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Chapter One

	The sound of pounding feet up the stairs echoed in the small stairway. A wave of bodies spilled out onto the roof of the imposing building, forming up in ranks as each woman adjusted their flight uniform and ensured her gear was in place. The low rumble of thunder in the distance warned of a storm heading their way, but it paled in comparison to the storm that came out of a nearby glass-enclosed room and strode to the front of the formation. 

	“When I say the formation will be at fifteen hundred hours, I mean I expect to step out at fifteen hundred to find everyone standing tall and waiting for me. Not some last-minute grab-assing and shifting around in formation.”

	Erica Halgrim gulped and not for the first time was grateful she was both short and on the back row of the formation. Not that it always helped—Flight Commander Kralowitcz had almost a sixth sense when it came to something not being right. As the flight commander continued expressing her displeasure, Erica stole a glance to the lit office and noted a large number of visitors for today’s training session. 

	“Cadet Halgrim, do I have your attention?”

	“Ma’am, yes ma’am!”

	Erica met the wizened woman’s steel-blue eyes and, after a few moments, the flight commander turned back to the formation at large. “Today is your final test. Pass this and you’ll no longer be trainees, but members of the Angels of Steel. Fail and you can reapply in a year…if you survive. Now, take a moment and check your teammates’ gear. We are standing on the sixtieth floor of Angels Tower. Now is not the time to find out your flight gear is nonoperational.”

	Erica moved almost mechanically, checking the metallic wings and the small engines attached to the back of the young women to the front, right, and left of her position in the formation. She could almost see the checklist in front of her eyes as she started at the top and worked her way down, checking connections, and straps, and inspecting for anything that seemed out of place. Satisfied with her teammates’ equipment, she stood still while they did the same for her. 

	Once the formation had come back to attention, the flight commander resumed speaking to the assembled women. Erica heard the thunder growing closer and risked a glance upward. The Dark Cloud, the mass of miasma that separated Southwatch into Dayside and Darkside, spread across the sky as far as she could see, hiding the approaching storm from view. As she watched, the mass churned as if waiting for the oncoming rain clouds, daring them to try and break up the never-ending storm that doomed those who lived below it to eternal twilight. 

	Kralowitcz must have noted Erica’s wandering attention, but her voice didn’t carry its usual sting. “We fully expect the storm to break during your test. You have protective gear with you. Do not attempt to don it midflight. Find a perch, gear up, and then continue the test. Do not attempt to finish the test without your gear, no matter whether you’re behind schedule or not. You’ve seen what happens to people who get caught in the rain. Now imagine that happening when you’re a couple hundred feet in the air.”

	Even at the position of attention, Erica could see the involuntary shudders running through the formation. The flight commander waited a few seconds to let her words sink in before speaking again. “When I give the command, you will line up by name. Each of you will be given a set of six locations. You will fly to each of these locations and procure an item that will be waiting for you. You have three hours to acquire these items and return. No two people have the same route, so tagging behind someone else will not help you. You find your points or you fail. You arrive back here in three hours or you fail. If you get hopelessly lost or injured, hit the panic button on your wrist armor and we’ll try to find you—but you’ll still fail. Any questions?”

	The only sound on the rooftop was the wind rising as the storm front approached. 

	“All right, line up as we call out your names. The test starts the second you step off the roof.”

	           

	Erica twisted her body to the side as she maneuvered through a narrow alleyway.  It was a tight fit, but she’d always excelled at the acrobatics part of flight school. The servos in her wings strained to keep her balanced, but it was a short alley and she was able to level off before she’d lost too much altitude. The thalisium motor helped her wings overcome the pull of gravity as she arched her back and climbed almost straight up toward her fifth destination.  

	According to the chronometer on her wrist, she still had almost fifty minutes left but there was no time to dawdle over this pickup. Her last destination was in Bakerstown, on the far side of Southwatch from Angels Tower. It was going to take every bit of her knowledge to map out the shortest route there and back.

	I know one way, but I’d rather not use it unless I have no other choice.

	The rain continued to pelt down as the winds tried to shove her back toward the gray streets below. She tried to angle beneath a walkway to get a bit of relief from the stinging drops that splatted against her goggles and mask. She hated flying with the rebreather on, but nothing came through the Cloud untainted and that went doubly for the rain. At this rate, she was going to need a new flight jacket and helmet at the least as she could imagine the acidic water hissing against the treated leather. She did a pirouette in midair, trying to fling the water drops away from her, but the rain mocked her attempt by increasing in strength. 

	Finally, she spotted her target and swooped down to a small balcony where the package rested. She noted the two gargoyles stationed on either side of the balcony and eased her wings in to not disturb them. She knew it was just an urban legend, but the flight instructors had told them to avoid touching any gargoyles, so it took her a moment to center herself on the balcony and make a soft landing. A quick glance at the package reassured her it had her name on it, and seconds later it was safely tucked into her pouch and she was winging her way south and east toward Bakerstown. 

	As she emerged from the tangles of Downtown and crossed over in the more residential section of town, she glanced at the card listing her destinations. She pulled up in shock as she saw the final destination was blurred. Apparently the acid rain had eaten its way into her wrist holder and the ink had run. She stared at the card through her rain-streaked goggles and wasn’t quite sure if her package waited at 33 Thompson Place, or 38, or 83, or 88 for that matter. 

	Well there’s nothing to be done for it now. Going to have to move and check them all out until we find it. Looks like it’s a good thing I know of that short cut. After all, the flight commander didn’t forbid us flying through the Underground. 

	She tucked her arms and legs in tight and focused on coaxing as much speed out of her wings as she thought she safely could. Just because the housing complexes in Bakerstown didn’t reach into the Cloud did not mean they didn’t have dangers all their own. Take clotheslines, for example. In good weather, it was easy to spot them hung between the low buildings when housewives hung their clothes to dry. However, in the rain, they were virtually invisible, turning them into deathtraps for flyers who could snag wings or propellers in them with nothing to break their fall but the cold concrete streets below. 

	Erica said a small prayer to the Goddess and focused on trying to spot obstacles as she wove in and among the buildings trying to find her last package. As she had feared, it was at neither 33 nor 38 Thompson Place, which meant she had to move even farther east, away from the finish line, as she searched. 

	A small movement caught her eye as she approached 83 Thompson Place. It looked like an arm waving her closer, but after she wiped the rain off of her goggles, she realized it was only a gargoyle perched on the corner of a building. The huge stone statue couldn’t have moved, so she chalked it up to the lack of visibility. Still, her instincts told her she might want to check in that direction. Glancing down, she saw something sitting on the edge of a balcony. 

	Hang on, there it is. If I can just reach it…

	Erica angled her wings and dove toward the package. With luck, she’d be able to snag it as she went past and shave some time off of her trip. She tucked her wings tight to gain speed and stretched out her arms.

	“STOP!”

	A voice rang out in her head, startling her. She flared her wings and the thalisium motor strained as she backpedaled in midair. She’d just brought her flight under control when a Sky Patrol gyrocopter came whizzing around the building, passing directly in front of her, the rotors missing her by only a few feet. The pilot shook his fist at her and continued on, his flashing lights disappearing in the distance. 

	Erica shuddered and fought to get her emotions under control. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a premonition while flying around Southwatch, but it was the first time she’d actually heard something instead of just feeling something was off. She glanced around to see who had given her the warning, but the only thing she could see was the stone statue, glistening underneath the water running down its body.

	Shaking her head to force herself to focus, she moved forward on jerky wings, barely maintaining her altitude until she reached her final package. She glanced at her chronometer and saw she had just a bit over thirty minutes to get to Angels Tower. There was a chance if she flew out over the Docks and Bricktown, she could make up time since neither of them had buildings that rose above Midtown. However, it was a roundabout way and if she ran into any delays, she’d never make it to the finish in time. 

	No, there’s no choice. Head straight back into Downtown and then head for the entrance at the Grand Canal. I’ll have to keep my head on a swivel to avoid running into anything, but it’s the closest thing to a straight line there is in Southwatch.

	Erica glanced at her chronometer one last time, convinced herself that there was no time for a Bricktown detour, and clawed for sky. She pushed herself as close to the Dark Cloud as she dared and then began a steep glide pattern back toward the Great Steamworks that dominated the center of Downtown. She wove in and among the buildings, using the feathers on the tips of her wings to slow her plunge toward the huge building rising toward her. 

	After a few minutes, the multiple smokestacks of the Steamworks rose into sight and she knew she was on target. Diving beneath a covered walkway, she spotted the entrance she was looking for, a road that disappeared beneath the Grand Canal. Taking a deep breath, she swooped down toward street level, startling several pedestrians who weren’t used to seeing one of the Angels this close to the ground.  Electric cars and trucks swerved when they spotted her, their horn blares echoing after her as she plunged into the darkness of the tunnel.

	She maneuvered to the center of the tunnel, trying to avoid the few trucks moving goods in both directions as she flew deeper underground. The tunnel began leveling out and then suddenly opened up into a sprawling cavern beneath the Steamworks, filled with the smoke of numerous giant engines. A large waterfall filled the north end as the waters from the Grand Canal were funneled beneath the Works, turning the turbines that provided electricity to the majority of the city. 

	Erica pivoted slightly and, checking her gyrocompass, she headed toward a tunnel system leading to the northwest. Dodging in and out between smokestacks, aerials, cranes, and the occasional jet of flame that rose from one of the buildings she passed over, she sped across the part of Downtown that most people never saw.  A couple of autonomous mechanicals flew up near her, showing a remarkable amount of curiosity for what were usually simple-minded machines. Normally, she might have been tempted to converse with them, but time was of the essence. 

	Her flight path took her out of Downtown’s Underground into the caverns beneath Webster Groves. Here large factories dominated the caverns beneath the city and huge mechanicals moved cargo and raw materials beneath her. She continued to hear the countdown in her head as she struggled to make up time. She had to follow a tunnel deeper into the Underground as she passed below the East River, and then she began weaving her way toward the exit tunnel. 

	She sped along, staying as close to the ceiling as she safely could to avoid traffic. These tunnels had never been designed for someone to fly through them and from the sound of horns and the occasional curse from a startled driver, she was certain the Angels would be getting some nasty letters.

	I’ll worry about that when it happens. Right now, I have to reach the finish line.

	She burst out of the tunnel at the border to White Cliffs. The storm had apparently blown itself out while she was underground and visibility had begun to return to normal. Pushing herself, she climbed as high as she dared and then angled her flight toward Angels Tower. Going more on instinct now instead of actually plotting a course, she wove in and out of the buildings, diving below and then arcing above crosswalks and balconies, trying to cut off every second of flight time she could. 

	Finally the tower rose above the buildings around it. She put on a spurt of speed, depleting her thalisium levels to a dangerous low, but it only had to last a few more minutes. She saw another Angel landing on the roof and the flashing light on her own wrist as the flight controllers began to signal for her to go into an orbit around the building. She glanced at her chronometer; only a few minutes were left before her deadline. 

	She waggled her wings, signaling the tower she was not going to orbit, and dove for the roof. At the last second, she saw another Angel, wings outspread and catching air, attempting to land in the center of the roof. She turned and aimed for the far corner of the tower. She flared her wings and arced upward, cutting her flying speed below stall as she crossed the lip of the roof. The sudden loss of momentum dropped her toward the brick landing pad and she bent forward and spread her wings as far as possible, letting them act as a drag on her downward plunge. She hit the roof harder than she wanted, but she was able to stand up and tuck her wings into place before a rush of bodies surrounded her. 

	Flight Commander Kralowitcz stepped forward, her nose only a few inches from Erica’s. “Halgrim, what the hell were you doing with that stunt?”

	Erica glanced at her chronometer. “Flight Cadet Halgrim reporting in. Six packages retrieved. Landed at Angels Tower two hours, fifty-eight minutes flight time.”

	The flight commander’s rage was not appeased by that bit of information.  “Turn in your wings and gear at Operations and then report to the main conference room in thirty minutes.” Kralowitcz didn’t even bother dismissing her, just turned and walked back toward the control room to await the next Angel who was attempting to land. 

	           

	The longer Erica waited outside the doors to the main conference room, the more she noticed the little things, especially how quiet the hallway had become. It felt like the entire building was holding its breath waiting to see what was going to happen to her. The few people who passed by seemed to hug the far wall and avoided talking to her outside of saying hello. A few of her fellow candidates were congregating in a room at the end of the hall, peeking in on her from time to time through a small glass window in the door.

	I wish I knew what they were discussing in there. If they’re going to fail me out for that landing, then just go ahead and do it. I’ve thought it over a dozen times standing out here and I’d do it again if the situation called for it. If they didn’t expect us to make forced landings from time to time, then why do they teach us how to do it at Base Camp?

	Erica glanced down at her chronometer and sighed. Twenty minutes? That’s it? It feels like I’ve been standing out here for hours. Still, how long does it take to come to a decision?

	Erica leaned against the wall and puffed a breath of air upward, forcing her bangs out of her eyes. Then she heard the sound of footsteps approaching the door and drew herself up to the position of attention before the doors swung open next to her. A member of the training cadre stepped into the hall and faced her.

	“Cadet Halgrim, please report to the committee.” 

	Erica took a deep breath to calm herself and stepped out sharply. She entered the room and saw the table at the far end. Six training instructors and Flight Commander Kralowitcz were gathered with, to her surprise, Lady Kitsune Orisaka, the founder of the Angels of Steel herself, who sat in the center position. There was one isolated chair on her side, centered directly across from the lady, and Erica marched up to the chair and stood ramrod straight as she stared just above the assembled personnel. 

	“Cadet Halgrim, reporting as ordered.”

	After what seemed an eternity, she was directed to take a seat. She sat there, keeping her head straight, but glancing with her eyes at the faces staring back at her. She wasn’t sure what the issue was or what kind of decision they had reached, but after a few seconds, Erica decided she never wanted to play poker against any of them. 

	Finally, Kralowitcz spoke up.  “Cadet Halgrim, how many hours of flight training do you have?”

	Erica thought for a second and dredged up the number from her flight log book. “Ma’am, I have two hundred fifteen hours, counting the three hours for the test I took today over the past three months. I believe that is the standard for all Angel cadets.”

	“Two hundred and fifteen hours. Do you consider yourself to be an expert after all that time in the air?”

	“Negative, Flight Commander. I believe I am very good at flying, but I would never consider myself an expert.”

	“So, if you are not an expert with your wings, what in the name of the Seven Sisters made you think flying through the Underground was acceptable in any way, shape, or form?”

	So, apparently word gets through the city faster than I thought.

	“It was desperation more than anything, ma’am. That and the fact I’ve spent years exploring the Underground when I was in elementary and high school. I do not claim to be an expert flyer, but I do know parts of the Underground better than most street dwellers.”

	There was a bit of a buzz as the members of the committee whispered among themselves. After a moment, the flight commander started to speak again, but she halted when Lady Orisaka laid a hand on her forearm.

	“Cadet, even though you know the Underground as you say you do, have you ever flown through it before?”

	“No, Lady Orisaka, I have not. However, I was running behind on my test and I knew if I avoided the main smokestacks at Fletcher Dynamics, the area between the upper levels and the ceiling are relatively free from obstructions. There are the giant cranes that track along the ceiling and the emergency gyrocopters that fly through there, but they’re well lit. The only other route I could think of aboveground would have taken me through Bricktown, and I’d have failed the test for sure.”

	The lady favored her with a smile before her face became serious again. “But, do you realize how many guy wires you missed during your flight?”

	Erica felt her face go pale and she slowly shook her head. “Guy wires? I don’t believe I saw any down there. None registered on my goggles.”

	“The route you took had thirty-eight guy wires stretching from the tops of poles and chimneys to the ground or adjoining buildings. You avoided most of them by a safe distance, but missed at least three by less than a foot. Do you remember what happens when a wing and a guy wire intersect?”

	“There’s usually a jolt and either the wing collapses or is ripped off at the shoulder, immediately followed by a crash.”

	“Exactly, which is why we have you intentionally run into one at about three feet off the ground.  However, during your flight, you were aimed directly at several of these wires only to veer off at the last second.  Yet you claim not to have seen them. Can you explain that?”

	Erica thought hard about her plunge through the Underground. “No, I can’t. I knew I had a feeling I should make a turn several times during the flight, but it was just that. The instructors always taught us if you feel something’s wrong, you’re probably right, so adjust accordingly. I guess I must have seen them without registering them.”

	Erica’s eyes grew wide as she realized the implications of what the lady had said. “Wait. I can believe you received reports about my flight—enough people weren’t happy about my entering and exiting the Underground. But there’s only one way you could possibly know whether I narrowly missed any wires down there. Someone was following me.”

	The flight commander allowed herself a ghost of a smile. “I’d have been more impressed if you’d have spotted your tail, but yes, you were followed. We assign our best flyers to tag along with the fledglings. I have to congratulate you, Halgrim—you gave your partner a run for her money. She said you were the hardest person she’s ever followed in the eight years she’s been flying for us. Said you scared her to death going through the Underground like you did.”

	Her face hardened back into its usual expression before she continued. “However, your reasoning for taking that risky path is unacceptable. Yes, you would have failed the test, but it’s more acceptable to fail and retake the test than to wind up as a street pancake, Cadet.”

	Kralowitz leaned forward in her chair and spread her hands in front of her on the table. “I’ve heard the scuttlebutt among you cadets. ‘We’re just a delivery service, not the military. Why do they push us so hard?’ It’s simple. It’s the rare Angel who survives making mistakes. When you step off the edge of a building and open your wings, there’s nothing but your equipment, your training, and your judgment between you and a rather abrupt stop on the pavement below. I’m not sending a single one of you out there until I’m convinced and Lady Orisaka is convinced you are coming home. In the future, when you are delivering packages, remember it’s better to be a minute or two late and arrive in one piece than to rush into a dangerous situation.”

	Erica’s eyes grew wide. “When I deliver a package?”

	Lady Orisaka held a hand up to her mouth to hide a smile. “Of course, Angel Halgrim. Did you not pass the final test? Did you not finish in the top ten of your class in classroom work and practical exercises? The Angels of Steel have been accused of many things, but not recognizing talent is not one of those things.”

	Flight Commander Kralowitcz added, “But don’t think your little stunt will go unnoticed. The way you flew to pass this test, you just volunteered for the drill team. See Flight Leader Zwyer to get your assignment.”

	




Chapter Two

	“Join the drill team,” they said. “It’ll be fun,” they said. 

	They lied.

	Erica pushed herself to keep up with her teammates as they slowly circled above the Great Steamworks in the Downtown district. She had just completed her eighteenth month with the Angels of Steel and between her regular delivery runs and practicing with the team, she’d barely had enough time for herself, much less spending any time with her boyfriend, Michael Shay. And Flight Commander Kail had been merciless these past few weeks getting them ready to perform for the Founders’ Day celebration. 

	The great thing about the celebration was the new wings they were going to be using today. They were more streamlined than their usual wings, built more for acrobatics and precision flying than their more durable, but slower wings. Erica checked the thalisium level once again and saw she had more than enough lift to last through the day. The small electric engine centered on her back purred as it drove her wings into the air. 

	A small light flashed twice on her wrist and she glanced up to see Flight Leader Sophie Zwyer break out of the formation known as the Angel’s Halo and begin making her way up toward the forbidding black mass above them. 

	Time to leave the Darkside behind, Halgrim. We’re headed for Daylight.

	She took the opportunity to adjust her rebreather one last time before she angled upward, keeping her distance from her teammates. The only advantage to rising up to the Aerie here was there was nothing above the Steamworks, so no chance on hitting a walkway or passage while passing through the Cloud. A few seconds later, she saw her partner disappear into the Cloud ahead of her and she switched on the small lights at her wingtips. 

	Darkness surrounded Erica as she maneuvered higher through the Dark Cloud. The only sounds she could hear were the flapping of her wings and her breath through the rebreather. To her left, she could barely make out the dim lights attached to Kim Fitz-Simmons’s wings. Erica pushed herself harder to ensure she stayed level with her teammate as they climbed through the Cloud.

	I hate being in the Cloud. It’s like flying through soup. Hopefully they’ll give the signal soon.

	A sudden flash on her wrist caught her attention. She took a deep breath through the rebreather and focused on picking up speed as her teammates banked to the right and spiraled up toward the daylight barely visible above them.

	Almost before she realized where they were, they burst out of the inky darkness and began circling the city of Southwatch, their wings spread out to catch the updraft of warm air bouncing off the top of the Cloud. Erica suppressed a shudder as she noticed the buildings looked like macabre fingers clawing their way out of the Cloud, greedily reaching high into the sky. 

	They wove in and out of the towers of Downtown, gaining altitude with each wing stroke. Erica slipped her rebreather off and glanced at the canopy of airships anchored above her, their glistening bodies of bessum reflecting the sunlight down toward the Cloud. Wisps of smoke rose from their steam-powered engines, curling above the gas-filled balloons fighting against the anchors that tethered these gas giants to the tops of the Downtown towers. Erica could almost watch the individual blades of the propellers as they churned lazily, providing just enough power to help maintain the airships’ station.

	She snapped herself out of her reverie as she remembered Flight Commander Kail’s briefing. “This is an important ceremony today. Don’t follow too close. Don’t lag behind. Hold your position in formation and move as if you all were one person. The eyes of Southwatch will be on you. Make the Angels of Steel proud.”

	After a few circuits of the city, she and the others came on line with the upper reaches of Downtown known as the Heights. Erica noted how much cleaner these buildings looked compared to the grime and gray that made up the three levels below the Cloud. It was hard not to be envious of those wealthy enough to afford clean air, but she forced herself to concentrate on the pair of boots just ahead of her. No time to get sloppy now. 

	There was another flash and, as one, the Angels broke formation and climbed through the maze of airships, anchor cables, walkways, and lighting rods that made up Aerie, the playground of the nobles of Southwatch. Each of the Angels followed her preplanned course to maximize attention on their flight—curling in and out to ensure specific airships were treated to a sight of one of the Angels flying past before the cadre regrouped in the skies above Aerie.

	This was the part Erica loved. She seldom had the freedom to move without restriction and bask in the golden sun high above Southwatch. While she loved the challenge of banking and twisting her body through the maze of buildings below the Cloud or weaving through Aerie’s convoluted paths, neither matched the pure exhilaration of simply flying in any direction the open sky presented. Still, the ceremony was not over and she quickly found her spot in the spiral of winged women forming up above her.

	Again, Flight Commander Kail’s voice rang in her head as if the older woman was standing right behind her. “Look, Halgrim, you’re the newest person on the team. Everyone’s gonna be watching us. Don’t screw up. Got it?”

	The flight began circling the Avantian Temple, the largest single airship in Southwatch. The golden dome of the craft sparked in the early afternoon sun and it dwarfed Baron Amberville’s ship stationed at the center of Downtown Aerie. Erica glanced to the west and saw the smaller cluster of airships that made up the White Cliffs Aerie, but she’d be visiting that part of town later. Around her, she saw the windows of the Aerie crowded with onlookers gazing at the circling women. More and more walkways and balconies began to fill and she knew it was almost time to begin. 

	A triple flash from the light on her wrist-com told her Sophie had gotten the signal from the baron. The women expanded their wings to maximum and flipped a control on their wrists. The small servos running down their arms to the wings whirred and metal coverings pulled back, revealing the multicolored bessums in the linings. Like light through a pane of stained glass, their wings cast a kaleidoscope of colored steaks across Aerie. The golden bessum skins of the airships reflected the beams back. Other beams fell on the Dark Cloud, causing multihued patches to appear, changing its swirling black miasma into a cacophony of color.

	Erica heard the oohs and aahs from the crowd below and saw children running around trying to “capture” the dots of light like kittens chasing a sunbeam. The Angels spiraled closer and closer together until they could grab each other’s feet. Once the circle was joined, they spiraled slowly down toward the courtyard of Avantian Temple. About forty feet above the Temple’s spiral roof, the Angels broke formation, swooping down on alternate sides to land in the courtyard, 

	One of the hierophants motioned to them. “Quickly. This way. We’ve got a room ready for you to change in. The baron, the lord mayor, and the hierarchs will be here soon to greet you.” He directed them to a small room off the main hall. Once inside, they took off their wings and went into the dressing room beyond. Erica grabbed the package marked with her symbol and stripped out of the dirty jacket and pants she’d worn for the flight through the Cloud. She could hear the voices of her teammates as they rushed to wash before changing. 

	“Halgrim. You did pretty well out there for your first time.”

	Erica turned to see Sophie, leaning against the locker next to her. Sophie towered over her, her curly blond hair pressed against her head from wearing her helmet. “Thanks, Sophie. I couldn’t have done it without your help.”

	“Don’t mention it. Oh, there are things you can do better next time, but we’ll worry about that at the debrief. Hurry up and get changed.”

	Erica grinned before answering. “You need to relax, Sophie. You don’t always have to be on duty.”

	Sophie started to respond, but Rachel Walker, one of her teammates, stuck her head around a corner. “Sophie? She’s always on duty. She probably sleeps at the position of attention.”

	“At least I understand discipline, Walker. You were late twice on beginning your maneuvers. What happened?”

	“My wings were sluggish. I need to talk to Crystal and have her check my thalisium levels. It was tough to gain altitude today.”

	Sophie started stripping out of her gear. “I asked everyone if they had their wings checked before we took off. You know the Cloud is tough on the servos. I don’t want anyone spiraling out in there. We’d never find you.”

	“They were fine yesterday. I’m not sure what happened. That’s why I want Crystal to check them out.”

	Erica had heard this conversation a dozen times since she’d joined the Angels of Steel. Sophie had graduated first in their class at training, with Rachel a close second. For all their skills, they couldn’t be further apart in temperament. The one thing they both excelled at was getting on each other’s nerves. Erica grabbed her towel and left the two of them carrying on their long-standing feud while she took a quick shower.

	A few short minutes later, she came out of the shower and nearly bumped into someone trying to enter at the same time. She pushed her wet hair out of her face to see Christina Bronson step back, blushing furiously. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

	“My fault, I was in a hurry. Are you excited to meet the baron?”

	“I still can’t believe it,” Christina said, slipping past her. “I told my folks as soon as I heard. I think they were more excited than I was.” She continued talking, but Erica couldn’t hear her over the rushing water. She hung around outside the door until Christina reappeared and the two of them hurried over to the lockers to get into their dress uniforms.

	Compared to their flight gear, the dress uniforms were impressive. They were form-fitting silk dresses with a floral pattern, matched with a silk over-jacket with long flowing sleeves. They were designed to be worn with or without wings attached, but for this ceremony the baron had requested they appear with their wings. 

	Erica noted with a touch of envy how the outfit made Christina appear even more shapely than usual, while she felt she looked more like a boy than usual. Unlike most of the Angels, Christina had kept her brunette hair long, which made her stand out even more compared to the others who’d cut their hair short to fit under their helmets better. 

	“Come on, Erica, we’re going to be late.”

	“Right behind you.”

	Erica finished putting on her boots and joined her friend near the door. On Sophie’s signal the twelve women of the Angels of Steel drill team left the dressing room and moved toward a small set of risers behind a group of seated dignitaries. They took their positions as the smell of flash powder filled the room. The three main seats up front were still empty and Erica could see Sophie checking everyone out to ensure Lady Orisaka would have nothing to complain about when she saw the pictures in the Southwatch Gazette in the morning.

	A sudden burst of music from the assembled orchestra caught everyone’s attention as Baron Thomas Amberville, Lord Mayor Peter Mulvihil, and Hierarch Pamphile entered together. The baron was a middle-aged man, graying slightly at the temples, but it was obvious he was still at the peak of health. Only the faintest hint of an expanding stomach betrayed his age. The lord mayor showed both his age and his lifestyle in the elaborate and woefully out-of-date outfit he wore. 

	The hierarch moved at a slow, steady pace to allow the baron and lord mayor time to stop and visit with some of the other visiting nobles in the crowd. Still, Erica could see she moved with the grace of a much younger woman, only a few lines and her carefully coifed gray hair betraying her age. Apparently being one of the leaders of the Avantian Temple agreed with her.

	The party arrived at the podium and stood in front of the three empty seats. The hierarch gave the ritual blessing of Avanti to the assembled nobles before the head party took their seats. The rest of the assembled gathering sat down, leaving only the Angels standing on the risers. They all hoped the ceremony wouldn’t drag on, but those who’d done this before knew that was a vain wish. 

	Once everyone was settled, Hierarch Pamphile rose and moved to the podium. “Children of Avanti, we welcome you to the Founders’ Day Celebration. Two hundred and eleven years ago, the city of Southwatch did not exist. There was only a pile of rubble, left over from yet another useless war. Our forefathers saw the beauty of this site and realized a new city could arise from the skeleton left behind—a city that would be a beacon of hope for the rest of the world. A city dedicated to peace, yet able to defend itself against those who mistook our desire for peace as a sign of weakness. And so, now, here we stand, two hundred and eleven years later. Look around you—look at the gleaming city in the sky we call home.”

	The hierarch continued on in this vein and Erica tried her hardest to look like she was paying attention, but inside she was seething. Sure, look at the bright and clean city you get to live in. You should come off your high perch and come down to Darkside. You’ve been in the clean air so long, you’ve forgotten what it’s like not to be able to see the sun. You’ve forgotten about the acid rain and the lack of vegetation. It’s all gray and black and concrete and soot down where people like me have to live.

	To calm down, Erica let her eyes wander and noted how many of the city’s nobles were gathered in the Temple. Apparently Founders’ Day was something everyone wanted to be seen at. She wasn’t sure she’d seen this many people at the Temple before, even during Festival Week. She hooked the edges of her wings onto the riser and leaned forward; letting the wings and her harness hold her up while she tried not to fall asleep. After a while, the hierarch completed her speech and the baron took her place. 

	A soft whisper caught her attention. “Erica, check out the far doorway.”

	Erica slowly stretched her head to the side as if she was working out a stiff neck. A young man, about her age, stood there in full military dress uniform. She recognized the Imperial Air Corps insignia on his collar, even from this distance. He was handsome and she knew Christina would waste no time going over to introduce herself once the presentation was over. Even though Erica would never admit it, she was envious of Christina’s ability to just meet people. Christina currently was between boyfriends, but Erica knew that wouldn’t last long. 

	However, it was the middle-aged man standing right behind the Air Corps officer who caught Erica’s eye. He was obviously a pilot but he was dressed in a battle uniform instead of a dress uniform and he wore no visible insignia. He leaned forward and whispered something to the younger man, who suddenly stiffened and blushed. The older man turned and winked at Erica, who fought to keep her features still. She blushed all the way up to her red hair and pointedly went out of her way to avoid his gaze for the rest of the ceremony. Somehow she knew that amused him more. 

	The pain in her lower back and legs was becoming intolerable when the baron finally wrapped up his own speech and motioned to the orchestra. A trumpet call rang out and everyone rose from their seats. On cue, the Angels spread their wings as the window behind them opened to let in the afternoon sun. Again the cascade of colored lights flickered through the room. Erica concentrated on standing still as the soft music played and the crowed seemed enthralled with the lightshow inside the Temple’s main chamber. After a few minutes, the music came to a close and the mayor wrapped up the ceremony, inviting everyone to join him for food and drinks in the next room.

	Christina rushed off to catch up with the young officer, but Erica just moved to a place where she could sit down without her wings bumping on the ground behind her. Oh my Goddess, my legs. Between standing and these heels, I think I’m going to fall over. Next time, I’m going to make sure these shoes are broken in before another dress uniform assignment.

	“Nice ceremony.”

	Erica managed to keep from screaming as the voice came from right behind her. She spun around to see the man in the combat gear standing there. “You startled me.”

	He flashed an unapologetic grin at her. “Yeah, I hear that a lot.”

	Erica felt her heart rate coming back to normal. “I’m Erica Halgrim,” she said, bowing her head slightly but keeping him in her field of vision. 

	He bowed in return. “I’m Captain Tony Blaylock. I’m with Majowski’s Marauders. We’re supporting the Southwatch Air Rangers.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever met an Air Ranger before.”

	Tony laughed. “And, I hate to tell you, you still haven’t. I’m a mercenary. We’ve been hired to beef up the Rangers for the ceremony. Apparently the powers-that-be thought having all these nobles and visiting dignitaries from the capital might be a tempting target for sky pirates. So they hired us. If nothing happens, we get a couple weeks’ work, some good food, and then we move on to the next contract.”

	“Sounds like you travel a lot.”

	The older man laughed again. “Don’t get out much, do you?”

	Erica felt herself bristling. “There’s no need to be rude.”

	“Sorry, your question just startled me a bit. Yes, we travel a lot. I think I’ve pulled duty in fourteen different countries on five continents. However, Colonel Majowski’s originally from Brabant, in the north of Dalriada, so he prefers to take Imperial contracts whenever they’re available.”

	“I’m sorry. I’ve only been with the Angels of Steel just shy of two years. I’m hoping I’ll get a chance to travel, but I suspect most of my work will be delivering goods around town.”

	“Trust me, Miss Halgrim, there’s something to be said for having a steady job and a regular place to sleep. I’m hoping once I finish saving enough for an airship of my own that I’ll find a place like this to settle down.”

	Erica’s eyes widened. A small airship was an incredible amount of money. The only airship owners she’d heard of were nobles, wealthy industrialists, the Church, and sky pirates. Still, it would be rude to point that out, so Erica changed the subject. “What did you think of the ceremony?”

	“Well, the pre-ceremony was incredible. I loved watching you all out there. I wish I could do what you do, but I’m too big for those wings. That’s why I pilot a gyrocopter.”

	Erica stretched her legs one last time and gingerly climbed to her feet. Tony was easy to talk to, but the Angels were supposed to mingle with all the guests, not sit in the chamber and visit with one gentleman, no matter how personable. “I probably should join the others. Hopefully they left a little something to eat.”

	“Miss, I saw the waitstaff going into the other room. If that crowd ate that much food already, this Temple would be sitting on the ground from all the weight.”

	A scream stopped them in mid-laugh. There was a sudden movement and a dark figure plunged past one of the windows and landed in the courtyard with a sickening thud. Erica and Tony rushed through an open door and looked around.

	Over in the far corner lay the broken body of a young woman. Tony rushed toward the body, but a shadow passing over the courtyard caught Erica’s attention. She glanced up to see a gyrocopter bank away, angling down toward the Cloud. Two other gyrocopters roared past the Temple’s central spire and dove, trying to intercept the first craft. She unfurled her wings and started to step onto the rail when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

	“What are you doing, Halgrim?”

	“Sophie. That woman . . . I think she fell from that copter. I’ve got to stop them.”

	“No.”

	Erica watched as the gyrocopters faded into the upper layers of the Cloud and disappeared from sight. “But, Sophie . . .”

	“What were you going to do? We’re not the police or the army. We are a messenger service. Do not allow emotions to get you in trouble.”

	Three gyrocopters bearing the markings of the Air Rangers roared by, heading in the same direction as the other gyrocopters. Sophie turned Erica around to face her. “Did you see her actually fall from the gyrocopter?”

	Erica felt the warmth as tears began running down her face. “No, Tony and I heard the scream. Then there was a horrible thud and the scream stopped. The next thing I saw was a gyrocopter disappearing into the Cloud, with two other copters chasing it.”

	Sophie looked at her intently. “Tony? Who is Tony?”

	Erica glanced around but the middle-aged man was nowhere to be seen. “He was right there . . .”

	“We’ll worry about that later. Now think, Halgrim, what could have caused the girl to fall from the sky?”

	“A very good question, Flight Leader.” 

	Erica felt a presence behind her and turned to see the mayor with two inquisitors standing behind him. He was wringing his hands and there was no questioning the worried expression on his face. “Terrible, this is a terrible thing to happen. Especially on Founders’ Day in front of all these people.” He turned to look directly at Erica. “I’m sorry, miss, I’m going to have to ask you to accompany Sergeant Black here. I’m sure he’s got some very interesting questions to ask you.”

	 


Chapter Three

	“What were you doing in the main room of the Temple after the ceremony? Why didn’t you join everyone else at the reception?”

	The voice of the dark-haired man sounded like the crack of a whip. It was all Erica could do to not scoot back in her chair to escape it. His eyes bored into hers, looking for the slightest hint of falsehood. She took a deep breath and tried once again to answer his questions. 

	“I remained behind because my legs hurt after standing through the entire ceremony. I just wanted to rest for a few moments. Then someone approached me and we began talking. We talked for a few minutes before I heard the scream and found the girl’s body lying there.”

	“Yes, so you say. Now, do you know who the girl is?”

	Erica turned her head before speaking to the inquisitor, an involuntary shudder running through her. “I never got close enough to see her face. I could tell she was dead. I’ve seen enough accidents when I was in training to recognize a neck shouldn’t bend that way. She landed face-first on the balcony, so all I saw was her back. Tony may have recognized her. He was checking her vital signs the last time I saw him.”

	“Ah, yes. This elusive Tony. And where is he?”

	“I don’t know. He seems to have disappeared about the time my flight leader showed up.”

	The inquisitor rose and walked to one of the windows, staring down into the swirling maelstrom below. “Miss Halgrim, I wonder if you can appreciate the severity of this situation.”

	Erica looked up in surprise. “A girl is dead. I don’t know how much more serious it can get.”

	“That was not just any girl, Miss Halgrim. I don’t know if I should tell you this, but that girl is—excuse me—was Iriana Bogdanovich, the daughter of the Coritanian ambassador. He was at the reception when the incident occurred. He has not only filed a formal complaint with the baron, he is insisting we deal with this immediately or he’ll be forced to raise this to the Imperial council.”

	Erica nodded. “I hope it gets solved quickly too. Even if it turns out to be an accident, the man on the gyrocopter should have landed to see if she was all right.”

	The inquisitor’s head snapped around at Erica’s statement. “A man? I thought you said you didn’t see how she fell? Describe this man.”

	“I didn’t see what happened. I told you, I saw the gyrocopter flying away. I was going to pursue it before I was stopped. It looked like a man. I mean, I never got a good look at the pilot, it just seemed like it might have been . . . Oh, everything is so confused. Sophie’s right, it could have been an accident. Maybe whoever was flying the gyro was afraid and panicked.”

	“There could be another explanation. Perhaps it was murder?”

	Erica’s eyes widened. “Murder? But why?” She stopped and bit her lip and then looked up at the inquisitor. “That would explain why the pilot was in such a hurry to leave.”

	“If there was a pilot.”

	Erica did a double take at that comment. “What are you saying, Inquisitor?”

	The dark-haired man spun around and slammed a hand down on the desk in front of her. “Perhaps you know more than you’re saying. Who knows? Maybe you stayed behind so you could fly off unobserved. What’s to say you didn’t meet this young woman—a woman who was supposed to be attending the same reception you were absent from? What’s to say you didn’t argue with her and then grab her, fly up into the sky and hurl her headfirst to the courtyard below? You had time to do that and then land to ‘come to her aid.’ It makes as much sense as a mystery gyrocopter.”

	“That’s preposterous!”

	The inquisitor smiled at her before sitting down. It was not a reassuring smile. “Perhaps, but it is an explanation. Not necessarily a good one, but it is plausible and it would work. You see, Miss Halgrim, if we cannot solve this incident, there will be consequences, both political and, Goddess forbid, militarily. Coritani is a powerful ally, but they would be a worse enemy. After all, they have opposed Dalriada in the past and
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