Time O The Star
Terry Dow i ng

The ancient nane for Airships is Eyreships, but nost people never know this.
They | ook at you oddly when you say it, and even nore so when you tell them
that the spelling for Lake Air, the ancient salt |ake, is Lake Eyre. E-Y-R-E
It neans not hi ng.

For a start, they confuse the infrequent Desert Sea of |egend with the great
man- made | nland Sea further to the north near the burning heart of Australia.
Finally, when you've explained it carefully and they understand you at |ast,
they will say sonmething like: "Oh yes, Lake Air. The place where the Ab' O
fleets fight. Where the wecks are.- But it's the word "Air' they'll remenber.
Air and the ships.

This much you can di scover froma postcard in the souvenir kiosks at Twilight
Beach. Those busy little shops al ways have artists' inpressions of the ships
abandoned in the Air, or dramatic, so-called inmagi ned scenes of the great
open-pl an vendetta fleets com ng together over some matter of tribal honour
Whenever | see these garish portrayals, or hear tourists talk of the dead salt
lake in the south, | think of the times | have stood on the silent desol ate
beaches at Madi ganna and Cresa and studi ed the wecks way out in the salt,
yearning to go out anong them and the one tine | did go onto the |ake and net
a small part of my destiny during the Tinme of the Star

It began with a postcard in a sense. A postcard and a conet. Comet Halley had
returned to the inner planets and was heading for perihelion, and in that
period when it was in the sky, certain Ab' O laws were in abeyance, sone
breaches of custom could be overl ooked, traditions chall enged and changed.

I was in Arnfeld' s in Tw light Beach, browsing through the comet materi al
enjoying an all-too-rare |ayover and sone idle hours. | had picked out a
postcard to exam ne fromthe Ab' O nerchandi se, an imagi ned scene froma fanous
battle held on the Air a year before, the collision of two great sand-ships in
which the Ajaro Prince lost his life.

| was marvelling at the chance of a Prince dying that way, exposed and

vul nerabl e as they so rarely are.

The cerenonial fleets which neet out on the dry salt-lake are allowed full use
of hol of orm proj ecti ons —ghost-ships for ancestors who have died on the Air —
so the arnadas are usually vast affairs, awesone spectacles of col our and
display but with little substance. There m ght be as few as twenty core-ships
to a side, and those scattered wi de of each other so as not to foul their

sai ling canopies. But as they come together, projectors operating, a hundred
ghost -ships m ght crowd the interstices, rolling along in front, kites filling
the sky, nmaking it a difficult and | engthy business to engage and destroy the
eneny.

It is easy to see how the | egends begin: of Anu and Coorina, of Bindakara, of
how t he Etmened fl eet once fought all day, cutting back and forth through the
phant om shi ps of the Wagiri seeking core-ships, only to find at end of day
that there were no Wagiri core-ships at all, that the ghosts faded to | eave an
enpty salt-plain littered with ancient hul ks and detritus.

There are many such stories, with no-one to prove what is myth or runour or
told fromignorance. Al nedia and tourists are barred fromthe great ritua
fighting ground, and only a small nunber of Nationals have seen the battles
there and cone back with their stories of the great punitive formations. Now

and then, illicit photographs appear, or what resenble fairly detailed
satellite scan enhancenents, but trafficking in such contraband inages is a
dangerous business. Still, as | studied the card, it was hard to | ook at the

artist's representati on and not see the photograph on which it was based. |
could sense the captured nonment beneath the |inework and air-brushing.

"I nearly killed the men who took that picture,” a voice said softly, very
cl ose to ne.

"It is not a photograph,” | replied, automatically, inmediately doubting ny



words when | saw the tall fine-Iooking young Ab' O behind ne. He wore a plain
dj el | aba over soft fatigues, and ornate double swords thrust in his belt in

t he Japanese way.

"You know it is, Captain Tom" he said. "You of all people should recognise
the Ajaro Airship Baiane. That is too close to what | saw to be an artist's
rendering. "

"You saw?"

The young man nodded. "I was on Semmeret. | saw ny father and brother die, and
| saw the Airnmen pirate ship that slipped in to filmthe incident in between

| ooting the wrecks."

| spoke ny next words quietly. "Then you are
"Yes."

| replaced the postcard in the rack and wal ked with himout on to the street.
"But, Lord, how. . . ?"

"I am John to you, Captain. John Stone Gey."

"How can you be here, John?"

"The conet. It is the Time of the Star. A Prince can dare such things." "Your
enem es would be glad to find you al one this way."

"No doubt. But there are reasons, and | will not be buried alive in

Fi reon- Stone under all those traditions and never see ny world. | have urgent

busi ness to discuss.” The Ab' O rai sed the hood of his robe, hiding his
handsonme features, then nmade sure his swords were conceal ed.

I led himdown to the sand-ship noorings, through the First Gate and on to the
Sand Quay. Like nost of the big coastal towns, depending on one's noods, needs
and perceptions, Twilight Beach can seemlarge or small. Now it was too smal
to conceal this quiet young man, this nost vul nerable and incredible of

things, an Ab' O Prince without his entourage, wi thout his Elders and C ever
Men and his Unseen Spears.

W boarded Rynosseros. Rob Shannon was instructing our newest crewrenber, an
ei ght een-year-old Ab' O youth, an oddly fair-skinned outcast named Buso who had
joined us earlier in the week during this |layover. Rob | ooked up from splicing
cables with himand nodded.

"Mssion," | told him and nmade the finger-sign that said: "Watch the Quay. Be
ready. "

Then | saw that John Stone Grey was studying the Ab' O youth who knelt

al ongsi de Shannon.

"You have an Ab' O in your crew?"

"An outcast. He has no tribe."

John Stone Gey stared at the |lad, probably six or seven years younger than

hi nsel f, his expression unreadabl e.

"You fear a spy?" | asked him

"No," he said. "I do not approve of an Ab' O who becomes an outcast."

W went below, and in the aft-cabin John Stone Gey sat at the chart table and
seemed to relax at last. He covered his face with his fine brown hands, then
renoved themto regard me sitting across from him

"My father and brother died in the Air a year ago," he said. "The Chaness are
—at last reckoning —three tines nore powerful than the Ajaro. Severa

Princes had a betrothal claimon the Chaness princess, Chian, but ours is the
ol dest, the first, and had to be honoured or disputed. The Chaness Prince
want ed his daughter to wed the Madupan Prince's son. W chall enged the right.
The di spute was taken into the Air and we lost."

"So the Madupan won Chi an?"

"No. They should have. But it was nore than the death of our Prince and ny

br ot her when Bai ane and Ptah collided. Those ships were both flagships and
each naned for the god of creation in one of its different guises. A year's
grace was made because of it, a year before Chian could be given over and
before I could assunme the title. During that year no new ships could be built.
The battle would be resumed with exactly the sanme vessel count. That year
expired four days ago, but nowit is the Tinme of the Star and Chian chose ne —
a new Prince —as her consort."



"What does this nmean, John? | don't know the full law on this."

"Many of the Elders did not either,"” the young Ab' O said. "But still they net
and made a ruling. Stalemate. The Chaness and the Ajaro nmust fight again with
exactly the ships left fromlast time, as if the year did not exist."

"So why are you here? | ama State of Nation captain.-

"Yes, and one of the few captains who can sail his vessel anywhere near Lake
Air wthout the Chaness and Madupan satellites destroying himoutright.
Chian's choice, claimng Star immunity, cane while | was away from
Fire-on-Stone. | did not expect it, did not dreamit could be possible, that
she woul d be so headstrong as to defy her tribe. I had only a small group of
Cl ever Men and Unseen Spears with ne and | was out of ny State. The Chaness
and Madupan sent wan-iors and mnd-fighters at once to stop ny return.”

"What of your entourage?”

"We used the shadowwarrior."

"A duplicate?"

"No. Not a duplicate. | ama younger son, the Anonynous Son. | am not all owed
a clone surrogate to take ny place in the Japano shadow warrior tradition.
have not had time to prepare one yet. But it doesn't matter. As the Anonynous
Son | was never seen at the tribal fires. | did not become a known face during
the year of waiting. | still have that advantage and another. | had a
vat - grown andronor ph conditioned to be me, to fool a nmonitor should such a
device be used. He was with ne and led ny escort while |I hid and then cane
here to Twilight Beach to wait for you. The decepti on worked. My enemi es were
hal fway to Wani before ny entourage was caught and destroyed."

"How did you learn of it?"

John Stone Gey touched his tenple. "By inplant. A signal sent the noment the
shadow warrior died."

"What do you wi sh nme to do?"

"I have one conpanion, Captain Tom a powerful C ever Man naned lain
Sunmondamas, my | ast bodyguard and friend. He has been away fromny side only
twice —once as a tenporary envoy to the Chaness for severa

nont hs, once a year ago when he participated in the battle on the Air. The

re-staging of this battle is in three days' time. | wish you to take the two
of us to Lake Air and bring ne to ny fleet. It will be waiting there. W have
only ei ghteen core-ships against the Chaness fifty-seven. | nust be there to

lead the Ajaro, to affirmthat | amthe Faced Prince, or | forfeit. Chian goes
to the Madupan. The comet neans not hi ng. -

| studied the glittering dark eyes, the | ean handsone face, the hands conposed
on the chart table.

"They will suspect immediately what we are doing."
"Yes," the Ab' O said. "They will. But only when we are near the Air. W are
just another ship till then. Then it is too late. Your mandate is valid, the

Roads are open to you and safe. The tribal satellites and our own ancient
Ajaro facility know to watch. No Chaness or Madupan woul d dare strike at us.
Once | amon your ship, on an official Road, under your protection, | am
safe. ™

"Except for pirates and privateers. Wth carefully insulated hulls."

"That is true. That is the risk. But only when we are near the Air. \Wen we
have nade it plain that our destination is that place and not sone other."

| 1 aughed.

"What is it?" the Ab' O said.

"To think that probably the only way the Chaness and Madupan can stop you is
to use the very pirates who oot the Airships and photograph the battles.”
"The Eagl e C el and Buchanan?"

"He's the one."

John Stone Gey sniled. "I aman eagle too. My totemis the hammoneagl e.
Buchanan will not stop us. Well?"

"I"ll take the Ajaro Prince to the Air."

The Ab' O nodded. "I will not forget this."

"When will your Prince arrive?" | said.



The dark eyes wi dened. "Wat do you nean?"

"You are |ain Sunmondamas,"” | said.

The Ab'O smiled. "OF course | am Captain Tom And the Prince arrived severa
days ago. He is the young outcast we saw on deck splicing cables with your
crewran. "

| did not warmto the real John Stone Grey as quickly as | had the fal se one,

t hough the Ajaro Prince was an intense and dedi cated young man and prom sed to
make the Ajaro a good Prince. If he lived.

As we ran towards Adel ai de on the Aranda- Ai dal ay Road, the Rynosseros doi ng 80
k's under twenty kites, | stood with himon the forward deck, watching the

wi de gi bber plain that flanked the Road on all sides, fromtime to tinme gazing
at the slender figure beside ne.

It was easy to tell fromhis remarks that he was the Anonynmous Son, the
younger son kept hidden at the tribal capital, with only the year that had

| apsed in the conpany of Summondanmas and the other C ever Men to ready himfor
what was soon to happen.

On sonme matters, he was still too innocent and uninformed, and there were
nmonents when | forgot about his sheltered life, when his inpatient questions
becanme tiresone. lain Sunmondamas tried to be there to spare ne such nonents,
but John Stone Gey sonetines insisted, and angrily, that the C ever Mn |eave
us al one together.

"My crine is being young and i nexperienced, Captain," the Prince said on one
occasi on when lain had left us. "What lain forgets is that | nust neasure
nysel f against as many strangers as | can. You, your crewnen, anyone we neet.
He nust not always be a filter to the world |I see.™

"That makes good sense, John. But lain is the last of your bodyguard.
Naturally he feels

"He is ny only bodyguard," John Stone Grey said. "The others cane to nme when
Bai ame went into the salt. As Anonynous Son | had one andronorph and one

Clever Man —lain. The Ajaro are not a great tribe now W rmust win or we wil
becorme extinct like the Wagiri."
"Chi an chose you. That will force a great alliance with the Chaness.

"If we win at Air," the Prince said. "And Chian chose |ain Sunmobndamas. Three
years ago when he was Ajaro envoy to the Chaness for a tine, they were close.
She accepts ne conpletely because he is my dear friend. lain says this is not
true, but | know better."

" Compl ex. "

"What life is. Cleopatra, Helen of Sparta, Quinevere: nmen's |ove of wonen
makes hi story. People dare things for power, wealth, ideas, all manner of
reasons, but they sonmetines do extraordi nary things just for another person."

| watched the gibber flats, studied the kites, and brought ny thoughts back to
our journey. Even as we ran along the Aranda-Aidalay, | knew that in the south
arrangenents were being made with Buchanan and perhaps ot her renegade sandsmnen
to be ready for any ship changing course for the Roads | eading near the Ar
Wth the Prince aboard, we had di spensation for constant conmsat scans of the
deserts we crossed. Several times during an hour, one of the crew —Ri m or
Strengi —woul d key in the Ajaro code and data woul d appear, telling us of any
traffic in the region. W knew of the three Chitalice charvol ants which passed
us at 1042 on the second day a full hour before we net the vessels as they
headed nort h.

It was reassuring that the tribal charvis barely bothered to acknow edge us,
just a single banderole fromthe poop of the closest ship.

| ai n Sutmmondamas cane on deck when the newcomers had gone. John Stone G ey
fol | oned.

"They knew a Cl ever Man was on board," lain said, explaining the flag. "I
sensed theirs —two. | wonder what they know. "
"What can it matter?" | said. "W've carried Cever Men before. Even royalty.

A registered ship carrying a Clever Man to his tribe is nothing to cause
concern."
"Perhaps, Captain Tom | cannot stop being ny Prince's protector. He is all |



have. "

More and nmore clearly now, despite the bickering, | saw how strong the bond
was between the young Prince and his advi ser, bodyguard, weapons-nmaster. And
it was a two-way thing, a constant |earning for them both.

When a | ook of concern crossed | ain Summobndanas' face, | saw John rest a hand
on his Cdever Man's shoul der.

"W will be intime, lain. It is our destiny." Then he faced ne. "Captain,
tell me of Lake Air."

"Lord, we have spoken of it . . Sunmondamas sai d.

But the youth cut himshort. lain, |I know what you have told me." The C ever

Man nodded and noved away, to stand by Shannon and Scarbo who were tending the
controls.

"The ancient nane for Air is Eyre," | began, "E-Y-R-E', then realized that as
Anonynmous Son, limted by the year of grace, John had never been to the
fighting ground, that it was lain who had seen Baianme die. | went on to tel

hi m what many people did not know, that the vast salt |ake was al nost twenty
netres bel ow sea level in sone places, and was even now the “dead heart' of
Australia that Professor Gegory had once spoken of, not the burning gibber
and sand deserts further north. | could not tell what was new to hi mand what
was known, but plainly nmy telling of it was as inportant as what | said.

One thing did fascinate hi m—when | spoke of how the 10,000 square kil onetres
of burning salt was the ancient flood plain for the river systens of the

D amantina, the Warburton and the Cooper, and told himhow once all the inland
rivers had sought to end there. Only twice in living nenory had the Air

fl ooded, and many suspected that the nore recent Ab' O terraform ng projects
had interfered with the drai nage systenms and the great artesian table that fed
the area. Now the Inland Sea to the north took nost of the run-off fromthe
northern and eastern rains, and the Air remained a terrible waste, al nost
totally enpty of life.

John told me things in turn. He had seen recordings taken during the Air
battl es conducted by his tribe; he had the scans fromhis old Ajaro satellite
of other actions on the [ake. He knew the wecks sunken into the salt,
scattered across the inmrense glaring fighting ground. He even recited the
nanes of all the Ajaro charvol ants which had been found amd the mrror-ships
and rammed, left crippled and abandoned to the | ake.

He said their nanes as he would a litany, and as he spoke them | turned to see
| ai n Summondanas wat ching his dutiful Prince, his eyes glittering with quiet
pride and other hidden enotions, his own |ips ghosting the words being said
exactly as he had taught them Too young hinmself to have done much fighting
for his State, kept at the tribal capital by the side of a younger son except
for his brief time anong the Chaness and on the Air, he was thrust now into
the affairs of the world: a chase, a vital mssion, a pending battle to
determine the future of one small world.

| understood nore and nore what was happening here, the conpletion of a forced
growm h, the dramatic changes, the levels of fulfilnent being nmet and satisfied
in both nen.

At 1125, we turned off the Road and headed into the sout hwest towards the

anci ent course of the Cooper. The winds made it difficult for kites, so with
John's consent we took the |uxury of running on solar power. Scarbo put our
silvered inflatables in the sky, four |long wi de sun-snares that kept the
accunul at ors hunmm ng.

At noon, the pirates cane.

W were on an old battle road, running between claypans and | ong steep
sandhills red with ferric oxides and scoured by endl ess wi nds. W had scan
going, and Strengi read an intermttent signal, the sort of indistinct reading
that can nean anything froma freak power flux to regional interference to

i nsul ated vessel s in hiding.

"Broken signal!" he cried, and we acted at once. In two minutes, Scarbo had

t he sun-snares down and had sent up death-lanps. Rm lain, John and

uncovered the deck | enses and harpoons.



"You know tribal policy, lain," | said as we adjusted the deadly glass franes.
"WII Buchanan's men use hi-tech?"

[ ai n shook his head. "No! Laser gives too clear a trace to the satellites.
They dare not risk it. The Chaness could not allowit either. They woul d be
incrimnated and nade to forfeit."

But no nore di scussion was possible. The Airmen pirates were suddenly there,
two sixty-foot vessels in sand-ochre canouflage com ng at us fromeither side
down | ong open wadis. They had been waiting, prinmed and ready, but needed to
gat her speed, so we were past them before they reached the battle trail. Al
the sane, they scored hits with their |anps, |lenses and ballistics, and we
were snoking at the bow and trailing a | and-anchor hanging by its cable from
an Airmen harpoon | odged near our stern

Once the anchor's barbs caught on an outcroppi ng, Rynosseros would be | ost —
capsi zed or badly crippl ed.

But, fortunately, for a time, the battle trail was straight and reasonably
snoot h, and Shannon steered a careful central course, though the Airnen did
not mean to let that happen for long. Wth no other kites aloft than their

twi sting, flashing death-lanps, the | ow arnmoured and powered ships gathered
speed and started cl osing. Behind us, the anchor dragged, bouncing and sendi ng
dust curling up. That at |least was in our favour, for it conceal ed our
position and gave lain and Rmtinme to cut at the cable.

Above us, one of our death-I|anps expl oded, a direct hit, and another drag-line
har poon gl anced off the starboard edge of our travel platform then bounced
back.

The Airmen were careless to have risked such a shot in the dust haze, for one
of the raider ships ran across that deflected | and-anchor and damaged itself.
Strengi reported one of our pursuers dropping back. Meanwhile, Rimand lain
sawed at the cable.

Whi |l e they worked, John Stone Gey, still dressed in the fatigues of Buso the
deck-boy, canme to ne on the poop

"Can we pull that anchor in?" he asked. "Ease the cable tension?" "A ngjor

ganbl e, John," | said.
"They will not get it free in tinme. Your ship.""
Ganbl e agai nst ganble. | considered the Airmen strategy: a stretch of flats to

get harpoons in, then rocks to catch their anchors afterwards. "Tell them" |
sai d.

The youth ran to lain and spoke. The C ever Man glanced up at his Prince, then
i medi ately changed actions. Rmfed the harpoon |line through an open two-hand
wi nch while lain guided it.

The anchor cane towards us as the |ine shortened.

Both nen worked in a frantic doubl e-handed noti on about their cranks while
John Stone Grey guided the |line. Scarbo gave assistance too once tension was
of f the harpoon shaft, working it back and forth so that if it pulled free it

woul d tear out less of our hull. Though the spring-barbed head had opened on
i mpact and woul d still cause us great damage, it might pull free rather than
turn and capsi ze the ship.

Shannon steered; | managed the | enses on the poop and sent flashes of burning

I ight back at the unseen Airmen ships.

"Rocks on scan!" Shannon cried, loudly so lain and the others could hear

"Five k's."

Now we woul d know. lain and Rimw nched furiously; John Stone Gey fed in the
cable and hacked at it with lain's short-sword; Scarbo pulled at the shaft.
The anchor was four netres out, sending up a great cloud of dust which boiled
along the battle trail and hid our attackers, though all our death-Ilanps had
gone now and there were two nore burn points where the |light netal plating was
buckl ed and the paint blistered.

There were shouts at the winch. The anchor was clear of the desert, ours to
use as a weapon once the line was free. Scarbo inmediately returned to the
cabl e-boss, fitted two nore | anmps and our old Javanese fighting-kite. lain and
Ri m hoi sted the anchor up to where they could aimit, while John still worked



at the cable.

| felt the uneven terrain under our wheels and sighed with relief. "One ship
only!™ Strengi called up fromscan. "They've definitely | ost one.-

W could see that was so with the anchor no longer raising its trail of dust:

one Airnen raider still closing, its conpani on sonewhere far behind am d red
dunes, no doubt with a crippled travel platform
| fired a small hot-pot harpoon back at the pirate vessel. It went w de, and

the Airmen captain increased speed, obviously wanting to get in range of

anot her | and-anchor shot or their own hot-pots before we could prine and fire
agai n.

"Now " John cried, as the cable gave way, and the captured anchor went over
the side.

Through the dust from our wheels, and the sun's relentless glare, the Buchanan
crew may not have seen our retrieval of that iron claw earlier. Now they saw
it com ng back at them and there was a choice of seconds: to go over it or
swerve asi de.

The raider swerved, but the battle trail had narrowed and the ground was

br oken and uneven with sand-drifts. As the craft began to topple, the captain
applied nmore power, but it was too late —the Airmen craft di sappeared into
the sandhills. We barely heard its death roll above the roar of our own

wheel s.

"Scan clear!" Strengi called, and we rel axed at last, dividing up into our

di fferent watches as Rynosseros ran on through the harsh terrain.

The Chaness had tried subterfuge and failed. Now there was only the | ake.

W approached the Air on its eastern side, along the graded battle circuit
besi de what had once been the Cooper. We ran between sandhills, bel ow

sal non- pi nk sandri dges and knolls flashing with gypsum Now and then we
crossed remai nders of the ancient Cooper watercourse, wide flat gullies, sone
green with |lignum and sanphire amd the white sand-crests, show ng where an
Ab' O bore had been sunk in the old way, others ragged wi th saltbush and

ni trebush and strange clunps of never-fail

Hal fway through the afternoon, the sandhills cleared at |last to reveal the

i mense gl aring expanse of the |lake itself, stretching to the horizon. There
was no chance of seeing the Airships in this leering haze, with the sun a lid
of burning mercury above a chrone | and.

| brought up ny old National map, a yellowing |am nated facsimle, and pl aced
it with the new nmap Summondamas had provi ded.

To the south, hazy in all this space and light, lay the vast sweep of the
Madi gan Gul f, and other |andmarks with their anci ent National nanes —Sul phur
Peni nsul a, Pittosporum Head, Artenia Point, Jackboot Bay.

| turned the deck-scan fully on macro, trying to find any trace of those

magi cal places. Such names had replaced far nore ancient, prehistoric triba

nanes, | realized, just as those on Summondamas' chart had bani shed ours
al nost from nmenory
Besi de nme, John Stone Grey surveyed those sanme di stances unaided. "It is a

pl ace of lies," he said, and | wasn't sure how to take his words.

On the poop's port side, |lain Summondamas was using the other scan to exam ne
the I and ahead. Before | coul d ask John what he neant, the C ever Man stood
back and pointed to a beach of sand and salt seven or eight kil onetres away
around the fiat shoreline, where the road started to dissolve in the odd
suffused light of a mrage. "There!" Summondamas said. "CGo there!"

Scarbo had the hel mand silently obeyed, shifting our course fromthe main
road so we ran along another battle trail on the edge of the Air, travelling
north to the Ajaro rendezvous.

A hot dry wind blewin off the |ake, and sent sand hissing in sudden pl umes
fromthe domed white sandhills and shifting sandridges on the shore.

We dared not trust our vision. Shannon and | used the scans, while Scarbo wore
his desert glasses and steered us between the crests of fum ng sand.

It was indeed a place of apocal ypse. Bad enough when it filled with water in
those rare times. Now, but for the bores and sinks, the condensation posts and



the lonely clanking tribal windmlls | had not seen but knew woul d be out
there, it was a bone | and.

| watched that beach for ten mnutes, nesnerized by the wall of inmage-ridden
light just beyond it, the ever-recedi ng mrage.

Then there was a novenent at ny el bow. | |ooked up, and for a nonment thought
it was |ain Summondamas —the figure had that indefinable presence —but saw
i nstead John Stone Grey. The | ake was changing him How could | have taken
this light-skinned Ab' O for an outcast deck-boy? That identity had gone. Now
John wore fighting | eathers under his djellaba, and the twin swords were
thrust into his belt. | dared not say it but he resenbled lain in so many
ways, ways that were dear to them both and unspoken

"You have been here before?" he said.

"Yes, John. Afewtines. Once | was allowed to witness m nd-war on the Sul phur
Peni nsul a. Big corroboree. Many O ever Men, many dragons. No nedia could
attend, but they wanted National accreditation for the outconme. | canme by
tribal ship then."

| ai n Sumondanas had conme up on deck al so.

"Neo-Dieri?" he asked.

"Yes," | said. "The outcome made it possible to raise the new tribe. The
Neo-Dieri."

"They are false nen," lain said

"They did not ask to be cloned,” | renminded him "The Ula are responsible.

They found the Dieri nmumy and they gave the dead tissue. They won the right
to proceed, to restore that people.™

lain turned his dark eyes on ne.

"They do not bring ships to the Air. The Neo-Dieri are not allowed ships

yet."

"Wirse than Nationals," | said, trying to make ny point obliquely. "Wrse than
nost Nationals, yes," the Cever Man said.

| tried to change the subject. "The Neo-Dieri care for the | ake, lain. They
sink bores and grow things. Sonetimnmes the birds even cone. The hammon-eagl es, "
| added pointedly. "The kings of the sky."

lain stared at me. He night have said: "Vat-bred creatures!” were not that new
strain his Prince's sign. He returned instead to the main point. "They are the
corruption of an ancient people.”

There was silence for a nonment, then John Stone Grey spoke. "Wen the
Neo-Dieri come, lain, we will give them honour."

"They will have honour," lain said. "Spoken honour is easy."

W discovered that the Ajaro fleet was already in position 20 k's or nore out
on the lake to the north. Only one ship waited at the rendezvous, standing
quietly on the salt a hundred nmetres from shore. This was Kuddi nudra, the

one- hundr ed-and-forty-foot A aro flagship, an eccentric painted and arnoured
charvolant with a stern coloured with dramati c orange fl ashes. Through

hal f-cl osed eyes or at a distance, that stern did indeed resenble the tail of
a hammon-eagl e, though the vessel was named for the anci ent water-denon of

Air, a different beast entirely.

Waiting on the shore across fromthe big charvi were the Neo-Dieri, four very
dark, shorter-than-average Ab' Os wearing |long desert robes. They stood near
their nodest canmp —two wurlies, a battered condensation tower and four

canels. John Stone Grey and lain clinbed down to the hard pan and went to
greet themformally. They tal ked awhil e out of our hearing, then John
ret ur ned.

"It is hard for lain," the young Prince said. "Sonmetines he forgets. He tries
to be an Elder for me, the father I did not often see. | have left himto nake
the arrangenents with the Neo-Dieri. Can we see the Airship wecks together?"
"I think we can," | said. "The light is | ess harsh now "

W | eft Rynosseros and wal ked several netres out upon the glaring surface of
the Air, listening to the silence. The incredible enptiness nade us | ower our
voi ces, brought awe, alnost a reverence, welling up inside us when we did
speak. | raised nmy pocket glass and peered down the hot nmetal tube at the



hori zon. At first there was nothing to mar the desol ation, just the endl ess
waste of white salt nmeeting a hot sky so pale a blue as to be an uncertain
stained white itself.

I moved the glass fromnorth to south, adjusted the magnification and tried
agai n. Now what had been hal f-i nagi ned darker notes dancing in the |ake's
searing shimer resolved into the hul ks of |ong-dead ships lifting out of the
salt, curving lunate sections of hull, long skeletal prows thrusting into the
sky, rusted broken stern assenblies. The sun and the wi nd had reduced themto
ci phers and strange totens, had taken all neaning fromthem At night the

wi nds woul d race across the dead | ake bed and whistle and thrum about the
wrecks, lifting the | oose deck plates, slamm ng them back and forth, soughing
and crying through fused and shattered ports, whispering down the enpty
passageways, bringing salt and sand and a fleeting ghostly senblance of life.
In those rare years when the lake still filled itself fromartesian springs
and coastal rainfall, the wecks would sit in a vast sheet of shall ow water
that glistened with a startling difference under the burning desert sun and
noved to the ruffling breezes. Then the wrecks would be lonely twi sted reefs
painted with faded war-signs, crusted with verdigris and salt, and would for a
time resenbl e sea-going vessels, the detritus of Salam s, Actiumor Lepanto,
shapes and forns from ot her places and other ages brought here to this ancient
salt-sea, discarded fromtine.

| handed the glass to John but continued to stare out at where the wecks
were. Saying they rem nded ne of primeval |and and sea ani mals, whales,

di nosaurs, was not true. There was that other conparison, nore recent, which
al ways cane first whenever | saw the postcard renderings.

"Aircraft,"” |I said. "They're like aircraft."
"I know this," John said, hearing the termhis way.
"No. No. Aircraft. AOd hi-tech flying machines. | once saw pictures of a

bonber aircraft buried in the desert. Big tail vanes |like on sonme of those
hul ks out there. But with w ngs."

"I know," John added. "For the sky. Heavier than air, right? Like the
shuttles." He sounded accepting but | knew it was an enornous conceptual |eap
"That's right. They are still used in parts of the world. In the great nuseum
collections or as craft of State.”

John swung the glass along the horizon

"There are hundreds of them" he said, marvelling. Though he had seen pictures
and recordi ngs and knew the statistics, he was seeing themfor the first tinme
inreality.

"You're looking at lifetimes of tribal wars settled out there," | said.
"Thousands of men, hundreds of ships. Geat open-plan fleets, the new ones
navi gati ng around the wecks of the old, |eaving nore wecks behind."

John handed ne the glass. "It is some joke, Tom -

"Yes," | said. "I" think of aircraft, and here they are in this dry I ake,
fighting in the Air.

W | aughed, then stood in silence. | had time to study John Stone Gey, to
consider himas | did the | ake, as part of this world.

There was sonet hi ng about the youth that inpressed ne, that stirred ny tried.
admration, a recognition of the worth in what is new and young and un- "MNbst
peopl e | ack any sense of destiny," he said and caught me watching him "But
not you. Wy?"

| began speaking of my tinme in the Madhouse and how it had changed ne. | told
hi m how | had made an oath when | was incarcerated there, comng to

sel f -awar eness and objective tine-consciousness, of how | vowed quietly, in
spoken words, there in my dark place that linked ne to all tinmes, all places
and possibilities, that | would live as Al exander the Great was said to have
lived, for the monment, for the instant couched in the prom se of forever.
woul d take risks, be reckless when it felt good and vital, that | would never
be afraid to feel. | explained how it was an easy prom se to nake then, with
all of ny life coming back to me like that, but it wasn't sinply the sort of
pl edge the reprieved nan nmakes, a tenporary provisional thing, short-lived and



i nsubst anti al .

| knew | would dare things, do things, strive at least, and knew that this
woul d equip me to deal with not just the Ab'Gs but all men. It was a divine
nmonent, the sort we all have but often cannot fully grasp; a noment when the
psyche is bal anced and eloquent to itself, when it sees and knows what cannot
be said. Having unl ocked the door of ny madness, | had such an instant. | knew
how it had to be.

John Stone Gey listened, not speaking, not challenging, but seeming to accept
that | believed what | said, measuring ne as he did anyone he met. He thanked
me afterwards and gave ne an inquiring | ook

"Do you think I ama man of destiny al so?" he said.

"l have no doubt of it, John."

"How do you know?"

"Heart knows," | said, which he accepted as he had the rest.

| ai n Summondanas had conme out on to the | ake and was standing a little apart,
tal king softly with the Neo-Dieri headman, Si Akara, and his three tribesnen.
Now t he young Prince turned to him

[ ai n?"

The O ever Man turned at once. "Yes?"

"Tormorrow you rmust stay with Rynosseros. You must wait until this action is
done. ™

"No, Prince! | nust "

"lain! Si Akara and Tom Rynosseros are |istening. | have good reasons. You
will stay with Rynosseros. Please accept this.”

lain did, but it caused hi manguish. | watched the salt, not wishing to add to
his shane, and only turned back when John and lain, Si Akara and his nen had
gone.

At 0600 the next norning, Kuddiinudra |ofted twenty-four display kites and
nmoved out onto the Air. W watched her grow snaller until nothing was visible
wi t hout gl ass or scan.

Three hours later, in the sharp norning light, the Chaness fleet cane. At
first there was just a strange edge to the silence, so that we peered out
anong the wecks, feeling rather than hearing sonething across the salt. Then
t hrough scan, |ow against the horizon, appeared a dark line, a jagged crust
between brilliant white and blue, w dening, thickening, starting to nove
forward through the scattered, |onely ship-reefs.

A great fleet under full cerenonial display, advancing to the sound of drums
and bullroarers. Mre than a hundred ships, possibly two hundred, with nearly
sixty core-ships, a great array travelling close together, nore closely than
charvol ants normally dared. It was how t he Spanish Armada nust have | ooked, or
the converging galleys at Actium only here the sky was filled with kites

i nsul ated against mrror-flash, riding lines coated with powdered gl ass or
with tantalum all oy edges. The air thrummed and throbbed with their approach.
Then, fromthe north, came the Ajaro fleet, smaller, much smaller, and with a
great many replicant ships considering the eighteen core-ships the A aro had.
It was a dreanmlike scene. In the glare and the hot dry w nd, the ships began
to lose their sharpness as the | ake surface heated and the air shimered. It
was al ready 55° Cel si us.

Si Akara canme aboard and clinbed to the poop carrying two letters. One he
handed to | ain Summondanas, the other he gave to ne.

"Do not open," Si Akara told me. "Open later, when this is done." He turned to
lain. "You open this when it is clear in your heart how this business goes,
you understand? Only then."

| ai n nodded, and the Neo-Dieri went back to where his tribesnmen stood with
their camels on the hard salt-pan. lain studied the sealed letter, then put it
inside his djellaba. He gripped the rail, put his face into the hood of the
macr o- scan and wat ched the ships out on the lake. | did the same, slipping ny
letter into nmy own desert robes for later

The fleets were very close now. Kites were changing, a fascinating thing to
see. Most of the brightly-coloured top-kites and parafoils were pulled down.



Drab battle-kites took their place, and sparkling death-1lanmps gorgi ng on
deadly sunlight, flashing and spinning across the approaching |ines.

On our scans, we started to see sone of the ghost-ships for the enantionorphs
they were, which nade the sight even nore dreanli ke and unreal. Now and then a
charvol ant woul d approach a weck buried in the salt and pass through it,

di ssol ving around the hul k and resol ving again on the other side as
substantial as before. | could not help but get a sense of intersecting
realities, of two worlds nmerging, as if the wecks scattered across the salt
waste were the future remains of today's battle or, conversely, the ghosts of
t hose dead and broken charvol ants were re-enacting their final nonents yet
again, restless in death.

The Chaness and Aj aro ships net. Even where we stood, the air throbbed wth
sound, with the drone of bullroarers and war-didjeridoos, the constant boom
boom boom of the dammi ng-drunms, with the chanting of

warriors and the deeper roar of so many wheels travelling on salt-pan and
sand-fl at .

And then, as if in a dream |ike so much heat-born nmirage on this ancient sea
of illusion, the fleets passed through each other
"First pass," lain Sunmondamas said. "Nothing."

Whi ch was not quite true. On the | ake surface behind the parting |ines of
ships were tangles of kites and cables fromthe hidden core-ships, snared

out of the hot sky by long boomgaffs and spring-powered boonerang snares
fired at randominto the canopi es of the eneny.

But it was an easy pass, as lain said, and as good as nothing. This early in
t he engagenent, kites and cables could be replaced, new snares and boons set.
The fleets cleared one another by several kilonetres, slowy turned and began
novi ng toget her again, gathering speed.

Near nme, lain did not nove fromthe macro-scan. He knew the configurations of
the Ajaro ships well, could probably tell which of the twenty or

nore flagships replicated out there was the real Kuddimdra with his Prince
aboard.

The second pass was sl ow and deadly. Before the ships net, harpoons and
hot - pots arced out fromthe advanci ng arnadas, death-|anps flashed
concentrated light into the overl appi ng canopi es. Wien a burn point on a hul
showed fire, or a kite went up in flame, the gunnery crews plotted carefully
the likely position of their target ship am dst the nyriad random and

i nst ant aneous replications that occurred.

It was a conpl ex business. So many ships were attacking at the sanme tine,
causi ng damage and trying to nmonitor the replications of their own successful
hits in the endl ess search for core-ships. Distribution patterns were the
first priority but any worthwhil e captain knew what a distraction that could
be. They posted spotters and sanplers, but for the npost part took their
chances with any vessel that cane at them Wapon strikes first, if possible,
t hen ranm ng.

No ships died on that exchange either, but both fleets took snmoking hulls wth
them and the ground between was littered with burning kites, dunped fragnents
of snoul dering superstructure, and bodi es.

Anot her pass followed, and another, and with each one the captains gained a
better idea of the enemy's disposition, the pattern of ship details being
reproduced. It did not take the Chaness |ong to know how thinly-spaced the

Aj aro ships were.

As the day wore on, we watched the next six passes, saw four Ajaro core-ships
rammed and | eft burning, saw how sections of the Ajaro fleet w nked out,

| eaving | arge gaps that nade safe travelling spaces for the Chaness on the
next pass.

The Ajaro were fighting fiercely. Eleven Chaness were either burning on the
salt or trailing their formations. It neant approaches cane |ess frequently as
t he Chaness used the recoveries and turns to re-position their ships. The
damaged vessels sinply nissed a pass to tend to their wounds; the Chaness
formation tightened, which they could easily afford to do. The Chaness fl eet



may have | ooked snaller than when it first appeared, but it was still nmany
times larger than the noving patchwork of the A aro.

| was awed by the spectacle. Here was what | had seen in the postcards and
simulations, the reality of so many charvis working together, not allowed to
use their conp systems or scanni ng equi pnent, their stored power or hi-tech
armanent, just the mirror-ship projectors; forced by their own tribal rulings
to rely on code weaponry and the constant burning winds of the Air

On the other side of the sky, |ooking down on this waste painted in ochre,
red, ganboge, nmustard and chrome, were the unseen tribal satellites,
nmonitoring the silent comfrequencies to see no-one transgressed, reading
energy levels and recordi ng every phase of the operations.

There were four nore passes that day, and we watched each one of themtill our
eyes ached. The Ajaro fleet remained an open lattice, the mrror-shps
duplicating every hurt suffered by the vessel giving them existence, the
core-ships trying to protect the hidden Ship of their Prince by not gathering
too closely about him The | ake was dotted with burning hulls and broken
travel platforns, sonme ships toppled on their sides, others standing upright,
burni ng or crippl ed.

At sunset, the fighting stopped. Si Akara and the other Neo-Dieri watchers
around the shore lit bonfires of canegrass to tell the fleets that they mnust
di sengage for the day.

The ships did so, gladly, returning in the deep silence of growi ng dusk to
their ends of the |ake, nmoving as dreanli ke as ever, phantom sil houettes

agai nst the westering sun.

It was 40°C and cooling, and around us the | and was changi ng. The dunes al ong
the shore gl owed furnace red, antique gold and sal mon pink, flashing with
flecks of linme and gypsum In the strong wind, the sandhills funmed at their
crests |ike new y-born vol canoes. Canegrass and spinifex along the ridges
soughed and rustled, and the sun sank |like a vast red dish through a chanel eon
sky: one nonent burnt copper, then a stained snoky |avender, and finally,

bef ore evening fell altogether, a deep and nournful grey, the col our of
wounded angel s.

lain left the scan only when the visibility had gone. He stood away fromit,
his hair stirring in the wind fromthe west, and seened half in trance,
staring at the darkness.

lain?" | said, knowi ng better than to interrupt but too concerned for himto
stay silent.

The eyes turned to me. "I was not with him" he said.

"Then you have obeyed your Prince well. You have given him his chance."

The C ever Man stared at ne. Then he wal ked away, clinbed down to the
salt-shore and went to sit with the Neo-Dieri. It was an irony that he should
take solace there with those dark revenant folk, but our best silences were
still questions and theirs were easy with anci ent understanding. | heard

voi ces tal king over the soft grunbling of the camels, then the chanting
started as the beacon fires burned low. During the night, the hot w nd
continued to blow out of the west, to set the lanterns creaking and the Iines
thrummi ng and bringing salt and sand and little sleep

The next norning nmade the darkness of the night seeman illusion, another lie,
a prom se which had been broken. Again there was the salt-sea shimering in
the clear relentless sunlight, the strong dry winds, a world resolved into a
fierce duality, the startling twin registers of blue sky and blinding white
salt-flat. The | andscape hurt the eyes, even through our glasses. At 0950 it
was al ready 50°C

| ai n Sutmmondamas wsa back fromthe Neo-Diri canp, and stood on the deck in
fighting-leathers and djellaba, plainly a replenished man, his swords and an
ancient Dieri war-boonmerang thrust in his belt, a great honour. A peace of
sorts had been made, and it was easy to speak to himas if nothing had
happened.

At 1000 the ships came with drums and pul sing bullroarers, the Chaness in a



vast concentration, the Ajaro in a carefully-spaced grid, hoping to divide
their eneny and see replication patterns. Again the first pass was a cautious
thing, a tentative soundi ng-out of ghosts and distributions. No strikes were
made.

On the second pass, an Ajaro ship was hit with a hot-pot, and instantly across
the Ajaro formation twenty mrror-ships wore the same plunes of snoke
Deat h- 1 anps fl ashi ng, sone Chaness ships closed in on where the hotpot had

| anded, and soon they had crippled the core-ship which was left burning on its
travel platform Mpnents later, the vessel exploded and took its ghosts out
with it. Across the salt cane the racket of snaphaunce fire that neant close
deck-fighting, a steady prickle of sound alnost Iost in the roar of the wheels
and t he dammi ng- druns.

Then, with the suddenness of dream it seenmed that half the Ajaro ships were
burning. Billows of heavy bl ack snmoke folded out fromthem which told us that
John Stone G ey had semaphored for snokescreens. It was a sound ganble for a
smal ler fleet to take against a larger —though it meant there would be no
nore coordi nated noves until the snoke cleared and the semaphores coul d be
read again. Now t he ghosts were usel ess, hidden in the pall that rolled across
the waste.

For several hours we watched the dark snoke haze, using the scans to see which
vessel s came and went out of the billows. | shared ny instrument w th Shannon
Scarbo and Rm and Strengi too when he cane on deck, leaving lain alone with
t he ot her scan.

Al'l of us on Rynosseros had studied the accounts of snmokescreen warfare; we
coul d guess what woul d be happening on the |ake. Tactics had changed. For a
start, the Chaness had accepted the Ajaro's strategy and were addi ng snoke of
their own, having no doubt decided that they need only nanoeuvre as a novi ng
barricade, close together, to catch the Ajaro core-ships or at |east foul
their kites and cabl es.

W saw only the black cloud now, deepening, swelling forth, distending and
bei ng repl enished as the winds of the |ake drew it into streaners and eddi es.
Under that mantle, the desperate contest continued. Wth visibility reduced to
fifty netres in places, it had becone a nmuch slower affair. Now the passes did
not happen at all. The ships remained in the boiling cathedrals of snoke they
had erected for thenselves, so many fumi ng chalices waiting for encounters,
ready now for prol onged deck-fighting as much as fire and ballistic strikes
and ramm ng. W waited to see what was resol ved, feeling excluded and
hel pl ess, in a separate worl d.

Then, near the end of the day, lain cried out and staggered away fromthe

macr o-scan, to stand steadying hinmself at the rail

"lain!" | cried. "Wat is it?"

"Mnd-war!" he said. "I felt it. A ship cane close to Kuddi mudra. Wth many

Cl ever Men. As they passed, they went into trance and killed four of ny
Prince's Clever Men. They know his ship."

"Are you sure? Could it . . ."

"The ship that did this is called Kurdimurka."

"l don't understand."

"It is chance! 'Kuddimudra' and 'Kurdinmurka' refer to the same nythic water
creature —the ancient serpent of the Air. It is the sane matter the tribes
ruled on before. If that ship takes ny Prince, there can be his death but no
victory. The contest must be fought again a year fromnow, with fewer ships
and fewer men. All we do here will have been in vain."

W thout saying nmore, we went to our scans, though nothing could be seen but
the palls of snmoke al ong the horizon

"Where is John's ship now?" | asked him

"The extrene left of the Ajaro line," lain said, not needing his eyes to know
such things.

"And i s Kurdi nurka going after her?"

"They are going to try! Their C ever Men are searching down the mnd-Ilines for
Aj aro shapes.



| exchanged gl ances wi th Shannon and Ri m who stood by the scan awaiting their
turns.

"Open your Prince's letter, lain," | said.

The C ever Man brought his head fromthe hood and | ooked across at nme. "No!"

"You know how this is going to go," | told him "If the simlarly-named ships
collide, you will [ose both your Prince and the victory. Those ships must be

kept apart! Open the letter!™

The Ab' O hesitated, then reached into his desert robes and pulled forth the
docunent. He tore it open and read.

“"No!" he cried. "No!"

| reached for the paper and he let ne take it. Then, while lain noved to the
rail, | looked at what the young Ajaro Prince had witten.

| ain,
This is nmy final command to you. At the noment you read this, you are Prince
of the A aro.

Renenber that everything | now do is to confirmthis fact. It is the Tine
of the Star and all things can be dared. Chian nust be yours.

John Stone G ey.

There were tears in lain's eyes, and anger and bew | dernent. "What can be
done?" he asked. Then, as if deciding, he shouted down to the tribesnen

crouching on the shore. "Bilili! Bring canels!"
Bilili, the Neo-Dieri jackman, came running, Si Akara with him
"I want canels!" lain said when the revenant Ab' Gs were on deck. "No,

Summondamas, " the Neo-Dieri headnman said. "No canels on the Air. It is law"
lain turned to face ne. "Captain TonP"

"lain, we can't! No ships can be added!"

"You read it," he said. "I amPrince of the Ajaro! It is the Tine of the Star
Al'l things can be dared!"

"The satellites!" | rem nded him

lain snatched the letter fromne and thrust it at Si Akara. "Read!" he said.
"Co to comand call the satellites for us! Tell them Tinme of the Star. Tel
them "

Si Akara read the letter and nmuttered to Bilili in dialect. Then Shannon | ed
both men bel ow to our comlink

lain turned back to nme. "CGo, Tomi CGo now "

"The Neo-Dieri!" | said.

"Go! They are true nmen, you say? Then they are tribal people. Let them get
honour. Go! CGo!"

It was madness, but | went to the controls, brought life to the circuits.
Scarbo hurried to the cabl e-boss. On the commobns, Strengi and R m began
hooki ng on Kkites.

"Use power!" lain cried. "Kites and power! This is now the flagship. But we
nmust be in the battle. Go! Go!"

Rynosseros noved forward, down the salt-pan on to the lake itself. The big
wheel s ground the sand and salt crystals, gaining speed.

| had never feared for nmy ship so much. | expected a strike at any nonent, a
qui ck deci sive death fromthe comsats in orbit, the Chaness and Madupan
especially, but fromany of the units appointed to watch the Air

When the strikes did not come, | added nore power fromthe cells. Qur canopy
strai ned out above, the photonic parafoils drinking in the hot light, the
deat h-1 anmps buil ding their charges. Scarbo put up five colourful top-kites so
we woul d not appear as a pirate to those watching above.

Rynosseros gat hered speed, running at 90 k's, then 100. On the conmons,
Shannon, Strengi and Rimwere bringing out weapons —t he harpoons and hot - pots
and bi g deck | enses. Scarbo tended the cables, jockeying the kites for
greatest pull.

Si Akara was on deck too, yammrering in dialect at lain Sumobndanas, demandi ng



to know what was happening, while Bilili remained bel ow at corn, sending our
nmessage to all who would listen

"Si Akara," | heard lain tell the Neo-Dieri. "You are pariah people. Do you
accept that? Here is your chance to be a tribe. The Ajaro are nearly gone. The
Ajaro-Dieri may be here on Rynosseros. Here!"

Si Akara was as uncertain as we all were, as no doubt the arbitrators of the
Air contests were at this nmoment. But it was an appeal that worked, that spoke
to the pride and secret hopes of the revenant headnan.

"W will talk later,"” Si Akara said, which was as much of an affirmation as

| ai n Summondanmas needed.

W ran across the | ake on a surface snoother and harder than any Road we had
ever used before. Ahead, the snoke seenmed to be thinning before the hot w nds
but it was an illusion. The ships manoeuvring in those swirls and eddi es were
adding to the billows at the |l evel where it was still the nost effective
tactic, creating a stormlight to fight in.

On the quarterdeck of Rynosseros, lain Sumobndanas went into trance, questing
for concentrations of eneny Cl ever Men he could engage in mind-war, or use to
| ocat e Kuddi nudra and the Chaness Kurdinurka before it was too |late, before
simlarly-named flagshi ps engaged and the contest was voi ded. The rest of us
used the time to don fighting-I|eathers and prepare our personal weapons.

Ten kil onmetres remained. lain came back to us and saw we were suited and
ready. He went to speak but hesitated, then flung aside his djellaba to revea
fully his suit of lights underneath, the small nmirrors sewn to the

| eat her catching the fierce sunlight so that he was a blinding figure to | ook
upon.

At three kilonetres, we were already in the pall of roiling snoke, and our

di splay kites were haul ed down ready for battle. The [owering sun had becone a
shar p- edged coppery shield, as one sometines sees it during a sandstorm
suspended a handspan above the horizon

W could see the first of the ships, hazy shapes, ghost-ships or perhaps the
core-ships thenmsel ves, we could not tell which. It was a navigator's nightnare
—constant hal f-seen forns, startling in their sudden arrivals and departures,
maki ng us edgy, ready to fire at anything.

W had no damming-druns to warn of our position, to signal our allies anong
the Ajaro, no horns, didjeridoos or bullroarers. W ran along in increasing
gloomto the | ast-known position of the Chaness Kurdi nurka, trusting to lain's
readi ng of the whereabouts of eneny Cever Men to |l ead us to the Chaness
Prince, to save John Stone Gey if we could.

Druns sounded ahead. In the boiling funereal haze, we saw a charvi

approaching, two, three, a snall formation of Chaness ships. As they saw us,
the drums stopped, to deprive us of an accurate bearing.

"No C ever Men aboard!" lain cried, which neant there was probably only one
true ship, but which nmeant too we had to trust our own judgenent.

Scarbo nade that decision, confirmng my own. "The one on the left is it!" he
cried, and at that instant three hot-pot harpoons left our guns, trailing
snare lines. There were two hits, one went w de. The Chaness ship flared into
flame at the bow and on the starboard edge of its travelling stage, our good
fortune for it hanpered both steering and gunners. The dami ng-druns started
agai n, a sumoning rhythm eneny strike, Ajaro core-ship engaged, cone to us
Chaness.

W veered away at once, not having enough fighting men to engage in deck-war
usi ng spears and snaphaunce fire, and not wi shing to get caught up w th other
Chaness shi ps.

| knew yet again how nortal Rynosseros was, how conpletely vul nerable, and how
untried in fleet fighting we were.

The burning ship tried to use its flames to stop us, but with drive cables

afire, it manoeuvred too late. | ran Rynosseros through one of the hol of orns,
an uncanny thing, then corrected our course for Kurdinurka.
[ ai n had readings, nmore nind-war a kilonetre ahead. | steered blindly, with

the pall hanging across the sky, fed by a furnace-red sunset now, and lain



Sunmondamas, the new Ajaro Prince, half in trance, murrmuring directions in ny
ear. Mnd-war was ritual war, but in this blind fighting it had a new vita
role, to let Cever Men track other O ever Men, and the greatest
concentrations were naturally attending the Princes. So Kurdinmurka was hunting
Kuddi mudra, so we were seeking themboth, by the mnd-fields of their own
searchi ng Cl ever Men.

Anot her ship crossed our bow, an Ajaro sixty-footer, Jusu, trailing
snokescreen at the stern. The small ship saw our col ours and the comand
pennon and changed course to foll ow Rynosseros. At the same time, lain flashed
into trance and told her Cever Man captain who we were. Jusu's dami ng-druns
started up and on the poop, clear of the cables, crewren swing their

bul I roarers in droning acconpani nent, calling ships, Ajaro cone to us, Prince
formati on here.

Now t he ganbl e started in earnest, for there mght be conflicting signals, two
flagships calling, dividing the Ajaro fleet, though | doubted the problem
woul d arise. John Stone G ey, paradoxically hanpered by his ritual entourage
of O ever Men, would have stopped calling. The brave youth woul d be ganbling
that lain had read the fornations, read the Chaness Cl ever Men, and knew of
Kurdi murka's quest for the Ajaro flagship. There were technical breaches here
that possibly the Star could not excuse, but there was so little to | ose and
so much to be gai ned

Anot her ship darted past, a lowinsulated hull painted in sand-ochre
canouf | age, slipping by us under six photonic parafoils.

"Pirate!™ | cried, but the vessel vanished down a snoke tunnel of its own

maki ng, drawing coils and wisps after it |ike hungry hands.

Buchanan's nen again, after nore photographs, nore provocative and contraband
footage for the souvenir kiosks and archives of the coastal cities, for the
curiosity-seekers of the world. The Eagle's nen may have assi sted the Chaness
for a time, but now we had reached the Air, they were back to their usua
operations, capitalizing on what had to be a sensational devel opnent —the
presence of a National ship in all this. Conp estimtes were seven chances in
ten of that raider making it off the |ake back to Buchanan's eyrie, four in
ten at that speed of colliding with an ancient weck or another core-vessel

but that was a considered risk. Many Buchanan pirates had become weal t hy mnen.
"Kurdi murka ahead!" |ain Summondanas cri ed.

Bef ore us, shapes were noving in the gloom lain went into trance, gave a

m nd- command for Jusu to rush ahead, the |east he could do for Rynosseros and
her crew. Then he turned to us.

"The Chaness know what we have done,’
"How? Cl ever Men?"

"Who can say? A powerful Cl ever Man read it. Buchanan may have told."
"What of Kuddi mudra and John Stone G ey?"

"W are too late. His ship is down."

" Survivors?"

he sai d.

"l cannot tell. | believe all the Clever Men with himare dead from m nd-war.
Jusu will lead us there, but it is very late now Kurdimrka has gone. | get
no readi ngs. All the Chaness ships have gone. Tonorrow will be the end of it."

When we found the broken and snoul dering hul k of Kuddi nudra, the sun had
dropped below the Iine. The snmoke haze had vani shed before the dry desert w nd
and the sky had lost the last of its soft rose and | avender twlight. The

hori zon was rimed with the deepest verdigris where the copper sun had set.
Kuddi mudra had collided with an ancient Airship weck, not at great speed but
wi th enough force to snap the drive lines, sheer the main pins and cripple the
| eadi ng wheel s. The hundred-and-forty-foot Ajaro ship had toppled across the
anci ent hul k and wedged there, and the Chaness flagship and its escort vessels
had sinmply halted and sent hot-pots then warriors across.

There were three Ajaro survivors, all crewren, and one of themtold us how the
Ajaro Clever Men had faced their enemies, greatly outnunbered, and died in
savage m nd-war. Then nost of Kuddinmudra's conpl enent, John Stone G ey

i ncl uded, had fallen to Chaness swords and spears, a sad and futile end to the



day.
But instead of a voided war, another year of grace, a re-engagenment, and one
nore chance for the Chaness to put an end to the Ajaro tribe forever for their
i mpudence, the battle would continue tonorrow. For better or worse, we had
that rnuch.

Jusu' s dammi ng-drunms began once nore, a forlorn sound, and |led the remaining
Ajaro ships to us. Slowy, noving carefully, the survivors canme kiting in the
dar kness on a refreshi ngl y-cool change of w nds, steering by starlight and
nmoonl i ght, manoeuvring in around Rynosseros and Jusu and the w eck of

Kuddi rmudr a.

In all, there were only five tribal ships left, and one of these, Enu, was
crippled and woul d not be repaired in time for battle. Still, lain gave her
captai n honour and did not order his vessel fromthe | ake.

For an hour the exhausted crews of the ships helped to nmove the Ajaro dead and
wounded on to Emu. Then we trudged across the salt in the relief of the coo
wind for a neeting on the canted but largely intact conmons of Kuddi nudra. The
captains and their weary crews gathered on the sl oping deck, watching the

| anterns swi nging and creaking in the wind, waiting for [ain Sumobndanas to
tell them what was to happen now.

The young C ever Man clinbed to the damaged quarterdeck and introduced
himsel f, for nost of the veteran sandsnmen had never been to the tribal fires
and seen the Anonynous Son's bodyguard, this man John Stone G ey had conmitted
them to honouri ng.

| ai n began softly, but as he expl ai ned how he had becone Prince, how the
simlarly-naned flagshi ps had al nost voi ded the whol e engagenent, his voice
took on a greater and greater presence.

"Tomorrow we will win!" he said finally, and left a silence.

"Tormorrow finishes it!" one shipmaster said. "Unless we are cunning and
greatly fortunate."

"You are Pina," lain said, identifying the man, nane-clai m ng himbefore them
all.

"Yes."

"Then if what you say is what you believe, Pina, you can do no worse than
trust ne as John Stone Gey did."

"John Stone Grey is dead," Pina said.

"And gave us a day. And an unvoi ded war, do you understand? Tonmorrow is his."
"Who are these others?" an old C ever Man asked.

"You are Bel," lain said, and name-cl ained himtoo. "Tom Rynosseros and his
crew you know, as |'ve explained. The others down on the | ake there, waiting
for us, are Si Akara and his jackman, Bilili, fromthe NeoD eri. Qur friends
and brothers."

There was muttering and many hard | ooks. Several tribesnen peered through the
dar kness at the figures on the cooling | ake.

Si Akara and Bilili did not seemto care. Wile lain outlined his plan for
bonding the tribes, the Neo-Dieri were studying the |ake surface, Si Akara
crouched on his haunches running a handful of salt crystals through his
fingers.

lain came to the end of his proposal. "I ask for a ruling on this,'
and di scussi on began

This was tribal business so | went down to where the Neo-Dieri communed with
the I ake. Si Akara | ooked up

"Do you trust us older Ab' Gs, Captain Ton?" he said, his dark eyes catching
the lanplight fromruined Kuddi mudra, the barest hint of a frown visible on
the weat hered face.

"This is your land twi ce over," | said. "I trust you."

Si Akara squeezed salt through his fingers. "The Ajaro nust go from here.
Twenty kilonmetres. There!" He pointed in the direction of the NeoDieri canp,
where we had entered the | ake.
" \Npy 2"

"Nothing is lost if we doit,'

he said,

he said. "W will still be on the | ake.



Trust.""In the norning. These nmen are tired."
Si Akara stood. "Too late. Now "

"Tell lain Sunmondanas. "

Si Akara shook his head once. "The Ajaro will not accept it froma Prince who
is still unproven. They will not accept it from dead nen made hot again."

" NB?"

"Rynosseros is the flagship until lain orders you fromthe | ake, which he wll

do soon now to save you fromtonorrow s battle. You made this possible, this
chance, as much as the boy did. You rmust persuade him™""

"There is so much to lose.”

"Trust," Si Akara said, and gave ne what was left of his handful of salt. The
lunps and flakes felt moist, oddly frangible to the touch, and spoke their
silent message clearly enough

I went to |lain Summondanmas. The captains and Cever Men were still deciding on
the Neo-Dieri brotherhood, talking as if this was the tribal hone-fire and
there was a future for the A aro beyond the setting of tonmorrow s sun.

In a low voice, | told the young Prince what Si Akara had said. He hesitated
less time than | had.

"Enough!" he cried, and drew his sword, an echoing, superbly-deft action, so
that all eyes |locked on himat once. "I have ruled. It is done. W go to the
shoreline and we launch our attack fromthere. Follow Rynosseros. Pina, sit
down! Any man who disputes this may fight nme, here, now —warriors with sword
Clever Men with mind-war. | amyour Prince or | amnot."

Everyone stared at the figure on the quarterdeck of Kuddi nudra, where so
recently John Stone Grey had fought and died. lain's suit of lights shone
through the front of his djellaba. His sword was a mrror curve of reflected

[ anpl i ght.
The sinplicity of the fierce ultimtumwas inspiring. lain had owned his
Princehood. 1 |ooked to where Si Akara was standing with Bilili and saw the

Neo-Di eri headman nodding with what | took to be approval

lain strode across the canted deck, through the assenbled warriors and C ever
Men. "We nmove in ten mnutes,- he said. "Follow ny druns!" Then he went back
to Rynosseros, taking with him four drunmmers and seven of the remaining C ever
Men.

At the end of the allotted tinme, the druns and bullroarers began, and the
small Ajaro fleet noved away from Kuddi nudra. The twenty kilometres to the
eastern shore took several hours due to the pace of the danaged hospital ship,
and because of the dark wecks which Iooned |like flattened tw sted skulls,
silent death totens, in the searchlights striking out fromthe atropaic eyes

i n Rynosseros' bow.

The salt under our wheels told the same story as Si Akara's handful earlier
The | ake surface was nore powdery than it had been. Qur wheel s made grooves
rimred with flashing crunbling salt crystals.

What the Chaness woul d be thinking, what the conmsats understood, we could not
know, but they were reading six charvolants noving in convoy under

non- phot oni ¢ parafoils, driving across the Air with searchlights abl aze and
druns poundi ng.

Wth five kilonetres to go, there was water under our wheels at last, the
begi nni ngs of the flooding that had nearly spelt our doom

lain remained with the body of John Stone Grey during our journey across the
salt, chanting softly at times, paying his final respects. But when our
searchlights picked out clunps of spinifex and humrocks of canegrass on the
sandri dges, he abandoned his vigil and cane up on deck to supervise the

| andi ng.

W did not |leave the Air. Manoeuvring with difficulty in the darkness our tiny
fleet noored a hundred netres out fromthe Neo-Dieri canels and huts at the
shore-canmp, our wheels half-covered by water, with winch-lines fixed to posts
hamrered firmy into the hard pan, ready to haul our vessels to safety.
"How di d you know?" lain asked Si Akara.

The Neo-Dieri laid a finger along his tenple. "The wind. The salt. The Star is



here." He shrugged.

And that was the end of it. There would be the scientific explanations —news
of rains in the far north-east, a bl ocked or broken subterranean conduit to
the Inland Sea, or accunul ated waters from the sandstone catchnment areas on
the western slopes of the Great Dividing Range feeding through the water
tabl e, overloading the Geat Artesian Basin underlying this nost arid part of
Australi a.

When the sun rose the next norning, we were in the shallows on the edge of a
glittering desert sea, with a strong warm w nd bl owi ng waves agai nst the upper
edges of our travel platforms and spray cooling our faces.

Qut in that w ndswept expanse of water, the broken Airship wecks were |ike
strange ocean creatures, barbed, finned and vaned, their toppled hulls spired
and arching in the bright sunlight. And in the di stance, our scans showed the
Chaness fl eet swanped and stranded. Mst vessels were in five metres of water
at |least and woul d never nmove again. O hers, on hunmocks of silt, could be
given new travel platfornms and other lives. But when the flood waters drained
back into the hidden chanbers of the earth, not one ship would be able to nove
fromthe lake on its own. Technically, they belonged to the | ake now, though

t he Chaness were a powerful tribe and there would be negotiations with the
arbitrators and special pleas made at the great corroborees, clains for Star
di spensation. But nost of the ships would stay all the sane.

The Chaness had lost, and to the real kuddinmudra of this waste, the enduring
water spirit of this primeval inland sea.

W waited all norning, until the confirmati on came through that the Chaness
had forfeited and the Ajaro claimwas to be upheld. Then and only then did our
shi ps wi nch thensel ves ashore, the successful vessels helping to drag in the
others until we were safely on the salt-pan before the sand-ridges facing the
new sea.

An Airmen pirate ship, unseen in its ochre markings against the shifting
dunes, suddenly canme to life and, risking power, noved fromwhere it had been
recordi ng our beaching activities.

This rai der was not so lucky. The satellites were watching us closely and they
recei ved readings. There were flashes of hard light, the distinctive tearing
sound of sky-born |laser, and the Buchanan vessel exploded and rolled burning
into the dunes, a final drama in all that had happened.* * *

At 1400, we were checking out the electrics and cl eani ng Rynosseros down when
l ai n Sutmmondanmas and Si Akara cane aboard.

"W should go," | told the new Prince.

He nodded. "My hand wi |l always be open to you, Captain Tom™" "I val ue that
greatly, Prince."

"lain,"" | said, and sm| ed.

"One day," he continued, "I may send you a deck-boy, a younger son, to be
taught the National ways. WII| you accept this?"

"I will gladly, lain."

| ai n Sutmmondamas nodded again. "One thing nore. Your letter."” "You wish to

know what John Stone Grey said to ne?"

"No," lain said. "Wiile | do not know, ny Prince still lives. He has sonething
nore to say. But you will read it when you | eave here, while you can see the
Ajaro-Dieri ships and the | ake. Yes?"

"Yes."

We shook hands then, lain first, then Si Akara, and as we did, the headman
slipped something small and hard into ny palm his eyes telling me of its
secrecy.

Then the Ab' OGs turned and | eft Rynosseros. As they headed for Jusu, | exani ned
what Si Akara had given ne, then issued the order to nove out.

W were running through the sandhills and funing ridges under the hot

aft ernoon sun when | drew John Stone Gey's letter frominside ny djellaba.
broke the seal, opened it out and read.

Tom



Wn or |ose, you have survived. | have survived in you and in lain, for | mnust
believe that he lives also and in great honour. Si Akara has given you a small
thing, a stasis-flask with an authorization. The flask contains sone cells for
cl oni ng.

Grow e this andronorph. In three years he will be nmy age now, if the program
is true: an unwed son's only chance, a father no other way. Let himearn his
way on the Starship, where | |earned what | needed. Call hi m Hammon.

I love you for what you have done, and wish | could be there nowto tell you
so.

John Stone G ey

Ajaro Prince

Anonymous Son Hammon- Eagl e.

| laughed and wept.

The Starship. O course, the Starship. Airships and Starships!

Rynosseros noved at speed anmid the dunes, with twenty kites in the sky and a
strong | ake wind at our backs. Wen | turned to | ook behind ne, it was as much
to hide the tears falling on to John Stone Gey's final words as to see Jusu
and the tiny flashing mrror-figure of |ain Summondamas.

"Yes," | said. "Yes."

Everything we do is to conplete our destiny, everything, word or deed, and as
| held the stasis-flask firmy in nmy hand, it seenmed that this fact could
never be nore true than at that nonent, as we ran fromthe Air, safe again,
full of the blessings of renewal and a sense of destiny at the Tine of the
Star.



