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Chapter 1: Aspirant

�So, aspirant, you come before us seeking entrance into the Athenae Roma Aeronautica to join in the service of the emperor as a member of our grand airfleet,� Chief Judge Florentinus Amelius said solemnly to the mostly empty room.
To his left and right, four other judges sat in semi-boredom. No doubt the stifling heat of the midsummer afternoon wore upon their mostly overweight and corpulent forms. Overhead, the weak breeze blowing down from the wheezing fans provided no relief from the temperature. The judges were tired, cranky, probably half-drunk, and looking for any excuse to leave early. The boy was the last applicant to the now-famed Aeronautica, the training school of all Roman aviators, and everyone was eager to go home.
�Aspirant, do you have anything to say for yourself before I read your application?� the chief judge asked sternly, looking down on the scrawny, tow-headed child standing before him.
The boy fidgeted, fingers playing at the hem of his neatly arranged toga. His hair had not survived his mother�s attempts to straighten it. Amelius had seen the boy and his family in the hallway when the large doors were pulled open, his mother running a comb through his hair in a last ditch effort to smooth it out.
With a slight shake of his head, Amelius looked down at the file before him. Although he knew that the other judges had the same file and were most likely reading it now, he chose to read aloud for everyone�s benefit.
�Aspirant Rufius Tiveri Cassi Alexandros, descendent of Garus Nero Cassi Alexandros, descendent of�� Amelius paused, double-checking his file as one of the surnames rang a bell.
�Is this correct?� he asked the court secretary incredulously. He pointed to the questionable statement.
The man sifted quickly through his notes, the sound of his shuffling parchment all that could be heard over the fans and shallow breathing of the judges. �Yes, Your Judgeship, that is the correct notation,� the secretary intoned.
Pompous bureaucrat, Amelius thought as he continued reading, glancing at the child to see his reaction.
�You are a descendent of Gaius Cassius Longinus. Well, my boy, that is quite a lineage. A descendent of the traitor of Rome himself, seeking entrance into our august institution.� He looked down at the child. �Tell us why you think you should be allowed to serve,� Amelius stated flatly.
The boy froze up for a moment, although the question had probably been on his mind from the moment he applied to the academy. His voice was quiet as he spoke his reply.
�I� I wish to serve the empire. It has been hundreds of years, more than a thousand, since my ancestor rose up against what he perceived to be tyranny. I understand why my family has been blacklisted for so long, but I am not my ancestor.� His response revealed a child with intelligence and understanding beyond his years.
There�s spirit there. Carefully controlled, but there.

�Pah! Absurd. The Cassi must keep their surnames so that all Rome may know and remember who tried to destroy our empire in its infancy. Surely, Florentius, you�ll not break with tradition?� Pentus Astoragas�s nasally voice pulled Amelius�s attention to the right end of the bench. The former airfleet captain leaned back, boots on his desk, as he lackadaisically fanned himself with a sheaf of paper and yawned. �Dismiss the lad and we�ll finish the day ahead of schedule.�
�The seed of treachery can take many years to bloom,� came the voice of Garus Miletosinos, the white-haired historian of the panel. �While not present now, treachery, ambition, and vengeance have a way of returning at the least expected, and most disastrous, moments.�
Amelius looked at the child. The boy stared at the panel, then down at his feet. His face was a mix of embarrassment and frustration. Finally, he looked up and locked eyes with the chief judge.
�Sir,� he began. �I believe I would be an excellent candidate and cadet. I am familiar with the latest airship technology, have stellar remarks from my instructors at my academia, and would be an exceptionally motivated cadet.� He colored again slightly before looking back at his feet.
Amelius returned his gaze to the sheaf of papers before him.
�Your marks are exemplary, and your recommendations are glowing,� he stated grudgingly. The room was silent for a moment, then something shifted slightly to Amelius�s left. Quintus Heratus quietly scribbled on one of the many pieces of paper on his desk before passing him a note. Amelius scanned it quickly.
�Are you sure, Quintus?� Amelius asked sotto voce.
Quintus nodded.
�Before we take a final vote, I must ask you one last question, Rufus Tiveri. Let us say you are on a ship, as a captain. You are tasked with saving the life of a legatus, a lord of the empire, perhaps even the primus imperio himself. For some reason, the crew mutinies, demanding the head of the officer. What do you do?�
The boy looked thoughtful as Amelius sat back slightly and waited.
�First, it would never happen with my crew,� the boy stated. �My crew would be treated with respect and trust, not with harshness and punishments. Second, if such a situation were to occur, I would have the legate escape using one of the emergency drop lines. Or, I would crash-land the ship in an effort to allow the lord to escape.�
Amelius was impressed. He does not sound arrogant at all when talking about his crew, but I wonder how a real ship would do under him.
�Sir, if I may?� The boy seemed to have gathered his courage for one last comment.
Ameilus nodded.
�I know that my ancestry can be a mark against my family�s honor. But I implore you to give me a chance to prove myself. I will pass whatever tests you require, just for that chance.� He bowed low, then thanked them.
�All right, all right, let�s vote already,� Astoragas said impatiently. �I vote no. Can�t have little Cassi brats infiltrating the airfleet. First one, then more!�
�No,� Garus Miletosinos said, hardly looking up from his paperwork.
�Yes,� Quintus Heratus said forcefully, smiling warmly at the boy.
The room was silent for a moment as the small group of bureaucrats waited for the last two votes. By tradition, the chief judge voiced his opinion last, so it could be said he was not influencing any of the others.
�Vorentius?� Amelius turned to his right and prodded the sleeping judge with his foot.
�Who? What? Vote? Yes� of� of course!� Vorentius Ilsotus said with a flourish before closing his eyes and beginning to snore again. Sighing, Amelius realized it was once again up to him to be the deciding vote.
�You put this panel in a difficult situation. You are right in the idea that all men ought to have a chance to forge their own destiny. But you are wrong in thinking that your family name should be discounted. Take my advice lad, do not forget that name, but turn it into something to make you stronger. Quintus here has vouched for you, and this does carry some weight with me. I�m still convinced this is a mistake, but I do believe in chances.�
He signed his name on the line at the bottom of the application, then handed it down to his secretary.
�Welcome to the Athenae Roma Aeronautica, Cadet Alexandros. And remember: there are no second chances in the Athenae, for once you are out, you are out. Rome does not forget.�
The boy bowed deeply, then turned smartly and left the hall through the same doors that had granted him entrance. He thanked the guards as they opened the doors for him. Even Amelius could see the pep in his step as he exited the hall.
The chief judge turned to the rather average-looking Roman next to him.
�Why did you vouch for him, Quintus?� he asked curiously.
�He reminded me of myself. We cannot control what house or family we are born into. He deserves a chance,� the man said quietly as he gathered his papers and handed them to his manservant. �Besides, Amelius, haven�t you heard the saying� �Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer?��
�Yes, but which one is he? A friend to Rome, or an enemy?�
�A friend, I think. But only time will tell. I�d rather have him under our guidance and control in the meantime, wouldn�t you?�
Amelius nodded hesitantly.
�Very well, then. I shall see you at supper tonight. The new applicants are about to be introduced to the Athenae,� Quintus said.
�I shall be glad to see it. This new crop appears to be one of the best ones ever. There are several legacies, the children of aviators and captains in the airfleet,� Amelius stated.
He clasped arms with Heratus, bidding him farewell. Picking up his things, Amelius walked across the floor, sandals making sharp noises on the tile. The guards opened the main door with a slight rustle of chainmail as Amelius swept into the hallway.
Alexandros was still in the corridor with his parents. His father leaned down and embraced the child, while his mother dabbed slightly at her eyes with a handkerchief. The boy�s eyes lit up as he saw the chief judge enter the hallway. Extricating himself from his father�s arms, the boy nearly ran over to Amelius.
�Your Judgeship, may I present my family?� Alexandros followed the proper etiquette with painstaking care as he introduced his father and mother.
�We wanted to thank you for giving our son a chance�� Alexandros�s father said.
Amelius shook his head as he fended off their gratefulness. �Please, sir. There is no need. Rufius Tiveri worked for it. He convinced me and enough other members of the panel for the chance. Now all he must do is demonstrate that our trust and belief in him is well placed.�
The man was taken aback at the comment for a moment but then nodded.
�Good luck, Rufius Tiveri Alexandros. You�ll need it.�
Amelius turned and walked down the hallway toward the welcoming breeze of open air. The sound of sandals slapping the tiles came from behind him as young Alexandros approached him.
�You won�t regret this, Your Honor!� he called out.
Amelius refused to turn, instead calling back to him.
�Prove it.�

Chapter 2: Cadet

Alexandros raced down the columned pathways, his satchel banging against his hips with every movement. Around him, the standard day at the academia was in full swing. Cadets in blue tunics and gray trousers moved all around him, following their daily schedule. Occasionally, senior cadets, those students in their fourth and final year at the aeronautica, resplendent in their purple tunics and black trousers with silver filigree, would float through the crowd. The masses of first, second, and third year cadets flowed around these older pupils like water around mid-stream boulders.
Built in a cross-like formation, the wings of the academia aligned with the cardinal compass points. To the north and west lay the classrooms, and to the south and east lay the dormitories, cafeterias, and administration buildings. The buildings were mostly low and blocky, built in the traditional Roman style with colonnades and formal atrium entryways. On a beautiful sunny say, like today, throngs of cadets would take the opportunity to study or relax outside, enjoying the splendor of the academia buildings nestled in the western portion of Rome�s outer district.
Reveille had been played around three hours earlier, and Alexandros was running late for his third period course-Theory of Air Combat. Stupid administrators, making my second and third periods all the way across campus from each other, he grumbled to himself as he slid through the throngs, dodging and weaving like a recon skimmer.
The massive chimes of the bell tower began to sound as he rounded a corner and nearly collided headlong with a senior cadet. The older boy made a swipe at the youngster, his hands brushing the satchel strap as Alexandros nimbly danced around the obstruction.
�Sorry!� he shouted as he tore down the pavement, skidding to a halt right before the classroom door. Taking a moment to compose himself and brush his uniform smooth as best he could, he attempted to open the door nonchalantly.
Or would have, had the door been unlocked. Muttering curses under his breath, and mentally preparing himself for the verbal assault that was to come, Alexandros knocked at the door. He heard footsteps inside and a latch slid to one side. The door creaked as the portal opened.
�Late again, Cadet Alexandros?� the severe man with closely cropped gray hair asked as he beckoned the young man into the room. �I was wondering when you�d be joining us. Care to explain why you were late?� he asked in a mild tone.
After stammering through his response and wondering why he had gotten away so easily, Alexandros took a seat in the back of the room. His friend, Gordanus Scipio Polentio, gave him an exasperated look from the row over. Gordanus might complain, but he�d still let Alexandros copy his notes later. For a moment, Alexandros remained tense, waiting for the remainder of his dressing down for being late. Eventually, seeing that none was coming, he quietly opened his rucksack.
He took out his parchment and steel-nibbed pen and began to take notes as the veteran instructor, a retired airman by the name of Ophelius Morentis, taught them the finer points of aerial combat.
�It is better to keep your crew at full alert in a war zone. Thus, as future officers, it is your duty to ensure that no man slacks or sleeps at his post and stays alert at all times. During red alerts, falling asleep can be considered a dereliction of duty.�
Gordanus raised his hand at this statement.
�Sir, what would you say to the officers who believe that to keep a crew on red alert for many hours decreases their effectiveness?�
�You would ask that, wouldn�t you Cadet Polentio? Some people, such as your father, may disagree with me. But these people fail to see the point. If the opponent should attack when your men are resting, they shall have the opportunity to eliminate or board your vessel with impunity! And you, and your crew, will be caught with your trousers down.�
Alexandros chimed in. �But sir, what if we could keep half the crew on alert and the other half rested?�
The instructor turned and smacked his teaching rod against his desk. The thin piece of supple wood made a harsh crack that broke the humid air.
�Enough. As you are still cadets and will not be making command decisions any time soon, you need not concern yourself with any of these decisions. But as I have said before, it is the established practice of this airfleet that crews should be kept on war-footing at all times during combat and possible combat situations. Do I make myself clear?� The class murmured assent as Morentis turned his back to them, studying the ticking metronome clock on the desk.
�I see it is time for you to leave so that you are not late to your next lesson. Ah, and there are the chimes.� Distant sounds of bells ringing the hour worked their way into the classroom. �Please collect your papers before you leave today. I have graded them, and some of you appear to be lacking in the refined arts of dealing with proper aerial boarding techniques. Please see me after class if your paper says so. Dismissed.�
The class got up, students jostling for position as they retrieved their papers and left the room. Pushing his chair in, Alexandros joined the file of students, Gordanus sidling in behind him.
�So� what was it this time?� he asked in a mocking tone. �Girl, grades, or sleep?�
�Grades-Professor Garne wanted to discuss my findings about the second invasion of Hibernia. I found fault with the claim that there was nothing our airfleet could have done to help support the ground troops in the campaign. He disagreed, and my grade reflected it.�
Gordanus shook his head as the line inched forward.
�Rufius, just once I�d love to hear that it was a girl.� He gave Alexandros a half smile. �But you know you�re going to have to toe the line and give the teachers what they want. They don�t like being shown up in front of the class, much less by you, given your� history.�
Gordanus had known about Alexandros�s background ever since they had been bunkmates back on that first, terrifying night of academia. Alexandros remembered how concerned he had been that his ancestry would have lost him his best chance at making a friend. But Gordanus had shrugged and moved on. The pair was unlikely; Alexandros, skinny with a mop of blond hair over his pale face, and Gordanus, his body short and squat-framed with muscles and jet-black hair. If they hadn�t looked so dissimilar, people might have thought them brothers from their interactions.
Alexandros finally moved to the head of the line, and Morentis searched through his files before selecting a paper to hand to him.
�Next time, don�t assume you�ll have legionnaires on your airship. They�re much too cumbersome to use on such lightweight crafts,� he commented.
Passing, excellent! Alexandros gave an inner cry of joy as he stepped out of the room, turning to wait for Gordanus. He shielded his eyes as he stepped into the harsh sunlight, the glare blinding him for a moment. Tucking his paper into his bag, Alexandros looked around at the milling sea of cadets as they bustled to and fro along the pathways. Eyeing the time on the large clock tower, Alexandros nervously tapped his foot until Gordanus finally exited the classroom.
�What took you so long?�
�Nothing. Don�t worry about it.� Gordanus sounded downtrodden, but Alexandros knew better than to push him. If he wanted to talk about it, he would. Otherwise, that was that.
They made their way toward their next class in silence. Alexandros made a half-dozen false starts in an effort to strike up a conversation, but it was no use; Gordanus was lost in his own world for the foreseeable future.
Sighing, Alexandros�s spirits quickly lifted when they arrived at their next class. Introduction to Flight covered all the basics of lighter than air travel-lift, resistance, airflow, drag, gravity-that gave the cadets the knowledge and background in everything they would need to pilot any type of airship. It was Alexandros�s favorite class, and one in which he eagerly soaked up every bit of knowledge proffered by their elderly instructor. Normally held in a stuffy, second-floor room, today the class was making use of the small, open-air theater in the plaza outside.
Professor Ikalrus was wizened, gray-haired, and as tough as a steel sword blade. The man�s whipcord muscles belied years of teaching cadets how to design, assemble, study, and fly the different airships that served in the Imperial Air Fleet. He stood on a low deck in front of a draped object, facing out toward several rows of students. Many unconsciously leaned forward, as if willing the old man to reveal the object behind him.
�I bet it�s first flight day,� Gordanus whispered as they took their seats in the last row of the small theater.
Alexandros murmured his agreement as Ikalrus motioned for them to quiet down. When the excited conversation subsided, Ikalrus gave a wide smile and spoke.
�Welcome, welcome cadets. As many of you may have guessed, today is indeed Primitus Fuga, your first flying opportunity. Behind me will be your first skimmer practice session. If you remember all the training that I have imparted upon you, then you will most likely pass. Of course,� he paused, looking around at the excited faces, �some of you will not. That is simply the way of the world.�
He motioned to his aides, who pulled the large tarp off the assembly. The canvas ruffled and came off in a flourish, revealing a small flying machine that more closely resembled some type of flying insect. The cylindrical central body of the skimmer was made of wood to save on weight. The front end tapered to a needle-sharp point encased in a thin sheathe of copper, which provided the recon vessel�s �sting.� The back end flared out to a rudder and ailerons, which the pilot controlled as he lay head first in the narrow body. Above the vessel, the small power plan fed two barrel-like tubes that encased the propellers on either side of the body. Overall, it looked as though a cigar had been squished between two drums and given the power to fly.
But to Alexandros, the ship�s awkward design did nothing to forestall his heart from leaping into his chest. This was the moment he had been waiting for.
�We�ll start today by attaching your skimmer to these four pulleys controlled by your classmates. With the engines on minimum, you will learn how to hover in place and deal with the movements of your ship. Each classmate will have control of a rope attached to one part of it. They will alternatively pull or loosen depending on my orders, and you will have to adapt immediately. In the past, failure to regain control quickly has led to injuries, death, or worse, such as failing out of the academia. Do not go easy on your classmates, for I am observing your work at each pulley. Everyone will get a turn at both positions. We�ll be going in alphabetical order.�
The professor turned and hobbled off the stage while his aide stepped forward.
�Alexandros, Rufius!�
Oh gods.

Alexandros quailed for a moment at hearing his name. His excitement warred with the sudden attack of nerves that threatened to overwhelm his system. Gordanus patted him on the back.
�What are you waiting for?� he hissed at his best friend. �Get up or they�ll think you�re not going to do it.� Alexandros got to his feet, his heart thudding in his chest. He could feel the adrenaline surging to every part of his body. The aide called several other names while Alexandros made his way to the platform.
While the other boys were given heavy gloves and positioned at each rope pulley around the skimmer, Alexandros was fitted with a thick, wool-lined leather flying cap and a pair of tinted goggles that fit him snuggly. He fiddled with them, adjusting the tightness on his neck and nose. A pair of leather gloves was handed to him as well, thinner than the other boys�. Already stifling in the afternoon sun, Alexandros finally spoke up.
�Why do I need those?�
�They�ll keep your hands from slipping. You wouldn�t want to lose your grip,� the aide, a senior cadet, informed him curtly. �Remember, he�s looking for the ailerons and rudder to move opposite of what the vessel is doing. If you�re tilting left, he wants you to pull the skimmer starboard. Got it?�
�Oh.� Then belatedly realizing it was a question, he responded, �Yes.�
He pulled the gloves on and was helped into the cockpit, repeating the advice of the aide in his head again and again. The skimmer was missing the glass canopy that would be slid up and over the recumbent pilot during an actual flight. He nestled his feet against the two rudder pedals and grasped the altitude joystick with his right hand. He checked all his controls as taught to do in the previous classroom sessions, which made little sense now as the vessel was inactive, but the habit came naturally to him.
�Cadet Alexandros, are you prepared?� came the call from Professor Ikalrus.
�Yes, sir!�
�Very well.� A few moments went by, then the room filled with the sound of a generator starting up. The generator�s initial squeal calmed to a steady purr after a few moments. Alexandros could almost imagine the power now being fed to the controls as he waited, tense and alert, for the test to begin.
With a nauseating lurch, his classmates yanked the ship upwards, the weight of the vessel supported by the pulley system. Abruptly, the skimmer jerked right, and Alexandros panicked for a half-second before he remembered his training. He pushed back on his left foot, and the skimmer righted itself.
The next several minutes went by in a blur as Alexandros fought to keep the ship even and balanced. At one point he thought he had nearly broken the controls, and he yanked back on the joystick so hard it numbed his hand. His body tired rapidly as the stress and pressure of the simulator wore on him. Alexandros began to worry that he could not keep it up when a bell sounded. The skimmer was lowered to the ground and a helping hand steadied him as he extricated himself from the airship.
Clapping and cheers met him as he left.
�Excellent job, cadet. We�ll have to see if the rest of this team can stand up to your marvelous skills.�
Feeling slightly embarrassed at the praise of Ikalrus, Alexandros began removing the flying gear. He turned to proffer it to the next lad coming up.
�Oh no, cadet. You keep your gear when you pass. You�re now responsible for your own flying uniform,� said the same helpful senior cadet as before, handing him a gray canvas rucksack.
Alexandros placed the gloves, hat, and goggles inside. As he took his place at the station abandoned by the next testing candidate, he also received his own tough pair of work gloves. He fidgeted with them for a few moments, before realizing they were simply too big.
The next boy clambered into the skimmer�s cockpit and the same series of drills began again. A single joystick dominated the center of the boxy control panel before Alexandros, while two small gauges fluttered slightly at each top corner. Grasping the joystick, he hesitated before moving it gingerly to the right. The pulley system hummed faintly as metal parts clinked and clanged together, pulling the skimmer�s rear starboard side out farther to the right.
The pilot inside compensated, and the ship swung back toward its central origin. This is fun, almost like a strategy game, Alexandros thought as he swung the joystick up, down, left, and right, putting his classmate through the paces before the bell rang and the skimmer was lowered back to the ground. Another cadet took his place, and was put through the wringer just as his two classmates before him.
Another few minutes later the bell rang once more, and they lowered the skimmer again. This time, the cadet had to be pulled out of the airship. He tottered a few steps toward the edge of the platform, then fell to his knees as he puked onto the gravel below. Nearby cadets recoiled in disgust as the poor boy emptied his stomach, tears streaming down his face.
�Help him, please,� Ikalrus ordered his assistants, and one placed an arm around the boy�s back and helped him to a bench, giving him a drink of water out of his canteen.
�Pilocretis, please take over the last control panel, if you would? Hopefully, Justarin will get his stomach back in time for our last cadet.�
The fourth cadet now took his place in the cockpit. As he prepared himself, Alexandros recognized the boy as Scipio Kretarus, a cadet with powerful family connections and wealth. While they hadn�t had much interaction, Alexandros always got the sense that Kretarus looked down on those students he deemed to be part of the �rabble.�
Bet his family stole their fortune. He probably hasn�t worked a real day in his short life, he thought cynically. Of course, we�re only ten years old , most of us haven�t worked a �real� day in our lives. Except today. Today has been hard work.
As Kretarus clambered into the cockpit, he caught Alexandros�s eye.
�Thanks for going first, Rufius, glad you could show us how not to do it,� he jeered.
�Quiet down now,� Ikalrus told everyone as Kretarus was secured into the skimmer, and they raised it to its starting position. This time, Alexandros waited with his hand on the controller, anticipation building. Not to be mean, but he is in for a rough ride.
The bell rang and Alexandros immediately began straining the machine to its utmost limit, dropping his quarter of the ship low, then high, in every direction available. The gauges on his control box hovered in the red constantly now, and Alexandros threw everything he had into it.
The bell rang, and they lowered the machine to the ground. Alexandros let out the breath he had been holding and wiped his brow, feeling the rough material of the work gloves clearing the perspiration off. He pulled his hands out of the gloves to let them cool off for a second, dropping them onto the control panel.
Kretarus climbed out of the compartment, looking a tad bit green. Alexandros leaned over to place his hands onto the cool surface of the panel. Suddenly, his hands slipped and jostled the joystick, sending the skimmer crashing into Kretarus, who was knocked off the stage face first onto the ground in front of the entire class. Sheepishly moving the joystick back to neutral, Alexandros backed hurriedly away from the controls. Kretarus was standing now, angrily brushing dirt and debris from his clothing and skin.
�You puny plebian! You imbecile!� he shouted. �You purposefully did that!�
He stepped back up onto the platform and approached Alexandros menacingly, pushing back the sleeves of his tunic.
�I did not!� Alexandros shouted back. �I slipped on the gloves,� he protested, trying to fend off the larger boy.
Kretarus charged him, and Alexandros ducked low under his first swing, tackling him. Both boys fell to the floor in a tangled heap of arms and legs. Alexandros was fairly certain he got in at least one or two good hits. Unfortunately, Kretarus was a master wrestler and gave just as good as he got. Alexandros soon saw stars after the other cadet�s fist connected with his eye. After much yelling, the two combatants were finally pulled apart by the professor�s aides.
�You watch yourself, Rufius. You�re going nowhere in this airfleet, you hear me? You�ll never make officer!� Kretarus sneered, struggling against the grip of the upperclassmen.
Their professor stepped between the two boys. �That is quite enough.� His voice was iron, and their struggles ceased almost immediately. �Both of you should be ashamed of yourselves. Regardless of whether or not it was an accident, fighting is strictly against the Cadet Code. Cadet Kretarus, you will leave my class and return to your quarters. Now.�
Still screeching and shouting obscenities at Alexandros, Kretarus was manhandled out of the theater.
Ikalrus turned to stare at Alexandros. �Cadet Alexandros, I would have figured you had better sense than to let a stupid comment like Kretarus�s get to you.�
�But, sir, I didn�t� it wasn�t�� Alexandros protested.
�You�ve just made a powerful enemy, cadet. I hope you�re prepared for the consequences. You will spend the rest of your day in the contemplation chambers. Then you will report to the master of cadets tomorrow and ask for additional gymnasium training.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Pilocretis, please see him to the contemplation chambers.�
The upperclassman released Alexandros�s arms and led him off stage. As he followed in Pilocretis�s wake, Alexandros wondered what exactly would come of Kretarus�s threat.

Chapter 3: The Winnowing

Heart pounding, Alexandros jostled with his classmates as he rounded the finishing bend of the marathon. The young men, sweaty from their exertion, put everything they had into this last chance to impress the judges.
It was the final day of the trials, and for the last seven days, the oldest students of the Athenae Roma Aeronautica had been tested: mentally, academically, physically, and emotionally. They had been kept up for twenty-four hours straight, working in a mock-up of an airship, running the engine, using the scorpion and ballista launchers, repairing �damage� created by their instructors. They had demonstrated how to right a stalling skimmer, and how to navigate by map, landmark, and astronomy. They had even performed their swordplay and crossbow skills.
And now it was at an end.
A race from the Athenae to the top of the Forum in central Rome marked the traditional end of the Winnowing. The race was an opportunity for the students to see their exam results, which were posted on the notice boards just north of the arch of Septimius Severus. Ancient lore had it that the first head of the academy, too tired after waking up early for a seventh day in a row to post the exam grades at the academia proper, had simply posted them on the nearest notice board and sent a messenger to tell the cadets where to look. It had become a full-blown component of the trials in the years since its inception.
Participants ran north along the Via Aventino, past the ancient Circus Maximus, and circled the even grander Coliseum. A short sprint took them through the heart of the Forum, past the original home of the Roman Senate. The noise of their striding feet echoed off the majestic columns of the Basilica of Maxientius and the House of the Vestals.
But none of this concerned Rufius Alexandros. His only focus was winning the race. Lungs laboring, he focused on his breathing. A small group of boys, less than half a dozen in all, ran with him. The gap to their nearest competitors was large, at least thirty seconds or so, he guessed. The laurel winner would be from his group.
Just ahead, two long-legged Iberians, Abl�n and Terkinos ran neck and neck, pacing each other the entire race. A half pace behind them, Alexandros and Nikanor jostled for third. Trailing them, Kretarus and Phaortes, a short, dark boy with Egyptian features, fought to keep up. The group passed under the arch of Titus with its magnificent carved friezes. The end was approaching.
Crowds of people lined the roads, cheering on the competitors. The crowd was a real cross section of society, as senators mixed with merchants, servants, and younger cadets. But all cheered and screamed madly at the runners.
Marshalling his reserves of energy, Alexandros moved ahead, legs pumping furiously. He eked out a gap past Nikanor, the boy�s breath coming in gasps. Alexandros felt his focus narrow. He shut out the crowds and the sights, concentrating just on the race. Soon he was even with Abl�n and Terkinos. Eyes wide with alarm, Terkinos frantically tried to move ahead but tripped on a cobblestone. The boy fell to the ground and was quickly left behind as the other racers swerved to avoid him.
The arch of Septimius Severus was in sight. Alexandros could feel another competitor right at his back but dared not take his eyes off the arch. Closer, closer, closer it came, filling his vision and dominating the nearby buildings. A purpose-built set of bleachers stood on either side, with academia teachers and judges filling its benches. Decorum prevented them from cheering, and so they sat and watched the runners with barely restricted excitement.
Alexandros could make out the finish line before him, a long red ribbon suspended between the arches at chest height. Body aching, the cadet propelled himself forward. With just paces left to go, he threw his head and torso forward�
� and felt a foot land on his back left heel. Alexandros fell across the finish line, tangled in the victory ribbon that was also wrapped around the other two nearest competitors. Seething with anger, he got to his feet, his legs shaking with fatigue. Abl�n was bent over, sucking air into his lungs with the sound of a bellows pumping a forge. On his left side, Kretarus was unable to hide his smirk as he too struggled for breath.
�Too� bad� you� couldn�t� take� first,� he wheezed out. Alexandros, incensed at his opponent�s obvious cheating, tried to muster the energy to strike at his exhausted adversary. Behind him, he could hear the crowds cheering a name. He listened closely.
It wasn�t his.
Abl�n wore the red ribbon like a senatorial sash, and several members of the judging panel rushed forward to shepherd him toward the victor�s circle. Inwardly, Alexandros was in pain, but he did not fault Abl�n. He turned back to Kretarus.
�Looks like you didn�t get first either,� he said in a scratchy rasp, his dry throat impeding his voice. Other cadets were now beginning to arrive, and Alexandros left his cheating adversary to go join them at the posting board.
The board was a massive piece of wood assembled for that very day once each year. On it, the student names were listed alphabetically, along with their assignment. Based on their skills, test results, and performance in the trails, the judges would decide where a student should be assigned for his next tour of duty. His position in the race determined his ability to change his assignment. Only the first place winner could change his assignment choice if he so wished. The second and third place runners would be allowed to request a change of assignments, but their requests would be reviewed by a panel of judges.
Everyone else was stuck with their original posting.
Alexandros searched each list for his name. He was fortunate that his last name was early in the alphabet, for he only had to check the top-most portion of each column. He traced his finger down the assignment postings. The first two columns-support and flight crew-had long lists of names, many of whom he considered his friends. His heart was pounding now, his stomach seeming to crawl up his throat as he hesitantly looked at the pilot and officer columns. To not have your name on any list meant that you would not be continuing with a career in the Imperial Air Fleet.
His finger shook almost imperceptibly as Alexandros finally located his name. A feeling of relief washed over him, and he gave a small laugh. Why worry? He was one of the top three finishers, and he could request any other column assignment he wished.
For a moment he considered requesting to move to the support or flight crew training list. The chance to be with the friends he had made over the last few years was not to be dismissed easily. He paused to consider for a moment, and the push of newly arrived cadets behind him moved him away from the posting board.
But you don�t really want to spend your entire career counting rolls of canvas or aiming artillery pieces on an airship, do you? a small voice in the back of his head whispered.
He was torn, and his face surely showed it, because Gordanus ran up to him.
�What�s the matter? Find yourself on flight crew?�
Alexandros didn�t answer for a moment as Gordanus chattered onwards.
�Or support? By the gods I would never want to be stuck there. Think my dad would be so upset he�d yank me out of the academia.� He paused, finally registering Alexandros�s non-answer. �Rufius?�
�What? Oh, sorry, yeah. I�m� well� they want me to be an officer.�
Gordanus beamed at him.
�See! Didn�t I tell you? You had nothing to worry about. You didn�t even have to push yourself like you just did!� He slapped Alexandros on the back.
�What about you?� Alexandros asked. �Have you gone to look?�
�Yes, but I�m most likely going to be in officer training with you. Guess that�s what happens when your dad happens to be one of the eight major fleet admirals.� He waded into the mob of people surrounding the boards. At that moment, Alexandros was disgusted with Gordanus. I swear, that boy can be the most arrogant person I know.

�So, traitor, I hope you�re excited to join the support crews.�
Okay, there may be someone more arrogant that Gordanus.
�Why, Scipio, I didn�t know that cheaters were allowed to stay in the academia. Surely you�re here to tell me that you�ve realized what an absolute idiot you are and that you�ve decided to join the Vestal Virgins, eh?� he asked bitingly. For a brief moment, Kretarus looked slightly shocked. His face colored as other people around them turned to watch the two rivals verbally spar.
�I couldn�t join the Vestal Virgins, actually. They said you�d already filled their only opening. Besides, they don�t let women into the Officer�s Academia. Or traitors,� he said haughtily.
Alexandros chuckled, taking the anger he felt and funneling it into his next barb.
�Then I suppose you won�t be joining me in Officer�s Academia. Perhaps they realized that brains beat bloodline any day.� Several people around him laughed, and Kretarus�s eyebrows furrowed. He opened his mouth to speak.
�Rufius! Rufius Alexandros!� came a familiar cry. Turning his back on the other boy, Alexandros found himself face to face with his parents.
�Mother! Father! It�s good to see you!�
They embraced and Alexandros took in the smell of his mom�s lavender perfume, something he had not inhaled since their last visit at the end of his second year. The academia purposefully kept the boys and their families separated so as to teach their students the values of self-reliance and teamwork with their fellow cadets.
�How are you? We have so many questions! And look, you�ve grown so much! Oh, you�ve got to tell me everything!� His mother was overjoyed to see him, and tears of happiness ran down her face.
�Son, I saw your name on the officer�s list�� His father�s voice trailed off. �You�ve made me so proud. You have made your family proud.�
Full of emotion, Alexandros was hard pressed to hold back tears himself.
�I�ve missed you all so much.�
�Rufius! Rufius! I made it! I�m in the Officer�s Academia!� Gordanus shouldered his way through the crowd of reuniting parents and cadets to Alexandros.
�I did it!�
�I knew you would, Gordanus.� He felt his earlier annoyance at the dark-haired admiral�s son vanish. He knew that Gordanus had his own issues to deal with, and that sometimes money and power simply gave one more problems than solutions.
Sometimes can be a very challenging word.
Alexandros spent some time introducing his family to Gordanus. They were very openhearted and welcoming to his friend, and upon learning that his father had been unable to attend the ceremony, insisted that Gordanus come to their house for a celebratory graduation party that night. The two boys readily agreed.
Later that evening, after having put down the delicious fare provided by the well-trained kitchen staff of the Alexandros villa just outside the walls of Rome, the family and guests reclined on their traditional divans in the dining room. Beautiful frescos decorated the walls, showing scenes of hunting and exploration, a skill that the more recent generations of the Alexandros family were renowned for in certain circles.
Gordanus was particularly interested in hearing the tale of the family�s traitorous ancestor, Gaius Cassius Longinus. Although normally considered a sore subject, Krytos Liani Cassi Alexandro decided that his young guest was simply curious and meant no harm in asking. Alexandros�s father started the story at the very beginning, enthralling the twelve year olds by weaving a tale of plots, betrayal, and execution.
�In the year 45 BC, Julius Caesar was not yet crowned emperor, and he relied on the Senate of the republic for his titles and power. His victories over the Gauls and other barbarian tribes had made him immensely popular with the people, but not with the patricians in the Senate. The Senate named him dictator perpetuo, or dictator in perpetuity.�
Gordanus interrupted, �But what does that mean?�
�It�s as though he was an emperor until he died, but his children would not have become emperor like their father. And he couldn�t do much of anything without the Senate agreeing to it.�
�Isn�t that how it�s like now?�
The elder Alexandros chuckled slightly. �Actually, now it is more the other way around. The emperor has much more power than the Senate, but he still needs to cooperate with the Senate in order to keep the plebeians, patricians, and merchants appeased.�
�Oh.�
�Yes, indeed. So, while Caesar was a great man for founding the Roman Empire, he was not a very nice person. He was openly rude to some Senators, and even fired different officials for trying to do their jobs. He wanted more and more power, and the senators did not want to give it up. So a group of them decided to do something. Gaius Cassius Longinus, our ancestor, was the lead conspirator of this group that called themselves the Liberatores. He asked Marcus Junius Brutus to assist him, but Brutus declined, on the grounds that the republic would outlive Caesar, not the other way around.�
�So, then Brutus turned him in?� Rufius Alexandros chimed in.
�No, but he warned Longinus to stop the plot or he would go public. Longinus tried to have Brutus assassinated! He paid a slave to poison the honorable senator. But instead, Brutus�s wife drank from the cup that was meant for Brutus and died. Armed with this evidence, Brutus went to Marc Antony, the co-consul of Rome along with Caesar. They were able to warn Caesar, and when the senators attacked, Caesar�s legionnaires were there to protect him.�
�Then what happened?�
�The rest of the senators, those who supported Caesar in the first place, voted him many of their own powers, such as declaring war and building legions, as well as many other powers. That was the end of the republic and the start of the empire. One can only imagine what would have happened if Caesar had been assassinated!�
There was silence for a few moments as guests, hosts, and servants alike contemplated that thought.
�Father, what would have happened?�
�Who knows? Probably civil war, maybe one strong enough for our enemies to take advantage of us. Rome was not as big then as it is now,� he said.
The boys continued to pepper the elder Alexandros with question after question, and from time to time the other dinner guests, coworkers, and friends of the family would interrupt to answer.
Eventually, the evening ran down, and Antonia Alexandros looked at the large clock against the far wall of the central atrium.
�Oh my, it�s getting quite late, and I�m sure we�ve had enough excitement for one day. After all, you boys just ran nearly four imperial miles and graduated from the academia! It is time for bed, both of you,� she ordered, as only a mother can. Grudgingly, the boys surrendered to the inevitable and went to bed.

The next morning came early, with servants awaking the two young men at the crack of dawn. Their bags and lunches had been prepared, for they had tickets to travel the train system southwards to the Officer�s Academia. The train followed the incredibly ancient Via Appia before turning south-southwest and ending in Rhegium, headquarters of the Mare Mediterrane Airfleet and Officer�s Academia.
Gordanus�s personal servant, a man named Hektor, accompanied them and acted as guardian until they reached the city. The ex-legionnaire carried their bags in one arm while guiding them through the crowded Roma Central Train Terminal.
�We better hurry up, young gentlemen, or else we�ll be late,� he called back as the boys wove their way through the crowd behind him. Although he had been there before, Alexandros was in awe at the magnitude of the structure. Rising over eight stories high, supported by massive columns and featuring decorative windows at either end, the structure was an elegant fusion between the ancient and the modern, with steel support beams carefully intertwining the ancient marble-faced columns.
As their guardian steered them to the correct platform, Alexandros and Gordanus chatted about all the sights and sounds. This was Gordanus�s first trip on a train, having arrived in Rome using the fledgling passenger airship service that ran among several of the largest imperial cities. As the steam engine chugged into the station, billowing wisps of smoke briefly entombed them. The world went white and sounds were muffled.
I wonder if this is what a cloud is like.

A few moments later, the illusion was gone as the smoke dissipated, and the passengers lined up to board the train cars. Alexandros noticed one car with only a few people boarding. He asked Hektor about it.
�That�s the Imperial Car. Only patricians, imperial household family, or staff are allowed to ride in there.� He leaned in conspiratorially. �I hear they get free food.�
The boys laughed as they handed the crisply uniformed conductor their tickets. The heavy card was stamped once. It would be stamped again when they left the train.
Manhandling their two bags on board, plus his own light one, Hektor secured them a small compartment with large windows. The two pairs of seats faced each other, with a small table between them. Two sets of flickering wall lamps lit the room, shedding light on the maroon fabric of the worn seat cushions, the wooden wall panels, and the smooth surface of the table.
�Excellent!� Gordanus exclaimed as he hopped onto the seat and moved as close to the window as possible, staring out at all the people still crowding the platform. Alexandros closed the sliding door behind him, shutting out the noise of the crowded hallway.
A few minutes later, the steam whistle blew and the train slowly pulled out of the station. Gordanus cracked open the window to let a bit of fresh air into the car as the train moved south out of Rome. They passed what seemed like miles of urban buildings, multi-story apartments, and soaring monuments. As they traveled farther from Rome, Alexandros saw the gradual shift from the more affluent to the run-down areas of the city. Streets were no longer paved, and the ramshackle buildings replaced the elegant stone and marble edifices. As the train slowed to make a corner, a group of children in dirty clothes waved to it from their perch on an old, rusted flatbed train car. Alexandros waved back, smiling for a moment at their excitement about seeing the train. And with that, the steam engine turned the corner, and Rome was behind them.

Chapter 4: Junior Officer

�Welcome, gentlemen, to the last year of Officer�s Academia. You�ve been here for two years, and now you are almost ready to join our illustrious airfleet. I remember when I was in your shoes, many years ago.�
The Maester of the academia, Admiral Octavius Flaminius, looked out over the assembled officer trainees. Even from his spot ten rows back, Alexandros could see the distinctive pointed nose that made the Maester resemble a bird of prey.
�I am pleased to announce that this class has the lowest rate of student withdrawal since our inception over fifty years ago. You all must be studying pretty hard to get such good grades!� he joked. At least, Alexandros thought it was a joke, as he knew that many, if not most of his classmates around him received help from tutors paid for by their family�s wealth.
�So, now for the last step. As we all know, Julius Caesar told us �to allow politics into the military is to allow a man to poison himself.� The academias were created precisely to ensure we never again allow people with insufficient training to lead our brave men into combat. To this end, you shall be assigned to your training airships for the next three months, where you will work, sleep, learn, and understand every position of the airship. As officers, you must be know your ship like you know yourself, know the intricacies, the problems, the strengths of every compartment, weapon, and man under your command. On these cruises, your true skill will be tested. Assignments have been posted to your personal mailboxes. Pack you bags and assemble by first bell tomorrow morning. Dismissed!�
The mass of fourteen and fifteen year olds broke apart quickly, talking and laughing. The excitement over their maiden cruise in an airship was palpable. As the students split up and walked through the corridors back to the dormitories, Alexandros overheard bits and pieces from different conversations.
�� hope we get Linutis, he�s supposed to be easy��
�� wonder if the schedules are done alphabetically��
�I�d have my father pull strings if I�m in the poor crew��
That last comment stopped Alexandros cold. He paused and craned his neck to find the source of the insulting words.
But of course.
His old nemesis (if you could call him that), Kretarus, was walking slowly with his cronies, blocking most of the hallway as they sauntered along. Groups of students were stuck behind this obstacle as they tried to get to their own rooms. The students Kretarus referred to, of course, were those who did not have the ample family backing that he and his friends from patrician families had. Alexandros was deemed one of those �poor� students, although his family was generally considered well to do.
�Kretarus, you know your father has no pull here,� another student scoffed at his comment, echoing how Alexandros felt. One of his cronies pushed the kid back.
�Oh really, Fart-is? Well, I would think that your father must have murdered someone to get you into the academia. Isn�t he a mechanica driver?� Kretarus jeered.
The boy pushed back, and Alexandros could see the scuffle about to start. Sighing, he stepped up.
�Kretarus, are you insulting everyone again? Did you not eat breakfast this morning? It�s bad to let that body go to waste.� The other boys in the hallway laughed, and Kretarus turned and walked away haughtily.
Ignoring him, Alexandros turned to the other boy. He held out his arm. �Rufius Alexandros.�
�Furtis Ionia.�
With the blockage removed, the hallway emptied quickly.
�Watch out Furtis, Kretarus is a bad person to make an enemy of. I hope you�re on my team, for your sake,� Alexandros said.
�I can watch out for myself, thanks. But I�ll keep that in mind.� He bade Alexandros farewell and walked off.
For a moment, Alexandros was alone in the hallway, watching the beautiful seaside vista that filled the open west windows. The sparkling calm waters belied their violent history. Several bloody battles against the Carthaginians had taken place in the seas around the southwestern tip of the Roman peninsula before the Romans had come out victorious.
Of course, with our modern airfleet, there never would have been a third or even second Punic War.

Musings done with, Alexandros gathered his thoughts and returned to his room. Gordanus was there waiting for him. His friend had half of his belongings strewn across the floor.
�Do you think we�ll need our officers uniform? What about our books?� he asked hurriedly. Alexandros waved his arm in a placating way.
�Gordanus, did you see the recommended list they handed out to us? One set of cold-weather gear, one set warm-weather gear, three standard crew uniforms, extra socks, gloves, over jacket, soft helmet, sword, hand repeater, plus our own mess kit.� He shuffled through the papers on his spartan desk, finding the appropriate one and handing it over to Gordanus. �Everything is under control. You still have two hours.�
Alexandros went to his own dresser, removing the tunics and breaches he would need. He packed his two duffel bags carefully, the utilitarian canvas of the bags scratchy on his skin. After organizing his gear, he added in several additional personal mementos. A small sketch of his family, an award from the Roma Aeronautica Academia for his second place finish in the Winnowing Race, plus a small journal he saved various letters and other odds and ends in. All were packed and ready.
Alexandros turned to look at Gordanus. The other boy was still struggling to fold his trousers properly.
�Gah, I swear, Gord, I�m going to give up on you some day,� he said as he bent down to help.
Gordanus looked sourly up at Alexandros. �If only they pressed these pants with less starch, they would be easier to fold.� Alexandros gave him a look. �I�m just saying what we all think,� Gordanus protested.
Together, the two boys finished packing and straightened up the room to the high military standards as required by their floor supervisor, who popped his head in to pronounce it acceptable.
They filed down the winding staircase. Roughly a third of the school followed in their footsteps as the upperclassmen prepared for their first flights as airship officers. Stopping at the front desk, they waited for the desk attendant to check their mailboxes. The attendant returned after a brief absence, delivering to each man a small, velvet bag with a drawstring cinched tight. The soft fabric seemed heavy in his hand, and both teenagers carefully opened the bags.
Alexandros shook out a small gold-enameled pin cast in the laurel shape of the emperor�s crown. His fingers moved over the delicate pieces of its two laurel-leaf curves.
�Rufius, what did you get?� Gordanus interjected, and Alexandros showed him the pin. �Wow, impressive! You�re on HMTS Imperio then. They must really have liked what they saw in you. It generally takes a wealthy or powerful family to get you onto His Majesty�s Training Ship Imperio. After all, it is the same one that Emperor Hadrian used just a few years ago when he went through training!�
Alexandros nodded, taken aback at his selection. After a brief pause, he belatedly remembered his friend. �Where did you get assigned to?�
Gordanus held out his own pin, smiling broadly. Alexandros took it, examining the small avian with its wings spread wide, claws open and ready to strike.
�Vigilant Eagle, just like my dad!� The other boy was obviously excited by the chance to follow in his father�s footsteps, and it left Alexandros with a brief feeling of homesickness. He handed the pin back to Gordanus with a quick thanks, and they gathered up their belongs.
�So, now we assemble into our crews I suppose?� he asked.
�I guess so. Then I hear we�ll actually get to go down to the airfield and board the airships for the first time. This is awesome.� He looked sheepishly at Alexandros for a moment. �You don�t think I�m being overly enthusiastic, do you?� he asked, a note of worry in his voice.
�Don�t worry about it, Gordanus. Seriously. But don�t talk like that to your other crewmembers. They might not be as excited as we are.�
�You know, I�m almost sad that we�ll be competing against each other at some point. I mean, aren�t we supposed to work together in the end? We�ll all be on the same team.�
Alexandros laughed. �That�s what they want you to think. But this is Rome. No one is on any team but their own.�
The other boy nodded seriously. Checking the strap on his bag, Alexandros stepped out into courtyard. Already, groups of newly promoted cadets were assembling, the ramrod straight lines showing years of tough military training. He held out his hand to Gordanus, who took the proffered arm and clasped it, hand to forearm.
Gordanus pulled his friend close and whispered to him, �No matter where you are or what trouble you are in, let me know, and I�ll be there.�
Alexandros was taken aback by his friend�s words. And here I�ve been thinking that I have been the protector all along.

�I�ll remember it. And good luck!�
Gordanus turned sharply and made his way over to the bannerman holding the Vigilant Eagle standard. The flag rippled in the slight breeze, the silver eagle seemingly alive on the blue background held aloft by the standard�s T-frame. Gordanus saluted crisply, and then Alexandros turned away.
Good luck, friend.
He turned and walked the other direction, down to the very end of the courtyard. The eight training companies were arranged in some unknown order, and the Golden Laurel standard occupied the far end of the arrayed units. The delicate leaves of the laurel crown seemed to pop out of the flag�s deep red background.
He stepped smartly up to the bannerman and commanding officer. Alexandros recalled that the commanding officer was really just an observer, there to record the actions and choices of the crew when facing various situations.
�Senior Cadet Alexandros, reporting for duty.� He saluted the officer regardless, noticing with interest the man�s choice to sport a beard rather than the clean-shaven appearance common to most members of the imperial military.
�Welcome to the Laurel Crown Airship Training Cohort, Cadet Alexandros. I am Senior Trainer Hartus Profias.�
The officer made a mark on the list in front of him with a quill pen. The scratching noise of the pen punctuated the almost unearthly quiet of the courtyard. Alexandros could feel the eyes of many of his new shipmates on his back. Profias looked up at him when he was finished.
�Please take your spot at the rear, cadet,� he stated firmly but without rancor. Alexandros turned and walked to the back of the training cohort. He placed his bag neatly next to his right foot and stood at attention, eyes staring directly forward. After another brief pause, their officer stepped up and began to pace the front row of the cohort.
�I am neither a yeller, nor a screamer,� he began. �But if you screw up and damage yourself, your crewmates, or, gods forbid, my ship, you will soon find yourself joining the support crews as they learn how best to tie an airship to the ground.� His voice was soft but carried, and he had the rapt attention of all the cadets.
�I�m so very happy that you all decided to show up early. This means we can begin early. Today you will find your assigned crew schedules in the galley. Those schedules will not change unless someone� leaves.� There was a pause as he let the remark sink in.
�Although I�m sure the academia rumor mill is as strong as ever, I will remind you that I am not obligated to pass any of you. I could care less what family you are from or how much wealth and land they have. If I tell you to scrub my decks, you will do it. Is that understood?�
The assembled cadets murmured a response.
�That was pathetic. Try again.�
�YES, SENIOR TRAINER!� the cadets boomed out.
�Better. Now, grab your bags and fall into column formation, two abreast. We�ll be walking to the airship.�
Gathering his things, Alexandros eagerly pushed his way into line. The boys jostled each other, but Alexandros held his ground, securing a space near the center of the column. Profias waited patiently, but stared them down until the movement subsided and the cadets were silent. Giving them a cold glare, Profias waved them forward. Marching in formation, the cadets took the next step forward in their training.

His Majesty�s Training Ship Imperio was a very long way from the elegant and sleek air warship that was on the recruitment poster, Alexandros decided. No, it is most decidedly the most un-propaganda worthy airship I�ve ever seen. He remembered seeing it for the first time. And I kept wanting to ask, �That�s it?�

He stood in the engine room of the Imperio, focusing intently as the engineer explained the basic principles behind the large machine that occupied half the room.
�So, when running this beauty here, you must make sure the pressure gauges never cross into the orange or red. That could destroy the engine itself, start a fire, burst the boiler, or tear the ship apart. All of which are very, very bad.�
Alexandros nodded weakly. He had no real talent at machinery and had only learned the bare minimum necessary to pass certain courses and advance to this level.
The engineer continued. �You put the coal into this small opening using the shovel. The fire will create steam, which we use to run our propellers and power the ship. To augment this, we use a bit of the black liquid. This gives us spurts of power and will eventually surpass coal as the main source of fuel, once we can get enough of a production process going.�
As the topic of the conversation began to move along a different tangent, Alexandros examined the engine. The heart of the airship was mostly dark iron in color, the deep black and gray tones punctuated by the bright silver or copper of various grills and latches. Off to one side, connected by thick lengths of wire and tubes, sat a control panel. All the gauges, levers, and knobs that monitored and controlled the metallic beast were controlled from this station. In addition, a speaking tube descended from the ceiling like some strange cylindrical stalactite.
�And thus, this station can be run by just two men. However, a crew of four or five is necessary to avoid secondary problems and stupid errors,� the engineer finished.
Alexandros looked up at this abrupt end to the lesson, and a boy next to him raised his hand.
His voice was slightly squeaky, betraying his recent adolescence. �Chief Mekanic, sir. What if we have ideas to improve the engine?�
The man laughed.
�You�re not to be fiddling with this here machine, Cadet Tuderius. It is a delicate piece of machinery that I am entrusting to all of you to return to me in one piece. One working piece that is.� He glanced at Tuderius. �One working, complete, unmodified, engine,� he amended quickly.
Seeing no further questions, the chief mekanic assigned the small work group to their positions. Alexandros was inwardly relieved at being handed a shovel and told to scoop and dump the coal into the engine. Manning the shovels with him, Cadets Oclai Tuderius and Ignatius Scarus ensured the engine was constantly fed. A cadet that Alexandros had never talked to before, Regorus Armini, hunched over the control panel, his large form shaking slightly. Nerves or terror? Things were not looking up.
Finally, the last boy stood next to the speaking tube, head nearly jammed into the funnel opening. Cadet Danis Caderie closed his eyes, waiting for the word from the bridge team that they were ready to launch. Behind them all stood Chief Mekanic Atalis Hendras, watching their movements with his spectacle-rimmed eyes.
Alexandros shifted uncomfortably on his feet. He leaned on his shovel while Tuderis prodded the coal chute with his instrument. Time seemed to stretch onward like a slow-moving river. Had five minutes passed? Ten? Alexandros was about to ask their instructor what time it was when a sudden squawk from the speaking tube interrupted him. Caderie tried to speak, coughed once, then passed the message.
�Bridge says quarter speed ahead.�
Alexandros felt a lurch beneath them as the vessel began to rise slightly. Glad to finally have something to do, he turned to collect a shovelful of coal, but only succeeded in knocking the coal out of Tuderis�s shovel. They both cursed, aware of the calculating eyes of Mekanic Hendras on their movements. Trying again, this time the three trainees succeeded in creating a repetitive process. Tuderis would grab a shovelful of coal, and then switch with Alexandros, who deposited his coal into the burner. Scarus would monitor the grate and switch off with one of the other two boys every few minutes. Each man would get a break from slinging coal while keeping the routine manageable.
Seemingly satisfied at their quick improvisation, Hendras instead focused his attention on Armini at the controls. From what little he saw during his breaks and the scant moments spent facing that direction, Alexandros could tell that Hendras was not impressed. Finally, Hendras brusquely called out.
�Cadet Alexandros, switch with Cadet Armini. Cadet Tuderis, switch with Cadet Caderie.� Quickly, the cadets rotated positions, with Tuderis getting to the speaking tube just in time.
�Bridge requests we go to full speed,� he stated nervously. Just getting his bearings, Alexandros eyed the full panoply of controls. He located the steam pressure valves, neatly labeled by someone with a better sense of handwriting than himself. He also identified the throttle and relief controls. He edged the throttle up to half-speed, the whine of the steam turbine audibly increasing. He listened carefully to the movements of the coal handlers behind him, wanting to ensure the engine had the proper amount of fuel before increasing the speed to full.
�What are you waiting for, cadet? The bridge demands full speed.�
The chief mekanic was obviously getting impatient with the apparent lack of effort in moving the ship to full speed. Alexandros ignored him, feeling the sweat dripping down his back. Was it the heat in the room or the nerves from ignoring a senior officer? Alexandros shot a hasty look at Tuderis. The cadet nodded at him, and Alexandros delicately pushed the well-worn copper throttle ahead until the shining arrow pointed to maximum.
The engine room was much louder now, and regular conversation was impossible. Alexandros felt the ship�s speed increasing until it practically hummed through the air. Peeking out through the single square porthole provided to them, Alexandros was able to see the clouds moving by at a fast clip. Without that indication, no one would have known how fast the airship was going, despite the steady roar and vibration of the engine.
After another few minutes with Alexandros monitoring the gauges carefully, the cadets shifted. Barring any complete disaster, I think we�ll get out of this room in one piece! he thought as he stood at the speaking tube.
�Dead stop, all hands to battle stations,� came the order just a minute later.
With the order, both the speaker tube man and one of the coal men were pulled off their tasks. As Alexandros was currently working the speaker tube position, he had to leave the room and attend to his battle station, Ignatius Scarus following in his wake.
Why do I feel like they are trying to make us break something?

The boys milled around in the passageway for a moment, trying to get their bearings. Alexandros grabbed a pair of heavy leather combat jackets. The jackets had small metal plates sewn into the inside of them on the front and back, providing some protection from enemy fire. He tossed one to Scarus.
�Our position is aft, at the rear ballista,� Scarus recalled, pointing to a sign directing them toward the stern. They ran down the metallic-grated hallway, stepping through bulkheads and pulling on their tough battle gear.
They were the last ones to their post. Already, the cadet in charge of the weapon position had cleared the area for combat. Looking like a huge crossbow, the ballista fired rocks or small exploding projectiles instead of the quarrels or bolts that the scorpions used. Both mid-sized armaments were present on the ship, although there were just ten heavy weapons overall: four along each side of the ship, one in the forward bow compartment, and their own at the stern.
�For a training ship, she�s pretty heavily armed. Strong enough to give any pirate or bandit captain a pause before daring to attack,� Senior Trainer Profias had boasted on his initial tour of the ship with the cadets. I hope this is a drill; I�d hate to run into something that would be willing to attack, Alexandros thought and took his position in the gunner�s stool. He angled the weapon properly, ensuring that the balance felt right in his hands. The weapon had a wide field of fire, being at the rearmost part of the vessel. He calmly scanned his ballista left to right, only to pause as another cadet carefully loaded a solid metal sphere into the holder.
�Loaded!� he called out as he secured the heavy metal ball.
Alexandros carefully pulled the loading lever, allowing the launcher to be winched back. Two cadets turned the windlass holding the crank. One, two, three turns and a loud click told everyone the weapon was ready to fire.
�Sir, ballista ready to fire!� Alexandros called out to the acting artillery captain, a cadet by the name of Militanus. The dark-skinned pupil, hailing from the southern part of the empire, nodded quietly, ear pressed against the speaking tube leading to the deck.
The boys waited patiently for a while, eyes scanning the sky. Far below them, Alexandros could see green fields and forests sliding by, as though a child were pulling her blanket from atop a bed.
Eventually, Militanus stood and rang a small bell.
�Drill is over, stow the weapon and return to your posts.�
The crew chattered as they unloaded the weapon, carefully returning their unused ammunition and releasing the tension in the bound coils that provided the weapon�s power. Alexandros secured the ballista mount and exited the room, followed closely by Cadet Tuderis.
�Waste of time if you ask me,� the other boy volunteered.
Alexandros thought for a moment about how to reply. He barely knew Oclai Tuderis, but had heard his name mentioned by several of the mekanics and engineering professors at the academia.
�I think it is always a good thing to practice. One cannot be too prepared.�
Tuderis gave him a look.
�You say that now, but wait till it is happening at four in the morning.� Alexandros had to consider the validity of his point. He opened his mouth to respond as they turned the corner to the engine room. Tuderis forestalled him.
�You smell that?�
Alexandros took a sniff. Smoke. His eyes widened in alarm.
�Fire! We�ve got to help them!�
The two teenagers rushed forward. Tuderis got there first, grabbing the door handle and yanking it open. A backdraft of heat and fire exploded out into the hallway. Alexandros felt himself tossed around and slammed into a metal bulkhead.
Blackness.
�Come on, damnit. Gods curse it, wake up!�
Someone was shaking his shoulders, and Alexandros could feel pain radiating out from the motion. He managed to lift his other arm and push the offending interrupter away. A pair of hands hauled him to his feet. His ears rang, and the disorientation was overpowering. An alarm began to wail in the background.
�We�ve got to move away from the fire. The emergency response teams are trying to smother it now,� the voice said.
His unseen helper dragged him a few more steps. Finally, Alexandros mustered the strength to open his eyes. His vision was blurry, but slowly sharpened as details came into focus. He turned to look at his rescuer.
Cadet Militanus was there, his dark face streaked with sweat. He manhandled Alexandros through the passageway and past the last bulkhead. The air was cleaner there, and Alexandros gulped great breaths of sweet oxygen into his lungs. The pounding of feet announced the arrival of the emergency response team. The crewmen were outfitted in heavy overcoats with thick gloves designed to protect against the fire. They wore heavily tinted goggles over their faces and flat helmets on their heads.

But how will they put out the fire with such a small supply of water? The ship�s water bunkers were only designed for short flights and needed to be constantly replenished. Milantus gently lowered Alexandros down into an alcove. He stood up and winched open the window slightly to allow cooler air to seep into the passage.
�Here,� he said, handing the dazed cadet a canteen. Alexandros drank deeply, then remembered-
�Where is Oclai? He was right ahead of me!� he croaked.
Milantis shook his head. �Don�t worry, I got him before I grabbed you. I had to crawl to get to him.� He showed Alexandros his blistered palms, which had turned an angry red. �One of the instructors grabbed him and took him to sick bay. So, I was able to come back for you.�
Alexandros took another long drink from the canteen. He could feel his strength returning as the cool water washed the smoke and charcoal taste out of his throat.
�I�m going to go help them,� he stated, mustering his energy for the difficult task of standing. He reached up and grasped a convenient door handle. Leveraging his weight, he managed to pull himself upwards. The act made his eyes water and his lungs wheeze in protest.
�What do you think you�re doing?� Milantis scolded him. �Stay here, I just rescued you, I�m not going in again.�
Alexandros nodded, then stumbled back down the hallway. The smoke was dissipating somewhat as the crew inside the engine room got the fire under control. Small portholes had been opened in every room to help air out the vessel.
A group of the firefighters was gathered outside the room. Two rushed by with someone unrecognizable on a stretcher. One of the masked men turned to face him.
�Stay back, cadet. We�re done here, but the room is still hot. It�s nearly impossible to breathe in there.�
Alexandros hacked and coughed for a few moments before managing to inquire, �What happened?�
Another responder pulled off his helmet and brushed his sweaty hair from his eyes. �Looks like the intake flue wasn�t properly closed, and someone may have hit a wrong switch. We won�t be able to tell until the room has cooled off and the smoke has cleared. Until then, we are dead in the sky.�
Alexandros was impressed by this man�s knowledge of the situation. Must be one of our instructors. The man was looking curiously at Alexandros.
�Are you all right, cadet? You look a tad bit singed.�
Alexandros nodded, but nodding only led to a feeling of dizziness. Before he knew it, both men had grabbed ahold of him and lowered him gently to the floor.
�Too much smoke in the lungs, we�ll have to take him to the ship�s doctor,� one of the men was saying.
�Hang in there, cadet. Everything will be fine.�
Blackness swept over him again.

He awoke in the harsh rays of daylight. A small lantern swung fitfully above his bed, squeaking slightly. He rose slowly, feeling much better. The ship�s doctor came over to check him. A quick once over, a listen to his breathing, and he was pronounced fit for duty. Ordered to report to the bridge, Alexandros stopped by his bunk to change his clothes. His nose wrinkled, as he smelled his collar.
This thing will need to be washed.
Several times.

He threw water on his face and wiped it down with his towel, trying to get the worst of the grime off. After doing this twice, he switched shirts and pulled on a different pair of pants before shoving his feet hastily into his boots and clomping out of the room.
The hallways were quiet. No doubt most of the men were resting after the drill, Alexandros assumed. He reached the bow staircase and climbed the brief spiral to the top deck until he was right outside the bridge. Above him, he could hear the boots of men on the outside deck above. He rapped on the door, then turned the wheel mechanism slowly.
He thought it funny that, while many civilians assumed that they directed these airships from the rear-as in the olden days of wooden sailing vessels-the opposite was actually true. The command deck was located in the foremost part of the ship, with wide windows providing a beautiful panoramic view of the sky around the vessel.
The room itself contained the ship�s wheel, a large wood and brass bound construct that hung sturdily between two pairs of supports that rose from the floor. A cadet stood at the wheel, his back facing Alexandros as he entered. To the side, another cadet sat in the captain�s chair, head bowed in consultation with one of the instructors. Alexandros recognized him as Head Trainer Hartus Profias himself.
Around the room, cadets sat before various control panels. Alexandros recognized the engineering, navigation, and communications panels from where he stood. This was his first time on the bridge of the Imperio, as his team had not yet worked their way to the rotation on this point. The cadets on deck noticed him, peering curiously.
�Cadet Alexandros, reporting as ordered.� He saluted, restraining a cough as he spoke.
The cadet captain turned around and faced him, a look of pure loathing and anger on his face. Alexandros nearly took a step back, eyes opening wide in shock as he recognized the face.
�Well, Cadet Alexandros, I see you�re trying to ruin a perfectly good airship with your sabotage.� Cadet Captain Kretarus stared at him.
He would be in charge of this airship right now, wouldn�t he? Alexandros asked the gods as he steeled himself for what was to come.
�No response? Why did you deliberately damage the engine? Because of you we are now dead in the air, and we will be lucky just to get it working again!� Kretarus slammed his fist down in anger on the arm of the command chair. Several of the other cadets in the room flinched, but Alexandros stood steady.
�Sir, I was nowhere near the engine room at the time of the fire. I��
�Liar! I�m certain it was you, trying to prevent me from gaining my rightful place,� he raged onward.
Alexandros looked past him at Profias, willing him to help stop this lunatic, but the man merely observed passively.
This must be part of the training.

Then another thought.
I wonder who is being assessed here.

All of a sudden it clicked into place. The set up, the preparation, the verbal attack.
His brain spinning from this thought, Alexandros didn�t hear much of the rest of the verbal haranguing being dished out by the �captain.� The other boy had moved closer, baiting Alexandros into responding. Contempt practically oozed off him.
�I did not do it, sir. I was not in the room,� Alexandros choked out. Kretarus laughed.
�Of course you were, you pathetic excuse for a Roman. Your family should have been exterminated decades ago. Why they let you, a festering little worm of a man, enter this institution, I�ll never know.� Kretarus chuckled at him. �Do you really think you belong here? You will never be one of us. Even the scholarship students have more balls and brains than you.� He paused again, obviously waiting for Alexandros to react.
Alexandros fought to control his anger, biting the inside of his check until he tasted the iron tang of blood in his mouth. He is trying to get you to screw up your chance, stay calm.
�Nothing to say, traitor? I knew you should never have been allowed on this vessel.� Kretarus struck him, leaving his ears ringing for a moment.
Blood boiling, Alexandros turned and hit back, a hard punch straight to the other cadet�s stomach. Kretarus doubled over, wheezing and gasping, before falling to the deck on his hands and knees. Forcing himself back under control, Alexandros saluted the prostrate captain.
�Thank you, sir. I will return to my post.� He turned smartly and stepped away, making it to the bulkhead before a voice stopped him.
�Guards! Arrest this traitor,� Kretarus cried out, voice rasping. The two cadets stationed at the doorway hesitantly moved to stop Alexandros.
�Belay that order. Return to your posts,� the instructor said quietly. His voice carried his authority throughout the room, and the guards immediately stepped back.
A bell rang, interrupting the tense situation on the bridge.
�Sir,� a cadet called out from the communications panel, his ear pressed into a speaking tube. �It appears as though they�ve discovered the cause of the fire. A grate was repositioned incorrectly inside the engine. The only people who could have done that were the maintenance crews while the engine was shut down. It allowed the coal and fire to fall back into the main intake flue instead of staying in the combustion chamber.�
The instructor nodded, as if he had known this all along.
�And the wounded?� Profias asked.
�All are recovering fine, just as you said they would, sir.�
�As for you, Cadet Kretarus, your posting as captain is up. Cadet Lormanis, you are to assume the captain�s position. Please allow� Cadet� Kretarus� a moment�s respite perhaps. He just had a hard spill after tripping over the chair.�
Profias looked at Alexandros with a stern gaze.
�That will be all, Cadet Alexandros.�
Alexandros saluted and left quickly. How did Profias know so much?
Unless�
Had Profias purposefully changed the alignment of that grate to test the crew? Alexandros shivered slightly with the thought of his head instructor being a saboteur.
I seriously hope he doesn�t try to test us when I�m captain.

Chapter 5: Captain

Alexandros scanned the horizon with his spyglass while standing on the small bridge of the training vessel HMAS Arcus. The well-worn instrument was smooth in his hands, testifying to the generations of academia cadet use before his own.
From stem to stern, the small vessel was no more than a hundred feet long, the battered decks showing years of use. The hull was suspended from the long, oval gasbag above, the heavy canvas tapering to points at the ends. Unlike more modern airships, this one had a completely exposed deck, with the gasbag tethered to six points around the hull and large chains attached to sturdy rings holding both hull and gasbag in place. A simple, square command room sat aftwards amidships, protecting the vulnerable wheel and communications equipment. At the base of the stern, the single engine rumbled, propeller pushing the airship forward through the cloudy skies over the Mare Mediterrane.
This is a far cry from the HMTS Imperio, Alexandros conceded as he zipped up his uniform overcoat tightly against the brisk breeze.
The mission had been routine so far, if you could use routine to describe their first independent mission, absent of any trainers, observers, or teachers. In fact, the mood on board was one of glee, with the senior cadets positively quivering with excitement. Alexandros felt particularly lucky, as he had managed to draw the short straw for captaincy. Several of the cadets had clapped him on the back, and others gave him jovial mock salutes before embarking on their scout mission over the blue waters of the Mediterranean.
However, some cadets grumbled, and Alexandros knew he would have to gain their trust. Although he had been cleared in that nasty fire incident on the Imperio, things kept happening on that ship. The ammunition locker was broken into at one point, and noxious fumes filled his sleeping cabin at another. He was nearly pushed off the gantry during a nighttime patrol by an unknown assailant. He could never pin the blame on Kretarus, but he believed that the other boy now held a blood vendetta against him.
Even in the best of times, the Mediterranean is full of pirates, cutthroats, and brigands. It doesn�t help that I have some on my own ship, Alexandros thought as he swept his spyglass from one end of the horizon to another. I wish I had been able to pick my crew, instead of getting stuffed in with this lot. In an unfortunate, and probably intentional, turn of events, the Arcus�s new crew was the worst the academia had to offer. Putting down his spyglass, he watched as two cadets attempted to readjust a stabilizing sail the wrong way. The cadets pulled fitfully at the crank. With a crack, the linkage snapped, causing one end of the metal chain to strike one of the cadets across the torso and arm.
�Medico,� Alexandros called across the bridge, shaking his head as the injured cadet was helped away.
Mentally kicking himself for not attending to all his other duties, he stood abruptly and nearly collided with his acting first officer, Furtis Ionia. The two men exchanged salutes.
�Captain, we�ve got a message from airfleet command.� He paused, a big smile coming to his face.
�The wireless transmitter is working?� Alexandros asked in surprise.
�Yes, sir! Cadet Fortes managed to jury-rig a connection point, so we were able to patch in to HQ. They want us to provide air cover for a convoy that should be passing to our southwest. Evidently, they�ve had a big problem with pirates,� he added.
Alexandros smiled and walked over to the speaking tube. This was his first time ordering his ship to battle stations. Hopefully, we don�t break something else this time. Like the engine.

�All hands to stations, level two. Man all observation points and be on the lookout for a wet navy convoy.� Alexandros chuckled at how the water and air navies could be classified as wet and dry. Perhaps salty and breezy would be better?

Minutes went by as the cadets searched for the convoy. The sunlight reflected off the sparkling waters of the ocean, blinding the cadets and forcing them to work in shifts to keep from permanently damaging their vision. They were forced to make do without the benefit of spyglasses or binoculars, as they had been� misplaced� before their departure.
Misplaced my non-traitorous behind. I�m getting the feeling that someone really doesn�t want this mission to be successful. Sounds of screeching and thumping came from below.
Oh gods, not the engine. Please not the engine. Some deity must have heard, as the sounds subsided. The door to the engine room flew open, and a thick plume of black smoke emerged, followed by Cadet Tuderis. The man was covered in black soot. Only his eyes remained free of grime, protected by the pair of engineer�s goggles he wore.
�By the gods, Captain, I swear I�ll have to rebuild that engine by the time this voyage is done,� Tuderis yelled across the deck, his frustration at the engine obvious.
�We make do with what we have, Cadet Engineer, and I know you�ll get us there and back in one piece.�
�One charred piece, maybe. You won�t be able to go at full speed sir, the engine is acting up again,� Tuderis informed him.
Alexandros cursed, then gave reluctant orders to slow to half speed. The engine noise subsided further, and Tuderis, smiling gratefully, gave a sloppy salute before descending into the depths of the engine room again.
Can something please go right on this trip? Please? he prayed.
Finally, a call came up from the starboard bow.
�Captain! Fleet in sight! Three points to starboard!�
�Excellent! Helmsman, plot a course�� He did a brief calculation, then hesitated before ordering the move. He walked over to the navigation station inside in the small wheelhouse and checked their current estimated position, then estimated the location of the fleet. �Plot a course to the west-northwest. And let�s drop down to just 500 feet. I want to try and communicate with the convoy lead.�
The airship descended, moving in to follow the convoy as it left white trails across the pearly blue-gray expanse. There were eight ships in the convoy, large vessels with paddlewheels, chugging along. Seven of the vessels appeared to be cargo haulers, large and tub-like. Probably impossible to handle during storms, he thought.
The last vessel was very different. It looked like a long wedge of metal with two protected paddlewheel mounts in the rear. The vessel rode lower in the water than the cargo haulers, but was more predatory in appearance. From above, the warship�s ram was visible just below the ocean�s surface, sunlight glinting off the metal projection. A circular, slope-sided structure with portholes for artillery pieces was built aft of that, followed by the funnels and command room, and then the bulkier portion of the ship that housed the two armored paddlewheels.
What an ungainly construct, Alexandros mused as he motioned for his signals operator to join him. The airship had descended now to the point that they could see people walking about on the warship�s gantries and walkways.
�Have they responded to our wireless message yet?� he queried First Officer Ionia. The first officer passed the message down to the wireless room, then shook his head at the reply.
�Sir, there�s someone on deck signaling us,� the signalman reported in. �It appears they do not have wireless capability.�
Alexandros cursed. �Naturally, the navy�s oldest ships have the oldest technology.� He sighed. �Very well, Signalman, please inform them that we are here to help escort them to Cydonia on Creta.�
The signalman saluted before pulling out his communication flags and beginning the complicated dance of sending a message to the naval warship.
In the meantime, Alexandros ordered his crew back to their regular duty schedule.
The rest of the day progressed as normal. As did the day after that. For days on end, the airship shadowed the convoy, the routine droning on and on. Alexandros tried not to allow his men to become accustomed to this. He ran drills and did inspections, had his men switch positions to improve their knowledge and training. To their credit, Alexandros was impressed at how the men responded to his constant coaching. Their response time improved, and their navigation and repair skills grew with each passing day. Even with the multitude of small repairs that the airship seemed to require, she stayed aloft and mobile, which was about all Alexandros could ask. In concert with the warship, the HMS Lorica, they even arranged for target practice, shooting barrels in the water from high above.
It happened in the early morning on their twelfth day of the escort tour.
�Sir, the Lorica reports that it has lost sight of the Fila Maria. They are requesting we investigate.�
Alexandros�s sleep-addled brain leapt at the opportunity to do something.
�Inform the Lorica that we will be leaving station and sweeping rearwards,� he called out.
The airship�s control room began to buzz with increased activity as fresh crewmen manned posts, and a steady stream of reports came in. The pitch of the engine grew sharper as the large propeller blade spun faster, the rudder pushing the ship to starboard. The ship turned, providing a new view to the crew as they doubled back on their search route.
�She must have gone missing during the night,� Alexandros mused as he scanned the horizon with his spyglass. �It�s only about an hour after dawn.�
Even now, the fresh crew were stifling yawns at their posts. The bright morning sun left shadows on the deck as the ship turned, blinding the observers and causing Alexandros to squint.
A moment passed, and the airship was back on the correct heading.
�Sir,� his first officer called to him. Alexandros turned and walked over to the man as he stood at the navigation desk. �I was looking back along our track to see where we might have lost the ship. According to the night watch, there were no storms or bad weather along our passage.� Ionia briefly read a note handed to him by an aide before handing it to the cadet captain.
�Last confirmed sighting of the Fila Maria is just after midnight. Were the night crews sleeping on duty? How could they lose a ship? There should be eight points of light on the water. When there are only seven, it is a problem!� Alexandros stated sardonically. Unfortunately, I�m not surprised, given the men aboard.
�Nevertheless, sir, I noticed that there were a lot of small islands dotting back along our path. The Peloponnese peninsula is famous for them.� His finger traced along the sheer multitude of small islands and inlets that peppered the waters of the Mare Mediterrane.
Alexandros growled at the map. �Pirates.�
Ionia nodded. �Or shipwreck. Smugglers. Rebels.�
Alexandros concurred, �But probably pirates.�
Ionia sighed. �Why do I feel like it is always pirates? Why can it never be a simple shipwreck?�
Alexandros laughed, a big booming sound that echoed off the walls. The crew stopped and looked at him for a moment.
�Our men are too good for a mere shipwreck. Pirates are a much more exciting challenge,� he boasted, conscious of the looks of his men upon him. �I have an idea. Can you push a message through to the airbase at Corinthus?�
The wireless operator nodded hesitantly.
�Well, can you or can�t you?�
�I�ll need more altitude, sir. And perhaps a new machine?� he asked hopefully. Alexandros shook his head.
�Then at least I can probably punch it through to Helos. They should have a more powerful transmitter there,� the cadet opined.
Alexandros nodded.
�Sir, Helos does have a recon skimmer wing.�
�That�s better than nothing. Request their help and see what we get. In the meantime, let�s scour the Gulf of Laconia for the Fila Maria. It must be here somewhere.�
With their request for help received and acknowledged, the airship continued zigzagging back across the route of the previous night. It was slow going for several hours. Although the airship was small, it was still difficult to get close to some of the tiny islands and hamlets without risking an errant wind blowing them off course or dashing them into the limestone cliffs. Their engine became increasingly noisy as the day wore on, the strain of pushing the airship into the wind telling on the temperamental machine.
�Sir, flyer incoming. It appears to be a skimmer.�
�Excellent. Confirm their orders, please.�
Another cadet stepped out of the control room onto the deck. Alexandros watched as he used a lantern-powered searchlight to send messages to the flyer. In response, the skimmer�s pilot sent back a stream of flashing light messages.
The cadet jotted down notes as he carefully recorded the skimmer�s reply. The skimmer waggled its wings as it swept around the larger airship before taking position directly before its bow.
�Sir!� the cadet called out, handing him the transcribed message.
Do I have to read everything here? Or have we had the secrecy training drilled so far into our heads we�re afraid to communicate a simple message? Alexandros grumbled to himself as he grabbed the message and read it. Then blinked several times as he read it again.
�You�re sure?� he asked the cadet.
�I doubled checked the message twice, sir, just like you taught us!�
By the gods� he�s found it!

�Sir?� Ionia inquired.
�Follow that skimmer! Looks like he�s already done our work for us.� The bridge crew cheered. �Let�s go get our missing sheep.�
With the small, dragonfly shape of the skimmer leading the way, the Arcus followed in its wake like a bulldog following a small child.
An hour or so later, the Arcus floated majestically above a half-moon island. Part of a sailing vessel peeked out from underneath a rock overhang. The flitting skimmer had gone in for closer observation.
�I can�t see any way to retake the ship without dropping part of our crew down there,� Ionia stated glumly.
�Afraid of a few pirates?�
�We don�t know how many there are, sir. It would probably be better to call in the Lorica and get her heavy weapons and crew here for support. Plus, I doubt we�re really prepared for any land engagement.�
Alexandros sat back in his command chair, chin on his fist, contemplating.
The door banged open. A crewman barged in.
�Sir! The skimmer is under attack! Someone on the island is shooting at them!�
Alexandros ran to the door, pushing his way past the surprised cadet. He made it to the railing just in time. The skimmer was flying erratically, tiny wisps of smoke escaping from its immobile right wing. It spun, rotating dizzyingly until it crashed into the rocky surface of the island�s eastern peninsula.
�Damnit! Can you tell if the pilot survived?� he asked Ionia, who had thoughtfully carried out the spyglass and had it pressed to his eye.
�Yes, sir. It looks like the pilot is clambering out of the wreckage. He looks okay from here.� He scanned around. �Uh, sir, there are men moving towards the crash site. They are armed.�
Alexandros hesitated a moment, but then made his decision. �First Officer Ionia, contact the Lorica and request support. We�ll need it once our men secure a foothold on the island.�
�Sir,� Ionia interrupted. �The Lorica is probably a day�s sailing away at least. They probably wouldn�t leave the convoy to begin with. That is not a wise plan. We�d risk the entire ship for the life of one person.�
Alexandros felt his plan beginning to crumble. �Well then, First Officer, find me someone, anyone, able to assist. There must be some imperial assets in this area. Find them now.� He put every ounce of authority into his words, and Ionia snapped to attention.
�Yes, sir!� he practically shouted.
Alexandros shoved his hands into his pockets to hide how hard they were shaking. �And assemble the boarding parties. They should be ready for combat in ten minutes.�
As the cadets scrambled to complete their tasks, Alexandros excused himself to his cabin. He clambered belowdecks, moving about in the lantern-lit gloom of the passageways. Once inside his cabin, the cadet could feel his hands still shaking.
�I can do this,� he said to no one in particular.
He opened his trunk and pulled out his own set of armor. The aircrew armor consisted of a light brigandine chest piece attached to a leather shirt that covered his arms and torso. Metal disks were sewn onto the back to provide additional protection. He dug his helmet out of his trunk as well, its metal dome flaring out in the back to protect his neck, while the twin cheek guard portions rested on the sides of his face. As an officer, he attached the traditional crimson horsehair plume to the helmet before placing it onto his head.
From his weapons rack in the corner he grabbed his scutum, the traditional shield of the Roman legions. Adapted for use on air and naval ships, this scutum was much smaller, being more of an oval buckler than a large shield. His gear prepared, he checked to ensure his sword was still on his belt. His fingers gripped the hilt of the gladius, the short stabbing sword unchanged after a millennia of use and perfectly suited to the close confines of boarding combat.
He met his men back on the main deck, the wind whipping at their cloaks and tunics. The warmth of the day provided little respite from the wind, which blew constantly at even their low altitude.
�Are you ready, sir?�
�Yes, indeed, Cadet Officer Porux. You�ll take the second wave, I�ll take the first. You secure the landing site. We will secure the downed pilot and return him to the airship. Keep a sharp eye out. No telling what these pirates or traitors have.�
�Absolutely, sir. We�ve got your back.� Porux also had a crescent plume on his helmet to designate him as a unit leader. He turned and began supervising the assemblage of various light artillery pieces along the railings facing the island.
At least I�ve got one subordinate who I can trust here. A week ago, that would have taken them half an hour just to unpack the darn things.
The airship descended. Alexandros couldn�t help himself as he peered over the side like the barely graduated schoolboy that he was. The ground moved closer and closer, and Alexandros could make out distinct rocks, plants, and a few small structures on the island. He spotted the wreckage of the skimmer to the north and east of their position.
The airship was descending toward the largest flat area that was available on the island. Crewmen on either side of the bridge craned their heads over the side of the ship, signaling the pilot with flags. Deftly, the pilot positioned the airship perfectly onto the rocky ground. Wincing with anticipation, Alexandros imagined the airship crushing into the ground and buckling from the inside out. With a crunch, the wooden hull of the Arcus touched down, leaving Alexandros pleasantly surprised. I must be so used to things going wrong that it�s a shock when they go right.

A gangplank was lowered over the side. Alexandros led his men down it, rapidly fanning out. As per his orders, half his twenty-man detachment carried repeating crossbows, while the rest were equipped similar to their captain with swords and shields. Alexandros led his men northward along the rocky peninsula. The second group of airmen manned the light field pieces and formed a protective cordon around the airship. The sounds of waves crashing against the cliff competed with the ragged footfalls of his men as they scrabbled over the rough terrain.
�Move, move, move!� Alexandros cried out as his men approached the small group of buildings at the center of the island. For a moment, he wondered if the town had been deserted, or if there really were no raiders and they were approaching innocent townsfolk. That thought evaporated when arrows arced down from the two-story tower that overlooked the cliff.
�Shields up!� he called out, and his men moved together, frantically trying to create a shield wall. The rough terrain hampered their movements, and the wall was incomplete as the arrows fell amongst them. Fortunately, the arrows were few and most missed the airmen. Only one cadet went down with an arrow through his arm, hissing and cursing at the top of his lungs.
�Get in formation! Now!� Alexandros bawled at them, and they finally moved into correct position, shields covering each other and their downed comrade. A louder twang from the tower saw a large bolt launched off the top and falling just to their right.
�If he can move, he can keep up,� Alexandros called out to the medico, a man seconded from the ship�s infirmary. The medico nodded, then hauled the bleeding man to his feet.
�Advance!� The cadets moved faster over the broken ground. �We�ll take the tower, then explore the rest of the island!� Alexandros yelled to his men. He urged them onwards, desperate to get out of the range of that artillery piece.
They approached the tower, the stone structure dwarfing the small, sunken huts that made up the rest of the village. Alexandros detailed men to explore each hut, but they found nothing.
�They must all be in the tower, sir,� an aide said.
Alexandros was forced to agree. The structure dominated the area, but its only entrance was blocked by a door and was most likely reinforced from the inside.
�Send a messenger back to Cadet Porux. Tell him I want a scorpion here on the double.�
A man ran back across the rough terrain, and in no time at all, Alexandros had his portable artillery. Using his men to shield it as they positioned the weapon, Alexandros was able to observe the tower more closely.
�They appear to have a scorpion or ballista on top of that tower. It�s probably what they used to shoot down the skimmer. It doesn�t appear that they can use it against us, as we are too close. We�ll need to knock out that door quickly, before they can move the artillery piece.�
It must not have the range to hit the ship. But I should have thought about that in advance. Otherwise, the Arcus would have been a juicy, fat target.

The scorpion crew set to work, loading a heavy arrow with a thick length of rope behind it.
�Fire at will!� Alexandros ordered.
The shot lanced out, striking the door with a meaty thud. The thick bolt bit deeply into the wood, getting lodged in the door. Lucky shot!

�Quick! Grab the rope and pull, lads!�
Alexandros�s men pulled hard at the rope, while their comrades kept up a sprinkle of repeater fire on the battlements above the tower. A cry indicated that at least one of their shots had found its mark.
�Great shot!� Alexandros continued to encourage his men.
With a groan, the door burst open, the airmen falling to the ground as the rope went slack. Screams and shouts could be heard inside the tower, and a wave of men charged out of the building.
�Battle lines!� Alexandros shouted in panic as their attackers crossed the short distance from the tower. His repeater-armed men fired desperately into the charging group, bringing down several, trying to stem the tide.
It was no use. The roughly two scores of raiders hit the disorganized lines of the Roman airmen like a wave hitting the beach. The fighting was instantly brutal and intense. Roman swords parried thrusts from flails and short spears. Wicked daggers cut at exposed arms and legs. Alexandros�s worldview shrank to a five-foot-by-five-foot space. He slammed his shield into his opponent, stabbing blindly with his sword. The sword bit deeply into the raider, who howled as he fell.
Alexandros stopped the howl with a downward slash. He turned, managing to intersect an attack from another pirate. The man was scrawny, little more than skin and bones, but wielded his heavy club with great skill. The blast knocked Alexandros backwards, and he tripped on a rocky outcropping.
Stumbling backwards, he stabbed up with his gladius. His attacker easily deflected it, and a return blow glanced off Alexandros�s helm. Head ringing, Alexandros threw himself forward, pushing into the man as they grappled. His opponent suddenly sighed and collapsed. Alexandros, gasping for breath, realized another soldier had saved him.
�Thanks�� he trailed off as another pirate hacked his savior down. Screaming a wordless cry of rage, Alexandros charged. His sword was everywhere, under his opponent�s guard, cutting him over the eye, till the man bled freely in multiple places. Finally, Alexandros crushed his eye socket with the pommel of his sword, and the man collapsed.
Breathing heavily, Alexandros looked around. The pirates were being hacked down, their initial rush beaten back. The few remaining turned to flee and the Romans chased them down ruthlessly. The click-click-click sound of the scorpion firing brought his attention back to the tower. The bolts hammered into the heavy stone battlement, knocking pieces of flagstone to the ground.
�Cadet Eritris, remain with the repeaters and the scorpion. The rest of you, with me!�
Alexandros led his score of men into the tower. The dark interior rapidly expanded as his eyes grew use to the gloom. Yellow candlelight flickered on the walls. The entryway revealed a central staircase that twisted both up and down. Leaving a small party to hold the entryway, Alexandros led the rest up the stairs. They kicked open doorways and ran through sparsely furnished rooms. Finally, they crashed into the top-most level. A ladder led up to a closed trapdoor.
�What do you think the chances are they left it open, sir?�
�Depends on how panicked they are�� Alexandros looked at his men. They were tired, but the adrenaline rush had yet to subside from their systems. �Damar, you take point.�
The largest airman placed his shield on his back and climbed as high as he could on the ladder, resting his back against the trapdoor. Two more men helped hold him in place.
�Three� two� one� go!� Alexandros whispered.
Damar strained against the trapdoor. The veins on his face and neck stood out as he pushed his body against it. There was a popping sound and Damar was propelled upwards, the door�s hinges breaking. Within seconds, the sounds of fighting on the rooftop vanished. Damar stuck his head back down through the opening.
�All clear, sir. You have a flag?�
Alexandros carefully extricated the small imperial flag from under his armor, passing it up to Damar. The cadet disappeared, and a few moments later, cheering could be heard outside. The men inside the tower cheered as well.
Alexandros let them have a few moments of excitement before shushing them. �We still have to find the pilot and figure out how to get down to that cargo ship.�
The tromp of boots on the stairs signaled someone was coming. A moment later, another airman entered the room.
�Sir, we�ve heard noises from below. It sounds like there�s an exit under the tower.�
Raising his eyebrows at this news, it all seemed to click for Alexandros. �They�ve been using the hidden cove to smuggle ships and hold hostages without anyone being able to find them. It�s so well disguised, we wouldn�t have seen it without the skimmer pilot.�
Alexandros led his men down the narrow stone stairs, taking them two at a time. Their thunderous boot steps echoed against the thick stone walls. Arriving on the landing, Alexandros kept going, shield out. He slowed his pace, taking the steps one at a time and pausing at each alcove and doorway.
Most of the rooms held storage areas, some in disuse, others showing signs of recent activity. Another held several grisly skeletons in chains. As they descended the staircase, a seemingly never-ending corkscrew, the faintly discernable smells of saltwater began to overwhelm the musty odor permeating the tower.
Finally, they exited out onto a rough-hewn stone landing. Shouts of alarm and instruction came from one doorway, while another one was heavily barricaded with two thick iron bolts.
�Damar, open that. You two, stay with him. The rest of you, with me!� Alexandros ordered as he ran out onto the docks.
The rock overhang sheltered a semi-circular natural stone pier. Humans had obviously built onto this with wooden walkways and expansions. The dock had room for two ships, although only one was present at the moment. Large black letters declared her the Fila Maria, their missing cargo ship. There were several men hard at work, and Alexandros could hear the sound of the ship�s steam engine slowly winding up.
�Quickly! We must take the ship before it can make full steam!� Alexandros told his men.
They sprinted along the dock, moving between the barrels and crates and small cranes. A few of the smugglers ran to fight them, but these were easily dispatched by the teamwork of the Roman airmen. They may have been novices at combat before, but their quick baptism by fire had given them a hungry, predatory edge.
With the few defenders no longer an issue, the airmen pounded up the gangplank onto the steamship. A jet of flame washed over them. His men scattered. Alexandros was forced to abandon his shield as the fire clung to the toughened wood and steel. Damn, someone has Greek fire and they could burn this entire ship down!

�Not one more step, or I�ll roast this ship and all the crew aboard,� a man called out, his voice husky.
�Surrender to me, and I�ll ensure you have a fair trial,� Alexandros replied, giving his men the chance to slowly encircle their adversary.
Backed by two of his own men, the pirate leader stood holding an odd contraption that looked like a cross between a repeater and a canteen. A small light flickered on the front of it. The pirate leader saw Alexandros�s eyes focused on his weapon.
�Ah, I see you like my invention. I call it the �fire thrower.� I�m glad you like it. Now, how�s about you get off my vessel and back onto dry land? We�re about to leave you see, and we don�t want any extra� passengers.�
�This is a ship under the protection of the Imperial Air Fleet. You are to surrender at once,� Alexandros repeated mechanically. He hoped to stall for time, to allow some member of his unit to get a shot off at the leader. The pirate laughed.
�What are you? Fresh out of the academia?� He looked more closely. �By the gods, you are! You�re a bunch of silly little boys in uniforms trying to take down me? Lykonius the Scourge?�
�Never heard of you,� Alexandros said nonchalantly, but deep down, he quivered. He had heard of Lykonius. The pirate was responsible for wiping out small seaside settlements, holding royal vessels for ransom, and even taking an imperial treasury courier and over a ton of gold in past raids. In Jupiter�s name, why couldn�t we have gotten a different pirate?

�You will surrender yourself at once to face imperial justice.� The young captain demanded. The pirate laughed again before adjusting his weapon.
�I fear this discussion has gone on long enough. I want you off my ship. Now, attack!� the Scourge shouted.
From behind him, doors flew open and a new group of pirates charged into combat. Alexandros�s men were in formation this time, and managed to work their way up the deck. Pirates were hewn down left and right, their lack of armor telling against the more heavily armored airmen.
Even in our light gear, we�re still better equipped than these seamen, Alexandros thought as he hacked an arm off a charging pirate. The man screamed and fell onto Alexandros, his severed arm making the deck slippery with blood. Alexandros paused to wipe it from his eyes and face. Gah!

�Hold men! Hold the line! We can beat them!� Alexandros encouraged his men, sensing their tiredness. Their motions grew slower and their movements less crisp and careful-the Romans were still in danger of being overwhelmed.
The pirate captain was a terror in combat. Wielding twin swords and his odd weapon, he struck down two airmen with ease, cutting through their flimsy shields. Grasping his gladius with two hands, Alexandros rushed to intercept him. The slippery deck saved his life. His foot twisted away, and Alexandros sprawled in a heap, nearly impaling himself on his own sword. The fall carried him into Lykonius, whose swords sliced through air that Alexandros had occupied mere moments earlier. His dangerous invention was knocked from his hand, clattering overboard. The two fell to the deck, and Alexandros punched the pirate leader in the groin, receiving a kick to the face in response. The man crawled toward him, face scrunched up in pain. Alexandros scrambled backwards, his gladius lost in the fall.
With a bump, Alexandros backed into a barrier.
�Nowhere to run now, you annoying little imperial,� Lykonious sneered, hauling himself erect and raising his sword.
Alexandros closed his eyes. There was a loud clang, then a thud. Daring to open his eyes again after realizing he was not, indeed, dead, Alexandros looked around. A girl in flying leathers and a wool cap stood over the unconscious pirate leader, holding a frying pan. Alexandros gapped in amazement.
�Thanks for the rescue,� she said sarcastically, holding out her hand. She couldn�t have been more than thirteen. Alexandros grabbed the hand and was hauled to his feet. Around them, the last of the pirates were rounded up. Most had died, a pitiful few had surrendered.
�Who are you?� he asked, unable to keep the surprise from his voice.
�Air Pilot Delia Lucenzo Tarmini, at your service. I take it you are from the Arcus?� she asked, scavenging in the dead pirate leader�s pockets.
�Yes, I�m Cadet Captain Rufius Tiberius Alexandros,� he offered. His curiosity got the better of him, and he blurted out the question, �How old are you?�
�I�m thirteen and seven months,� she replied. �And how old are you? Someone without the brains to know this was a horrendously risky operation. Only a cadet would lead his men down into this type of death trap.�
She�s got one tough tongue, Alexandros thought. �Well, this cadet just helped you escape,� he retorted.
One of his airmen came up, wiping his sword with a piece of cloth. �Um, sir? What should we do with the ship?�
�The cargo hauler�s crew is locked up belowdecks and near the docks inside. I daresay they�d be happy to steer this ship out of here if you free them,� Tarmini informed the cadets.
Alexandros nodded. �See to it, Airman.�
The cadet nodded and left them. A short time later, a victorious Alexandros led the remainder of his men, one female skimmer pilot, plus Lykonius the Scourge and four pirate prisoners out of the tunnel and back to the Arcus. Behind them, the rescued Fila Maria steamed out of the hidden sanctuary, blowing its horn in gratitude several times.
Alexandros�s battered company was cheered as it returned to the airship. The men under Cadet Porux beat their swords against their shields in recognition of the victory. With the prisoners secured and the gangplank withdrawn, the Arcus fired its engines and lifted off. Alexandros stood on deck, letting the breeze cleanse him of the smell of death and singed clothing.
Tarmini joined him at the railing. �It�s a nice break, standing up here on an airship instead of lying down in a skimmer.� She saw the curiosity blazing in his eyes and sighed.
�I know what you�re going to ask. How did they let a girl like me into the airfleet? It�s because I�m a better pilot than half the boys that tried out, plus I weigh less than them, so I can fly longer and be more experienced.� She explained, not the least bit abashed.
�When did you start flying?�
�I was nine when I left my family to join the academia. By ten I was flying in the practice skimmers, and by eleven I was running recon missions.�
Alexandros was very impressed. It was unheard of for a ten year old to be admitted to an academia. �Which academia did you attend?�
�The Athenae Academia. Not quite as fancy as your academia, but it was home to me, for a while,� she stated.
Alexandros detected a faint whiff of homesickness. �Where are you from, originally?� he probed further.
�Creta-a small town outside of Cydonia called Ilos.�
Alexandros smiled at this news. �Well, we are actually supposed to be heading there to meet up with our convoy. Surely you could take some time to visit with your family?�
Tarmini smiled. It was the first time that Alexandros had seen the expression from her, and he felt himself smile involuntarily in return. He offered her his arm.
�Would you like the tour of the airship? Or perhaps something to eat?� he asked in his most proper and dignified voice. �It has been a very long day.�
�I�d love to, Captain Alexandros,� she replied gamely, placing her small hand on his arm, leaving Alexandros wondering what she was agreeing to.
The seventeen year old guided her away from the railing, leading her to the mess hall, just to be safe. Behind them, the sunset reflected off the warm waters of the sea, guiding their way home.
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