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For my friend Josh, who's stood by my side 
as I dreamed of wild ships in the sky.
And to the Architect of Dreams who built those dreams for me.
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  Chapter 1


Anshald Gazette
Post WS/34/487 STE
WAR! Yes folks, that is the word on everyone’s lips. Yesterday at 18:00 hours on the 33 rd day Post Winter Solstice of the 487th year of the Sterling Timone Era, our Governor Kaleigh officially signed the declaration of war against the Laemion Ancestry.
The Ancestry and her united territories have long been Anshald’s political rivals, continually refusing to acknowledge our sovereignty. They repeatedly claim that we are a part of their nation and attempt to impose on us taxes, laws, and, as of late, so-called police actions. Because of our ongoing refusal to abide by the Laemion Ancestry’s decisions, these “police actions” have evolved from small raids and troublemaking into full-fledged attacks on our cities and people. Well, the governor has finally decided that enough is enough!
After signing the aforementioned declaration of war, Governor Kaleigh had this to say:
“We have reached out to our neighbors to the south and west, and we have high hopes that both Hosapoor and Bandches will join us in this war effort or at the least provide support, but even if they should fail to do so, I would call on you not to despair. Yes, we are a small nation, and our opponent is much larger, but that isn’t a reason for us to give up hope.
“The Ancestry has grown fat off of small nations like ours, whom they bullied into submission without ever having to put up a real fight. We, however, are born fighters. We are used to fighting for survival against the elements and adversity. We have grown strong both by our innate fortitude and our advancements in technology. Our new airships, steam-powered railways, and agriboilers have let us steadily grow in wealth despite our harsh conditions. That is why the Ancestry began these conflicts. They have started to fear what we might become.
“Well, I say they are right to be afraid! They don’t have the sturdiness of heart that we do, nor do they have the willingness to lay it all on the line. If they wish for battle, then let us give it to them! We will not roll over and die before this or any oppressor!
“So far, I have looked the other way at their childish attempts to push us to submit to their will. However, as I am sure you are all aware, things have recently escalated with the destruction of the trade vessel Livida, then of the liner Egress, both of which went down with all crew and passengers, and now the brutal sacking of Fellmis two days ago. These vile attacks cannot be overlooked! Any of these would have been far too much, but all of them? No more!
“It is time we fought back! We are not their property. We are not defenseless. We are not afraid!
“Therefore, I call on every able-bodied man and woman of enlisting age to join the Airship Navy, the Marching Infantry, or to seek a position in support or command.
“The people of Anshald will not be a part of the Ancestry’s confederacy. The people of Anshald are strong and worthy of their fear. The people of Anshald will not stand by and be broken. My beloved Anshald, we are going to WAR!”
After these stirring comments, Governor Kaleigh set in motion measures to have all commercial shipyards recommissioned to build military vessels. Factories building steam arms of all varieties, from vapor rifles to broiler weapons, are now receiving emergency funding from the government. It is also expected that similar changes to other industrial sectors will be drafted for the new war effort.
While this news has barely broken, there is already widespread talk of enlistment as many, like the governor, have grown weary of the oppression of our neighbor. To that point, the Anshald Gazette will add a weekly column to show enlistment and training schedules for the military branches over the next few weeks. We encourage any of our able-bodied readers to join Anshald’s growing forces. Read over this information and consider fighting for your country, your families, and your neighbors, as this war will surely affect us all.
For those of you unable to reasonably enlist due to constraints of age, health, or family, be on the lookout for our next edition, as we will devote it to the war effort and an extensive breakdown describing how even those unable to fight can support Anshald in the upcoming conflict.
Look to the skies and lift your cheers as our airships take flight, give well-wishes at the rail stations as our soldiers are carried to the front, and encourage your neighbors to do what they can for our country. We are an independent nation and not a part of the Laemion Ancestry. We are Anshald, and we’ll see you at the front.

    
  Fort Kelman, Section A
Pre VE/10/487 STE
Hey Dad, 
I have never, and I mean never, run so much in my life! I know you told me it would be hard, and believe me I heard you, and it’s not like I’m regretting my decision. But, Dad, it’s a LOT of running. The worst part is, it’s like the easiest thing they have us do here, and they still make us run so much I hate it.
I know Grandpa was an airship mechanic in the military, but I don’t know if they’re drilling the mechanics the same way they are us. That in mind, I’m not really sure how much you know about the training to be an air trooper, but there’s a lot to it. Considering we’re only supposed to be training for five weeks, it feels a little rushed. Like, isn’t that too short a time to learn to fight a whole war?
When I said that to the sergeant, he said, “It probably sounds too long to those men already on the front.”
I have to admit, I couldn’t really argue with that, but it at least explains why it feels like they’re pushing us harder than I’d expect. Especially with all the running.
I’m not against exercising or anything, but I figured we’d have started weapons training by now. At the moment, they’re just handing us vapor rifles so we can practice maintaining and loading them with dummy rounds.
Along with that we get a regular course in “If you don’t follow maintenance rules, here is one of the many ways you can expect to die from your stupidity.”
What with vapor rifles being the main weapon we’ll be expected to use, they’ve shown us an impressive number of ways we can screw up. Let your barrel get clogged because you didn’t clean it? Well then, boom. Didn’t check the coolant valve and let your weapon overheat? You get the choice of molten metal burning a hole through you or another boom. Or my personal favorite, try to fire one from the top deck of an airship that has its static warning up, and the electric currents flying around the deck will hit you with a small thunderbolt. That makes you and your gun go, you guessed it, BOOM!
Hey, if you read this letter to Mom, please leave that last part out. I don’t want her to be more worried than she already is. The whole point of this training is to make sure none of that happens. Just tell her they’re training us to “stay safe” or whatever. She’ll appreciate that a lot more.
When it’s not running or “Hey, don’t be an idiot” training, there are also a bunch of book-based classes we go to. They cover tactics, flag signals, airship maneuvers, history of the Laemion Ancestry, our own history (not sure why they do this one, but I don’t have to run during class, so who cares), and finally a class on military procedure. That last one is for bumpkins like me who aren’t sure if “Rank 1” is an ensign or an admiral. I’ve been told it’s important to know the difference.
As I mentioned earlier, there’s a LOT of physical training and they’re doing it in layers. Right now we’re running, climbing obstacle courses, scaling ropes, lifting weights, running, hand-to-hand training. Oh yeah and more running if you can believe it.
The layered part is all this is happening at ground level for now. Tomorrow week two starts, and we’ll move to another sub-camp at a higher elevation. I heard the actual training regimen will be the same there as it is here. That would be comforting if the camp wasn’t supposed to be so high up that everything is four times as hard. I hope that’s not true because rumor has it week three will be at an even higher elevation!
They told us the reason is to get us tough and breathing right. That way we can move, work, or fight at any elevation the airship rises to. That makes sense, but I think there’s also something else going on they aren’t telling us about. Because alongside the track and in the workout rooms and even in the cafeteria sometimes, these guys come in with clipboards and make notes. Some have officer’s bars, so I don’t think they’re just training officials.
(Side note: While I’m talking about the cafeteria, the food here is bleh. They just throw everything raw into an agriboiler and pipe out cheap stews. I’m sure it’s a good way to make a lot of food for a big group that will also keep us fit, but would it kill them to add a little flavor?)
Anyways, back to those guys who come to watch us all the time. My best guess is that, since this war started so fast, the higher-ups are still looking to fill out a bunch of specialty roles. Do you remember when I and the guys signed up to fight and what our options were? All they asked was if we wanted to be a ground troop, air troop, or support staff. I’ve learned there are a bunch of jobs that surely still have to be empty with the army growing like this. Of which none were listed when we signed up.
Combine that with our high-ranked “stalkers” and it makes me think they’re watching us to see if there’s anyone who would do better in one of those special jobs. We’ve already seen some of our people pulled out of airship trooper training to be something else instead. I think these watchers are responsible, but I don’t have any proof.
I tried to talk to Aus about it (he and Bekan say “Hi” by the way), but nowadays Aus and I communicate mainly in tired grunts from all the running. Annoyingly enough, Bekan is fine, and I hate it. He just looks at the two of us, all confused at why we’re struggling. He’s always been the best runner out of the three of us, so it makes sense, but it’s still annoying.
Speaking of the guys, I’ve got to say I’m already glad they came here with me from Stonelinge. When I read the Anshald Gazette’s call to arms, I was all gung-ho, but if they weren’t here with me, I’m not sure I’d be doing half as well as I am. Misery loves company, you know, and you also know how I enjoy watching my friends suffer. Seriously though, there’s still lots of training left, and if it gets as hard as they say, then I’m going to need their support and I’m sure they’ll need mine too.
However, if Aus leaves another greasy sweat-stained sock on my pillow, I’m going to kill him. When I moved it, there was a literal stain. I’m not even the cleanest person, but it was just… Never mind, it doesn’t matter, my pillow is clean now… I hope. Point is, I’ll kill him.
Tell his parents I say “Hi” when you see them.
I’m sure you’re going to ask how we’re adjusting overall. The answer is, surprisingly well, despite all the running. We’re not at the top of our class, but all three of us are better than average. That probably has to do with being from a mining town. We grew up doing more lifting, running, and climbing than most of the others. Since we also spent our lives a few hundred meters up from the elevation Fort Kelman sits on, I think we should also do better as the elevation training starts.
I wanted to write to you sooner, but they seriously have us running so much that it’s been hard to put one word in front of the other. This is the first chance I’ve had where my brain worked enough to come sit and use a typewriter in the office tent. Technically I could have tried writing this out by hand, but considering what Mom thinks of my handwriting, I didn’t want to do that.
I’m glad I got to ship out here after Cross-Quarter Day. The class that got here before us missed it. I know the change from Post Winter Solstice to Pre Vernal Equinox isn’t as big to some families as it is to ours, but I’m happy we got to spend it together. As much as I like to joke and keep our spirits up here (don’t read this next part to Mom either), I know I may not see home ever again. The fact that we got the chance to be together for both the Winter Solstice and Cross-Quarter Day means a lot to me. It’s not been two weeks, and I already miss you, Mom, and even my sisters.
I’m not giving up though.
I know Mom didn’t want me to come here, but I’m glad she let me anyway. This is something I have to do. All those stories of how people were treated in Fellmis, and now those people who got bombed on the coast. It just fires up my temper. I had to do something and joining the fight still seems like the best choice.
I know you both said you were proud of me for trying to help, but I want to make you proud for more than just trying. I came here because I want to see the suffering in Anshald end, even if that means I have to run, run, and sigh run more.
Anyway, since I didn’t bring my own paper for the typewriter, they’re charging me by the page, so I need to wrap this up. I don’t know how much I’ll be able to write as we get more into this, but I’ll try to keep in touch. Tell Mom I’ll stay safe and be smart. Give my best to Kara and Ainsley. I love you guys. Talk to you again soon.
Your son and soldier boy,
Sigfried Rium






  
  Chapter 2


Fort Kelman, Section B
Pre VE/19/487 STE
Hey Dad, 
I’m glad to hear Kara is going to be helping out at a hospital. People are saying the action is only just beginning, so I’m sure they’ll need all the help they can get.
I’ll bet it’s better to start learning the medical stuff now than in the heat of things. Plus, being a nurse fits Kara. She’s got the perfect bossy manner for the job, and where I am right now, she can’t even smack me for saying that. HA!
Also, I know you asked about the elevation training and if I knew how high up it was. Well, we’re in the second week of our training now, and according to the sign at the front gate of Section B, we are exactly two thousand two hundred and four meters above sea level. It’s a little shy of getting altitude sickness, but I can affirm it’s high enough that you feel it when working out.
I’m sore in places I didn’t even know existed. They still have us running and, no, to answer your other question, this does not mean you should have made me run more as a kid. I already said me, Aus, and Bekan are better off than the other guys because of how much you already put me through when I wanted to sleep in.
In fact, with our change in altitude, Bekan is now in the top three for the class while Aus and I are in the top ten. That’s only our class, but hey, I’ll take it, since our class is like thirtyish young guys.
Oh, since we get news about the war a little before you guys, you may not have heard this yet, but Hosapoor decided to officially ally with Anshald in the war effort. They aren’t going to declare war themselves but have agreed to loan us some troops and support to defend our borders.
In week three or four, some people from Hosapoor are supposed to even join our training class as part of an exchange program. That’s why talking about our class made me think about this.
I asked Aus, since his family was from Hosapoor, if he thought he’d be able to speak the language. He told me, “I know enough to laugh at a joke in Hoshish, but I can’t tell one.”
This next news is a little older, so you probably already know that Bandches decided not to help despite the governor’s request. They caved to the Ancestry and put out a neutral message that they weren’t going to have any part in this fight. At least they didn’t agree to help the Laemions actually put us down, I guess. Still, I wish our so-called “friendly ally” was acting more like a friend. Who knows, maybe they’ll come around.
I hope the new guys from Hosapoor enjoy running cause, like I said, we still run a lot. I guess the focus is already turning, though. We’ve started to do more hand-to-hand drilling, but we’ve already been told by the sergeant that it won’t last.
We aren’t expected to do much bare-hand fighting if we stay as air troopers. They want us to learn all the basics now and then spend the rest of our training practicing the same stuff to make sure it sticks. That’s why they want to finish teaching the new stuff in week two.
My guess is, after they’re done with that, training will turn again. The time we’ve been spending running and then in close-quarters training will probably switch to learning how to work in an airship since that’s supposed to be our long-term post. No one has actually said that, so I could be wrong, but it would make sense if that’s how they do it.
I’ll be honest, even though airships are cool, it’s kind of disappointing to me that we won’t do as much of the physical stuff. Not because I’ll miss running, that’s for sure. I mean, Bekan scores high on the run and we’re all on the upper side of close-quarters training, but it’s more than that.
I’m honestly not sure why it’s disappointing. I still can’t picture myself with the ground troops, so I have no regrets as to what path I picked, but I just can’t picture myself as a glider dropper, working a cannon, or even fighting on deck to repel boarders. I’m not sure what role I want, but who knows, maybe I’ll find something different after all.
Speaking of finding other things, those guys I mentioned before still come to check us out. Now that we’ve started to train on firing weapons, even more are showing up, and also something weird happened today that makes me think maybe someone is watching me, but I’ll get to that in a minute.
I probably would have written this letter to the whole family except that I’m about to dive into some of the weapons we’ve been using. Mom and Kara won’t care for the technical bits, and Ainsley, well, honestly I still don’t know what’s going on in her head. She might like it, she might not. Younger siblings are weird.
Ainsley, if you’re reading this, I love you, but yes, you’re weird. I can almost hear you yelling already, so let me also admit, yes, I’m weird too, but I’m also a younger sibling. Kara is the only one that can’t be weird since she’s the oldest. Stick your tongue out at her for me.
Okay, enough of the sappy family stuff, back to the weapons. So as far as close-quarter stuff, they taught us how to hold a knife, use a boarding axe, and also showed us something they called a boarding baton or a “thumper.” It’s basically a club covered in a rubber insulator for fighting on deck when there’s a dangerous electrical storm or what they call a “static threat.” I’d explain the static thing, but I’m still being charged by the page. I met a guy who can get me paper cheaper, so hopefully I can explain more next time. Point is, it’s a club made to use on an airship deck.
As far as guns go, the ones for airship troopers are the vapor rifle, breach gun, thud revolver, and broiler. Among those I’ve only gotten to use the vapor rifle. I got to shoot one other weapon, but that ties to the weird thing I’ll get back to later. Even if I haven’t fired them all, I understand the point of each gun already since I’ve had to maintain them as part of basic training.
A broiler is barely used on airships and it’s the least complicated, so I’ll cover it quickly. Basically, it’s a big tank backpack thing with a high-pressure hose. It can heat up the liquid in the tank to boil and spray out boiling water, or oil most of the time, but they did warn us that acidic compounds aren’t uncommon for wrecking airships. They don’t expect us to use it and really just showed it to us to know what it was and why, if we saw one being pointed at us, to very quickly decide “Hey, maybe we ought to move.”
The vapor rifle is your standard all-purpose “Okay, we’re fighting now. Bang, bang.” weapon. Considering they use the thermohydric rounds, the rifles get really hot fast. Apparently the ones we know, like the sheriff uses and the ones you can check out from the city, are old models. I remember those get three quick shots and then they’re spent for five minutes due to the heat.
These newer rifles have these cog-and-spring hoppers that hold fifteen shots! Even then the rifle won’t overheat. If you need to shoot more, you can just attach a new hopper, or single-load the rifle, and keep firing. It won’t overheat because, while the hopper is fixed on one side of the rifle, there’s a tank of water and coolant on the other side.
Until now I never understood how a round filled mostly with water turned into a cloud of gas and fire, but while doing maintenance on the weapons, they explained how thermohydric rounds work.
Lots of the others didn’t get it, but the three of us did because of how much mining work has to do with monitoring the air and what’s in it. We already knew all about the dangers of nitrogen, hydrogen, and even oxygen. The short version is the rounds are full of high-pressure water and the makings for something called thermite.
When you pull the trigger, the thermite is lit. I know we’ve talked about how there’s half a second delay between when you pull the trigger and firing. That heartbeat of time is the time the thermite needs to light up. When it ignites, it burns so hot that in a second all the high-pressure water becomes pure oxygen, hydrogen, and steam.
The hydrogen and oxygen can’t settle since they were heated so fast, and the thermite lights them on fire. All this happens and “Bang!” water becomes a small fireball to put some force behind the head of the round. When I clean the gun later, it’s leftover metal shavings from the little thermite and the thermohydric round casing that I’m trying to clear out. Thermite is also why vapor rifles overheat so fast.
The coolant is also a cool part… I just reread my words and saw there was a pun. That was an accident.
Stop laughing, I know you are, and you know I hate puns. I’d change it, but it will cost me to white it out and reset the typewriter to write over it. Mistakes almost cost more than half a page of writing, it’s crazy.
I’m going to stop wasting paper and get back to my point now.
The coolant sits in this tank and is made up of a mix of chemical stuff. They told us what the stuff was, but we don’t have to make it or anything and I kind of forgot. I think it was ethel-something or whatever. The cool part of the… I hate that I did it again, the same word too. The interesting part of the coolant system is the valve that connects the tank of coolant to the firing chamber.
I don’t know who came up with the valve, but it’s clever and they should be proud of themself. It’s shaped kind of like the little breads old lady Broz used to make, the bagels. A circle with a small hole in the middle, but the hole for the valve is too tight for any coolant to get through normally. That is, until the gun heats up and the valve expands proportionately. The hotter the gun gets, the more coolant is let in, and when it cools, the valve closes on its own. This lets the gun stay cool as long as the valve is working and there’s coolant in the tank.
Thud revolvers are next and are a lot like the pistol you have, Dad. A small arm that can fire rifle rounds. The difference is yours only fires one shot while this one has a cylinder that lets it hold three and fire them fast. I have no idea how it keeps it from overheating without coolant, but I’m sure we’ll cover that soon.
Last is the breach gun. Functionally they’re like thud revolvers with a cylinder, except the pistol’s sits in the center while the breach gun’s sticks slightly out to the side. I guess they cool the same way as the revolvers, because they don’t have a coolant tank either. They’re shaped more like vapor rifles in that they have a stock and long barrel. That’s where the similarities end, though.
First, both the revolver and rifle have a switch by the stock that activates the spring and clocklike gears in the weapon to spin the pistol cylinder or reset the bolt and load the next round from the hopper in the rifle. The breach gun has a lever action that moves the cylinder. The other difference is the rounds they use. Thermohydric rounds for both other guns are around 8 millimeters. A breach gun round is 30!
It’s made to punch a hole through modern airship rigging, steel, and a boiler all in one shot. The tradeoff is, the rounds are so heavy that the range is very short, and the gun only carries three rounds before you have to reload. I have to admit I’m looking forward to them teaching us about this one, but I’ll bet the kick is going to leave a bruise on my shoulder.
That’s all the weapons we’ll be expected to know how to use, or at least they’re supposed to be. This is where the weird thing from today comes in.
After regular firing training we were marching away from the range when a girl ran up to the sergeant and chatted with him. There are plenty of other classes on base made up of women, so while this was a bit odd, I admit I didn’t think much of it at the time.
They spoke too quietly to hear, but when they were done, the sergeant let us sit around nearby and rest while the girl came up and grabbed people from our group and took them one by one into the firing range. Aus was the first one she grabbed, and when they came back, she called out to a guy named Laurance, then after him she came and got me.
She just stared dead at me after she came back with Laurance and said, “You, come on.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I’m not an idiot after all, and she looked as old as any of us, but if the sergeant (who has the ability to make us run in circles for hours) was listening to her, I wasn’t going to say no.
Before Mom asks you, I’ll go ahead and say, yes, she was attractive, very in fact, but before Mom gets her hopes up, I think she may be a little too attractive for… well, me. Also, I’m pretty sure I haven’t seen her before and I’m positive I haven’t seen her since.
She led me into the shooting range and towards the close-range targets for breach guns. Instead of the hard targets for a breach gun to punch through, one of the lanes on the farthest side of the range had a soft target about ten meters out. She led me there and pointed to the bench where there would usually be a rifle. Instead of a rifle, though, there was a bow, like an actual “bow and arrow” bow.
I know you like to bow hunt on occasion with some of the others in town to save money on renting guns for the job, so that’s part of why I chose to write to you again today. This bow, though, wasn’t like the longbow you use.
It was small and compact. While bent, it was shorter than a meter. Also, instead of only one string, it had multiple, along with a pulley and some mechanism in its center that looked like a clock spring. Lastly it had two long coils of string by the handle wrapped around gears. Aus and I talked about it later. His experience was the same as mine, and we found out these are called “coil bows.”
I picked up the bow, and the girl instantly stepped forward in a very businesslike manner. “You get three shots,” she said, reaching into the quiver beside the table and pulling out three arrows.
It was when she handed me the arrows that I noticed how both the shaft of the arrow and the bow itself were made of a wood composite. It reminded me of the composite I’ve seen on airships, instead of the wood you and the guys in town use. Also, the metal in the springs, cogs, and pulleys on the bow were made of an alloy I didn’t recognize.
I was still looking at the bow when the girl cleared her throat. “Sometime today. I have more things to do than watch you fiddle with a bow. Have you never seen one before?”
I got a little angrier than I probably should have at that, but hey, they’ve been making me run a lot lately. “Yes, I’ve seen a bow, and I don’t remember you saying there was a time limit. If you’re going to give me the rules, try giving me all of them to start with.”
She glared at me but only repeated, “Three shots. Hurry up.”
It was at this point I remembered the sergeant had listened to her and guessed I’d be running extra laps for the rest of the day for my comment. I’m happy to report I was wrong, but the thought still gave me the encouragement to do as I was told.
Clearly this was some sort of test, I still don’t know what for, but I figured I didn’t want to miss my shot by messing with a bunch of cogs I didn’t understand, so I was careful despite her rushing me.
The girl watched my every move as I nocked the first arrow on the string. I stood just like you taught me and turned my body to pull the bowstring. I wasn’t sure the bow would have enough string to come back all the way to my face since it was so small. Still, I sighted downrange at the target and pulled back to fire. Surprisingly, between the pulleys and coil, I was able to get the draw of the string to go from my outstretched arm all the way back as far as I needed. The draw weight was heavy, but after I pulled it all the way, I found it was lighter to hold it back than it was to draw in the first place. That must have something to do with the pulleys.
In position to fire and already aiming, I was ready to release, but then I noticed all the spent arrows.
Considering how Bekan, Aus, and I like to prank each other, I’m constantly looking for traps and I think that was what set off the alarm in my head. Something was not right. There were nine spent arrows in the range. Two in the target, five off to the left of it in various degrees, and two to the right.
First off, Aus has archery experience like I do. He should have at least hit it once since we were firing at close range. I didn’t know about Laurance, but I guessed he could have hit once as well because he’s a good shot with a vapor rifle, but there were only two arrows in the target. It seemed weird that they each only hit once. Also, if each of us got three shots, how were there nine arrows? That meant someone had shot before my classmates and missed every time.
The weirdness of this, and the fact that this was a test, made me suspect there was a trick somewhere and the test was figuring it out.
I could all but feel the girl behind me getting impatient, but you always say, “Archery is all about patience. You have to know when to shoot and when not to.”
So hey, you guys always say you’re “thinking about me.” Well, I’m thinking of you too, Dad.
But back on topic, you need to quit distracting me.
I took a second to think about it and tried to feel the wind, but I realized where we were standing, the wind was blocked because we were at the corner of the range surrounded by walls to the right and behind. If there was a crosswind coming from right to left, I wouldn’t feel it. The range is all rock and dust, no grass or leaves to tell the wind. Without a way to judge the wind, I used what I had to figure out what I needed.
A crosswind from right to left would also explain why the majority of arrows were off target on the left side. However, if there was a crosswind blowing left, how did arrows end up on the right?
Simple, an archer overcorrected. The wind is strong enough to make an archer miss the target at this range, but not too strong either. I adjusted my aim right, but not too far, and let loose.
I hit the target.
I wasn’t center, but I did hit. It was enough that I saw a bit of a surprise on the girl’s face, and of course I grinned. I grinned in that same way Kara says is like a fox and gets on her nerves.
The shot was harder than I expected. Something about the movement was weird and must’ve been tied to the wind. Since the wind was part of the test, and I think its strength was mostly consistent, I suspect it wasn’t natural, but I have no idea how they were making it. That made the shots hard despite the distance. All the same, I used my first arrow to adjust, and my next two arrows hit nearer to the center. When I was done, I turned to the now less annoyed test official.
“How’d I do?”
To which she cried, “OH WOW! That was spectacular!”
No, not really. Her actual reply was, “Come on,” and then she immediately turned and led me back to the others. Then she grabbed somebody else.
In total she picked five people from our class before she and the sergeant saluted each other and then she wandered towards the firing range on her own. Bekan asked us all about what happened since she never called him to the range. That was when Aus and I explained things to him and compared notes with each other. Turns out I was right, there were arrows in the target before anyone shot.
Since Aus was first, he told us there were three arrows off to the left when he got there. On his turn he’d tried to correct for the wind with the first shot and hit off to the right. Both of his other arrows hit the target.
That meant Laurance, the guy who went before me, missed the target with all three shots, one to the right and two to the left. Of course, we have no idea if the shot to the right was his last or not. We tried to ask him, but he didn’t want to talk about it. Laurance is at the top of just about everything our class does, so I bet he was embarrassed.
Sitting with Aus and Bekan, I got to share my theory again about how we’re being scouted while training and both of them agreed. It was actually Bekan’s first time hearing my theory, but he’d already come to the same conclusion as I had. None of us recalled seeing that girl before, but you can bet we’ll be keeping our eyes out going forward.
I’m not sure what this all means, but I still wanted to tell the story to somebody even if I used up a lot of paper to do it. I’ll write again at some point next week if my connection to get cheaper paper works out. Otherwise, I may have to save up a little before I reply to any letter you send me in the meantime. Oh, and let me know if you have any questions about the war effort and I can probably find out information faster and more reliably than the local grapevine.
Either way, until next time. Tell everyone at home that all three of us are doing well!
Signed, the archer?
Sigfried Rium






  
  Chapter 3


Fort Kelman, Section B
Pre VE/24/487 STE
Hi Mom, 
The answer is no, although I do appreciate the offer to help pay for paper. Keeping up with you is important to me too, but since I’m replying less than a week after my last letter, I’m sure you can gather that it’s not needed. I was able to find a cheaper place to buy paper.
There’s an older guy at the letter office here on base who’s willing to sell paper cheaply to people he likes. I did him a favor and got on his good side, so I should be able to afford to write to you, at least while I’m on base. I’m sure you know that once I’m fully deployed, not only will I not be able to write as often, but it will take longer for our messages to go back and forth.
Also, thank you SOOOOOO much for the sweet treats you sent. They survived the mail well, but I admit they didn’t last long in the barracks. I just got your letter and gift late last night and we’ve already cleaned out our whole supply. Still, the few I got to eat were amazing as always.
I shared them with a few guys I’ve grown close to—and Aus and Bekan of course. Now all of them have been asking if “Momma Rium” is going to keep sending them. Since a lot of them ate more than I got to, I’m hoping if you do send them again, I’ll be able to hide the packaging better. All in all, you can consider your gift “well appreciated.” It was a great break from the agriboiled slush and plain bread we get most days.
Could you pass along a message to Dad for me? I’m sure he’ll read this letter anyways, but I wrote to you after all. He asked in his first response to me if for the third week of elevation training we’d be at another new camp, and to be honest I didn’t actually know at the time. I knew there was a Section B but didn’t know if there was a C.
There actually is a Section C, but it turns out that isn’t where we do any training. C is actually at a lower elevation than B and is mostly offices. Instead, physical training is done at B elevation and in airships! That’s right, two days ago we got to start flying on the galleons. Old models because the new ones are out fighting, but it gets us used to the setup.
Well, it’s not like we actually flew the first day; we just got a tour of the ship. It was cool but I admit it started off awkwardly. My big mouth got me in trouble again. Don’t worry, though Mom, not big trouble this time. Plus, it was mostly Aus’s fault. His big mouth got him in trouble, and mine just let me tag along for the ride.
We were on our way to tour the SAV (steam air vessel) Falchion. It’s an old warship in the midst of getting new cannons, but everything else was ready, so it worked great to tour new troopers through. It was crowded though, and our group got turned around, so the sergeant left us to find our guide who would oversee the tour. While he was gone, we were free to mill about.
Bekan, Aus, and I were walking near the ship’s ramp with a new guy in our class named Jaime, who’s one of the recruits from Hosapoor in the exchange program. He’s apparently skilled and has been getting moved from class to class every day for half a week while management figures out where to put him and the other exchange soldiers. There was some buzz among the training camp’s officers when he was finally put in ours, but I’m not sure why.
Point is, he’s with us now. And since he’s joined, we’ve been getting along. The four of us were all hanging out during the tour, and while we waited on the sergeant and the guide, Jaime stepped into a cage full of machine parts.
I should note the door was open, and there wasn’t a sign that said we couldn’t go in.
The rest of us followed him into the cage and stepped out of the way of the mechanics going in and out. None of the people working seemed to care we were there, so we stood around and chatted. Jaime, like us, is from a rural area and the four of us were looking at the many parts and tools and talking about which ones we recognized.
We were just chatting when we heard, “Hey, you sandlats, get out of there!”
Now I’m still not sure what a “sandlat” is but it was clearly an insult. The four of us turned around and saw an angry-looking mechanic staring at us. He didn’t have any markings or any signs of being in charge and the other workers barely looked up as he started yelling, so I don’t think he was actually in charge of anything.
Still, it was a caged area, and this guy wanted us out. I was willing to go and Jaime and Bekan seemed to be of the same opinion, but Aus stood his ground.
He did that thing he does when he gets stubborn. You know what I mean, when he stands with his arms crossed and his head only the least bit tilted to the side.
Aus stared back at him and asked, “What’s the problem?”
“The problem is I told you to get out. Now go!”
Bekan and I both sighed because we knew exactly what the mechanic’s reply would lead to. Aus isn’t rebellious, but as I know you know, he’s never liked people who act like they’re in charge but don’t have any real authority.
Jaime stepped around the mechanic carefully, looking out for himself, and ran off, leaving us behind. No one blamed him, especially after what happened later. Bekan, for his part, inched towards the door but didn’t go far from us. Aus didn’t take a step, and I knew he wouldn’t unless someone did something, so I tried to coax him.
“Come on, Aus. It doesn’t matter. The sarge will be back soon so it’s probably time we went.”
“Sure,” he agreed, “but I still want to know what the problem is. If he has a good reason, that’s fine, but we weren’t hurting anything and no one else seemed to care. What’s the problem?”
This is where my big mouth comes into play. “No, Aus. You couldn’t care less what the problem is. You just want to argue because he’s an annoying idiot who spat insults instead of just asking us to go and explaining why. Now come on.”
I heard Bekan sigh. Aus grinned at me, and it was at that moment I realized how my words would sound to the mechanic who was only a few steps to my left.
Mom, I promise it was an accident. I thought it, and the words just boiled out. I probably could have gotten away with it if I had just stopped there. Sadly, your son is occasionally a nitwit, and in trying to make a quick apology I botched it.
“Oops, sorry. I didn’t mean to say all that. It’s just we were standing here, and you called us ‘sandlats,’ which seems like a dumb thing to say to a bunch of trooper recruits, by the way. Anyways, that’s why I think you’re annoying. I mean thought you were annoying. I mean… You know what I mean.”
This time Bekan was in my line of sight, so I could see when he slapped his palm against his forehead. The mechanic’s face was going from an irritated pink to a fiery red.
“Y-You… You…” seemed to be all he could manage as a reply.
Honestly, Mom, I really didn’t mean to be insulting. You know how I am, communicating is hard.
Aus started to say something else, not an apology I’m sure, which probably would’ve made the mechanic burst a pipe if the words “Fall in!” hadn’t resounded through the air.
That had us all briskly walking towards the rest of the group with a few other stragglers and leaving the angry mechanic behind, we hoped forever.
We lined up with the rest of the group and were met by an engineer. This one had a badge of office on his jacket and was a lot friendlier. He also had on a dark green vest over his jacket with “Steampipe Engineer” written on the back. I only bring it up because he’d clearly written it himself using strips of tape he’d cut up for the letters.
I have no idea why, but I found it really funny to look at. Turned out he was the one giving us the tour of the airship, and I’ve got to say he really likes airships. Seriously, I’ve seen people like their own kids less than he likes airships.
He started us off by walking around the outside, pointing out the propellor turbines, the wavebreakers, and then the hull itself. He explained the hull is made of CWW (carbon wax wood), which basically means hard and bouncy wood that’s soaked up a ton of glue, wax, and other special things.
While I’m so very sure my lovely mother is all but dying to know the technical intricacies of what goes into the process of soaking and heating and resoaking wood in sticky goo, wink, I’ll skip it. What you need to know is the result of the process is a hull strong enough that cannon shot won’t break through it in a single hit. The only other thing I need to say is that the residue left behind after the wood’s finished is sticky, gross, and it stinks.
Why do you need to know that? Well, I’ll tell you.
See, as we were walking away from the wood section, we passed under some scaffolding where piping was carrying some of that gross leftover stuff to a disposal area. I just happened to look up and see a suspicious looking pipe and an eager looking mechanic.
“A mechanic. Who could it be? Hmmmm… perhaps the same annoying guy we’d made angry earlier!”
I know, “Insert surprised gasp,” right?
So anyways, seeing him look down at our party so happily was a little disconcerting. However, the mechanic would later claim that our earlier interaction and what happened next were totally disconnected. By some strange coincidence when we got beneath the suspicious pipe, he “just happened” to “accidentally” release the valve, dumping a small tub of icky and smelly gunk over us. Weird, right?
Yeah, so, because I saw him first, I was able to dodge most of the gunk but not all of it. It got on my pants, and my boots still have that sticky feeling whenever I walk anywhere. That mechanic was careful not to have an “accident” while our commanding officer was under the pipe, but he still got most of our class.
The mechanic got an earful in front of all of us, but I don’t think he was that worried. When the engineer finished grilling him, the mechanic smiled slyly at the four of us he’d met before.
I know you won’t like me to go into details, but I have to reiterate something for my own piece of mind, “That stuff reeked!”
The engineer apologized and the sergeant didn’t make us run in the afternoon, but we still had to walk through the rest of the tour, trailing a smell that left the people we passed a mixed shade of sickly red and green that I can only describe as “festive.”
Walking through the tour like that was bad enough, but the guys who escaped the downpour of sludge mocked those of us who hadn’t been so lucky. I thought Jaime was going to start throwing punches, but we held him back.
Later on, multiple people nearly started a fight again when we heard others gossiping about that whole mess in a, shall we say, very unfriendly way. They just wanted to make themselves look better at our expense, but don’t worry, Mom, very recently those same gossipers have begun to empathize with what we went through.
Somehow, weirdly enough, all the goo we scraped off our clothes ended up in their boots while they were sleeping. It’s a lot harder to get it out of the inside than it is off the outside. Since they only discovered that the following morning, they didn’t have time to fully clean them out before they had to spend all of that day running in them.
This strange occurrence was totally unconnected to the good mood Jaime, Bekan, Aus, and I have been in since that morning. Weird coincidence, right?
Anyways, airships, really cool. Despite the nose plugging we had to do, the tour of the airships taught us a lot. We got to go inside and see its inner workings. The excited engineer gave us a ton of technical details but also some neat perspectives. Dad already knows all the technical bits about airships from Grandpa, I’m sure. I’m guessing that you, however, don’t care. Don’t worry, I won’t bore you with engine parts you won’t care to hear about.
The neat thing the engineer said is that he looks at an airship like a living thing. To quote: “She’s alive. We call the balloon her lung because that’s just what it is. The boiler is her heart and the steam her blood. The captain and helmsman sit on the observation deck with the controls, so that’s her brain. Do you see? She’s got all the parts she needs to be alive. I’m not sure what part I am, but I can say it’s my pleasure to be a part of her. She’s my favorite girl.”
Like I said, that guy REALLY likes airships.
The short version of how it works is the lung of the airship sits in the middle of the deck below the sails and is bound to the rigging. It helps lift the ship like any balloon, but it also inflates and deflates like it’s breathing through valves in the ship. This pumps air to wavebreakers, which turn it into water and other things using coal fumes. The coal fumes come from the boilers, which is where the water goes. The water becomes steam, which powers the steam engines. Also, the steam rises up through the sails and through the turbines to give more lift. Lastly more water from the lung is fed to the wavebreakers.
I promise I’ll keep it simple but hearing how wavebreakers work was neat.
I’ll start with platinum catalysts. None of us still totally understand what a catalyst is, but we know the results. We may not totally get it, but it sounds cool, so I’m going to talk about it. Before you ask, I also asked a clerk how to spell “catalyst” and they knew the answer, so I did spell it right.
Point is, the platinum catalysts break up methane from coal fumes to make the hydrogen that combines with the oxygen that the lung pulls into the airship. That gas then goes through special “homogeneous catalysis.” Even the clerk had to ask someone for me to get that spelled right, and before you ask, I have no idea what it means.
With that long set of words, and a few other things, the gas is run under the ship and sprayed out by the wavebreakers. A second after it sprays out, it bursts into a bunch of water. It’s so much water spraying with such force that the engineer says it helps give the ship more lift and speed.
That’s why the ships always look like they’re sailing on an invisible sea or a fog bank when they fly overhead, it’s the wavebreakers.
The engineer also said it makes more stuff than just water since they don’t take any other gases out. That’s why people tell kids not to open their mouths to catch the droplets of water when ships fly overhead. The other stuff can make people sick if it gets in their mouths.
Before you say it, Mom, I know you told me that the water would make me sick. That’s why I only got sick from it once. Bekan’s the only one of our trio that it was a real news flash to, and he’s been sick like eight times from that stuff. I bet he’ll still do it anyways.
In our own way I guess all three of us are just big kids. Ha! Now that I think about it, there’s a kind of poetry to it. None of us can keep our mouths shut. The difference is Bekan just lets the wrong things in, and Aus and I let the wrong things out.
Maybe we’ll all learn eventually.
There’s more I’d like to say about training, the new guys, and the airships, but I think there’s starting to be a line for the typewriters we’re allowed to borrow and I feel bad for hogging this one.
I know you’re worried about me, and now that I think about it, this story about us making a mechanic angry may not have helped, but I should say we’ve made many new friends here. Each of us is working hard for a cause that we all believe in, and when we’re called to action, you can believe we’ll give it our all.
I promise you I’ll watch my words a little more carefully now that I’m not at home. It’s easy for me to forget that I grew up in a place where everyone knew me and I knew everyone. They all knew my quirks and the way I talk, so they either weren’t offended, or I knew to have my guard up around them. Now, except for Aus and Bekan, I’m surrounded by strangers.
I’m going to work hard to improve the filter for my words and be kind to those around me. You taught me better, and I want to make you proud of more than the fact that I’m willing to take a stand for a cause.
I’ll do what I can to be a better person every day than I was the day before. I’m hoping you can consider this letter the story of a lessoned learned, or at least another goofy anecdote of “Little Sigi.”
I still don’t like that nickname, but that’s not the point.
I love you Mom, and I’ll write again when
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