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Commander River Highbluff contemplated the handsome young man before her with no pleasure 

whatsoever. 

 

If there was one thing she hated, it was being imposed upon. And Constant of Silverlake had been 

imposed upon her from On High, the On Highest there was, in fact. She scowled. 

 

“So what are you good for?” she asked him. 

 

“I can shoot, Commander,” he drawled in his upper-class accent. 

 

“All right,” she said, “let’s see you.” She heaved herself up from behind her desk and started for the 

door. The young second lieutenant blinked in surprise. 

 

“Come on,” she said, and led him out of her tiny office and down the narrow passage onto the main 

deck of the Unconquerable. 

 

The skyship bobbed very gently on the waters of a lake, pretending, if anyone was looking, to be an 

ordinary frigate of the non-flying sort. Of course, nobody was looking, at least nobody who would 

be fooled. As her XO, Harmony Farmer, had put it, the County of Mountainlakes was in the left 

armpit of nowhere in particular, stuck out the back of the backward Eastern Province, and there 

probably wasn’t a pair of human (or gnome, or dwarf) eyes within twenty thousand dwarfpaces that 

didn’t belong to someone who was in on the secret. 

 

Up until recently, this particular lake had belonged to Constant’s family. His mother, the Countygold, 

had given it to the Realm, along with several fine stands of timber and some land, to use in the 

construction of the Realmgold’s new fleet of skyships. Hence River’s disgruntling situation. 

 

Being in Eastern Province, Mountainlakes was more or less automatically poor, so the obvious 

thing would have been for the Countygold to sell the assets to the military. She would have got 

more than a fair price, because while the land was good land, and the timber was excellent timber, it 

was so far away from anyone else who wanted it that it was effectively worthless. Instead, though, 

she had given it away. 

 

Mere money would have simply vanished, almost without trace, into the vast pit of things that 

Mountainlakes needed and didn’t have. Decent roads, for example. But by gifting the assets, 

Constant’s mother had gained two things that could not be obtained for any amount of money: the 

Realmgold’s attention, and her gratitude. 

 

This meant that if she was judicious — and River assumed, on the evidence, that she was — she 

could end up with favours worth far more than any amount of money she could possibly have asked 

for. And one of those favours had been for her dear son and heir to be admitted to the Military 

Academy, and then posted to the Sky Fleet. 

 

And River, who had worked three times as hard as anyone else to get where she was because she 

wasn’t from a military family, or a well-off family, or really from a family at all, was stuck with him. 

She scowled harder. 

 

They descended one of the spiral staircases that led between decks, ending up on the gunnery deck. 



A grizzled sergeant was supervising the regular cleaning and servicing of the guns, and saluted, 

calling sharply, “Commander on deck!” His crew saluted too, smoothly despite the hindrances of 

mops and cleaning rags.  

 

“As you were, Sergeant,” said River. “Lad here says he can shoot.” 
 

“Is that so?” said the sergeant, with interest.  

 

“Apparently,” said River. “You want to put him through his paces?” 
 

“Commander,” said the sergeant, saluting again. “All right, Second Lieutenant, these here are the 

latest pressure-guns out of the Realmgold’s own manufactories. Named after her, in fact, the Victory 

series. These here is…” 
 

“V-28s, if I’m not mistaken,” the boy interrupted. “The firing mechanism is distinctive.” 
 

“Correct,” said the sergeant, unfazed. “You fired these before, Second Lieutenant?” 
 

“Not these,” he said, looking covetously at the weapons, “but we trained on V-25s at the Academy.” 
 

“You any good with them, Second Lieutenant?” put in River, setting him up. 

 

“Gunnery Prize,” he said proudly. “It should be in my file.” 
 

It was, of course. “Very well then, Sergeant,” said River, “check him out on these and the other 

ordinance. I’ll be up on deck.” 
 

“Commander,” said the sergeant, saluting yet again. He would report to her later, and since the 

outcome of his report would affect whether the Second Lieutenant was put over him or not, she 

anticipated more than the usual fulness and accuracy. She would also be watching from the upper 

deck as the boy trial-fired at the targets bobbing further out in the lake. 

 

The boy, she thought. The pup. He was arrogant, self-absorbed, rude and… and aristocratic, 

everything she’d expected. She had to take him, but she didn’t have to like him. Pup! 

 

But the pup, it turned out, could shoot. 

 

He didn’t hit every target first time, with the V-28s or with the big swivel gun on the open stern 

deck, but he was as good as any gunner she had. And with the small arms he was excellent. It didn’t 
make her like him any more, and he still had to prove to her that he could lead, but it was 

something. 

 

The sergeant’s report confirmed everything she’d thought. He was arrogant, but he was also almost 

as good as he thought he was. An especially dangerous combination, in her experience. 

 

Constant, however, would be primarily the headache of Guns, known in private life, if she had any, 

as Loyalty Soldier. Lieutenant Loyalty came from an old military family, as her name suggested, 

and she and River had a slightly grudging mutual respect that had been hard-earned on both sides.  

 

That night at mess, the talk turned to their upcoming sky trials. The dwarves and gnomes had 

finished the fit-out and nearly all of the water trials had been completed. 

 


