroplane’s cockpit. The biplane’s fabric fuselage made no 
difference—the sphere cut right through it somehow without 



S T E V E  R Z A S A

6

leaving a mark. Troy thought of soap bubbles in the sink. This, 
though, had a palpable energy to it. That must have been what 
he felt. 

He had to get clear, even if his engine was dead. Troy braked 
his biplane. The pursuers adjusted their speed and stayed right 
above him.

The sphere trembled. It burst outward and lashed down at 
Troy. The wave of shimmering light struck his upper wing first. 
The impact threw the biplane savagely down and rolled it. The 
next thing Troy knew, he was in a spin. So much for his careful 
descent. 

His head cracked against the side of the cockpit. Spots of 
painful light shot through his vision. He struggled against the 
pain in his head, the swimming vision, and the agony in his 
arms. Nothing he did would make his biplane right itself.

Troy had never been an Exalter, but nevertheless he prayed 
to the Allfather for mercy and clemency. Wherever his soul 
would wind up—fiery Avernus or the golden light of the 
Unfading—his time in these lands was over. 

His only worry was that he could not protect Jesca. He saw 
her face seemingly within his grasp. Troy wanted to reach for 
her.

The biplane slammed into the ground, and it all went 
black.
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