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Chapter 1




Should anyone read this journal, let it stand as a warning, especially to the alchemical engineers of the Lyceum, of whom it is said their experiments with certain unstable minerals will lead to new and startling insights about the nature of reality itself. I have already had my fill of such insights; I have seen where they lead, and I yearn for the days when I had a narrower field of vision.




But I get ahead of myself. I was born in the year Anno Rei Publicae 42, the first son of Kory Levik. My father was gamekeeper to Lord Maliksen — Prefect of Upper Scarsfeld — to which trade I was apprenticed at twelve, and succeeded my father upon his untimely death: he was hit by a stray bullet during an uncommon bout of rioting in ARP 58, when the militia were called in to “pacify” some farm labourers who were less than overjoyed at the new, steam-driven harvesting machines that Lord Maliksen had ordered from Alexigrad, making them superfluous. Tragic though it was from their point of view and mine, that incident was very much a flash in the pan. Upper Scarsfeld was, by rule, a county little touched by such innovations of our modern times as heavy industry, galvanics, militia raids, rehabilitation camps, and so forth. Not since the Revolution itself had the people in those parts been accustomed to much violence, so the events of sixty-seven came as a shock to all.




My gamekeeping duties kept me largely occupied in the estate woods and up on the moors, leaving me generally unaccustomed with affairs among the prefect’s tenants and his labourers. A matter less grave than wilful crop destruction would, very likely, never have reached my ears. But such news spreads rapidly through the estate in the harvest season, when every farm from the smallest tenant holding to the largest state-run labour commune is storing up for winter. Just when the granaries should by rights be stocked to the eaves, as Rayf Holman bewailed the following morning in the Pike’s Head, some anarchist swine has to take it into their head to torch a good hundred bales’ worth of wheat in the field, as if Rayf, model Republican than he was, had ever mistreated a labourer in his life. No one disputed that fact and since he stationed some men to watch the field by night the matter had been little spoken of. In all fairness, the greater part of the crop was left untouched, but it was not the quantity of the damage but its extremely unusual and specific nature that incited all manner of bizarre rumours among any locals not so obsessed with their livelihood, and who had time to indulge in such trivia, as I then supposed it to be.




My work carries me across the full length of the estate. It was two weeks later, on the ninth night of Reademon, when I was drinking in the Trap and Badger, that I fell into conversation with a labourer of Lord Maliksen’s employ and received the news that first excited my suspicion: it turned out that one of the prefect’s wheat-fields had, some nights previously, been ravaged after the same fashion as Citizen Holman’s. No culprit had been found, nor any motive for the clearly deliberate burning of many sections of the field. Lord Maliksen evidently suspected the Alvere, but his prejudice against them since the truce of sixty-two — in which a good deal of his private land in the north was given to their enclave — is well known and ill-founded. Even then, I did not share my former master’s belief.




When the labourer had told me of this, a servant of Lord Maliksen’s household entered into our conversation with an alarming tale. It seemed that earlier that very evening the prefect’s house had been visited by two horsemen from outside the county, accoutred in similar uniforms of black, with cowls, cloaks and sabre-belts. They had demanded access to the prefect, claiming official credentials but refusing to show them to anyone but the duke, and openly brandishing sabres and pistols when this approach failed to open any doors for them. Other than that, they had spoken little, except with the prefect, in absolute privacy.




None of the servants worked up the courage to eavesdrop and little was learnt from the prefect, who was last seen recovering over a generous measure of Helsgrad Premium Mead. He had given orders to his household to avoid making any casual mention of the crop burning, and expressed an intention not to bring the matter to the county militia. The servant, as he said, would not have been speaking of it now, except for the fact that both the labourer and myself were already in the know. I feared the inadequacy of this excuse, amidst the developing group of interested late-night drinkers, but was too interested myself to counsel him to silence, and can only hope that he has fared better than I have since.




I was interested not only because of the vandalism upon my master’s lands, but also because I had seen those two horsemen myself that evening. The pair of them had been riding west, break-neck along the main road towards Helsgrad. In spite of the furtive claims they had made of official status, the haste of their departure coupled with the generally thuggish demeanour they had presented during their brief visit led many, myself included, to suspect that they themselves must have been the crop vandals, trying to pull a threatening though rather unconvincing ruse. Several of the company were of the opinion that the militia should be sent to Helsgrad to drag the strangers back, whereupon they should be tarred, feathered and either imprisoned or hung: an enthusiastic suggestion that considerably improved the morale of most present. I was dubious that the miscreants would ever be caught, but joined in the applause with heartfelt vigour.




The company broke up near midnight and left the Trap and Badger in mixed spirits. I was among the last to leave, though among the most sober that evening. Either of these circumstances might explain why I was apparently the only one to notice the figure who was keeping vigil over the tavern entrance from beside the stables, some distance along the road. Clear-sightedness was certainly necessary: the darkness of the night and the figure’s clothing rendered it little more than a vague silhouette against the stable wall, and I had to strain my vision to be sure. Yet when I was sure, I did not hesitate in making my approach, with speed, determination and anger. Any black-clad lurking stranger was hardly likely to appeal to me after that evening’s talk, and this one only managed to halt my hasty approach by drawing a small, ebony-handled flintlock pistol from beneath its robes.




“Hold it there,” hissed an angry voice from within the cowl. “Drunken fool! You have no quarrel with me.”




“Are you sure of that?” I replied accusingly, with forced calm. It pacified my confronter slightly, though the pistol remained levelled.




“I know what that crowd were so incensed about, in case you are wondering. And I am not responsible for it, but if you can’t lower your voice I suggest you silence it. Whatever you may think, if you should attract that rabble back here they will not even stop to think. If I should be lynched on your account, you had better be prepared to contemplate innocent blood on your hands for a lifetime, and to display it to your maker after the Final Reckoning. How does that strike you?”




“All right then,” I answered, thoroughly unconvinced except of the fact that we seemed to understand one another, threat-wise. “Then who are you?”




“A humble priest: nobody important to you or your friends, but I would beg a few minutes of yourtime. I wish to show you something, if you will permit.”




Call it a slightly reactionary, even an anti-revolutionary spirit if you will, but old values die hard in the north, and I immediately felt that a holy man of any description was to be spoken to with some respect. From this point I made an effort to tone down the hostility in my speech. Nevertheless, I remained on my guard and did not lose sight of the matter at hand.




“Is it anything to do with those bastards who threatened the duke?”




“Quite probably. Can you meet me at daybreak tomorrow, on the highest point of the escarpment overlooking the Maliksen farmlands?”




I answered that I could, and then I enquired, “What do you know of those strangers?”




“Nothing for certain,” was the disappointing reply. “I could speculate, though I would rather not. My guesses would all be potentially incriminating, I fear.”




“Are they also the ones who burnt up the wheat in Rayf Holman’s field?”




“Almost certainly not. Is your horse stabled here? If so, I would thank you to take me as far as the river bridge. There we may part until tomorrow.”




It was out of my way entirely, though I acceded without complaint. Aside from anything else, I was now certain that this priest was no holy man but a lady, to judge from the cautious voice I had been attending to. I called a boy from the tavern to open the stables and bring a light, by which I now clearly saw her face, and much to my surprise, for she was an Alvere: bald-headed, sallow-skinned, with sharp teeth, pointed ears, red, catlike eyes, a figure thin as a reed and a face that I would have tentatively guessed at thirty years of age. I later learned her age to be one hundred and seventy-two. Her clerical robe was drawn tightly about her, in a style almost indecent. By my guess, she wore little or nothing beneath it. I may vouch that her neck and shoulders were bare, having found it impossible not to notice such details while bearing her before me on my horse for some three miles’ distance to the bridge. We parted with a kiss, which she surprised me with in an amazingly formal and impassive manner. I supposed this to be a standard gesture of courtesy among her people, however savagely primitive it seemed in Upper Scarsfeld. On the point, I could recommend no Alvere to bring either their traditions or their person within ten miles of Lord Maliksen and admired this woman’s audacity, since she seemed above mere ignorance.




* * * *




We met as agreed, somewhat less than five hours later. I found the lack of sleep of no particular inconvenience, being accustomed to survive on very little during most seasons. My friend the priestess appeared no worse off: merely impatient when I encountered her on the edge of Maliksen Moor. I refrained from questioning her about her activities last night, after we had separated, and in spite of my curiosity kept my talk upon the matters we had already discussed.




“We’re up here to catch those two criminals, are we?” was my admittedly blunt greeting. To be honest, I had not completely exempted this strange woman from my suspicions.




“And a very fine morning to you as well,” she answered, dryly, “and just to spare you future disappointment, you may as well know that those horsemen will be more than halfway to Helsgrad by now, unless they changed their route. I could only check their tracks so far, of course, and make it here this morning. I hope that you will appreciate my efforts on your behalf. Now, if you will join me upon this ridge and look out over the fields as the sun rises, what you see may cause you to believe this journey not wholly wasted. Always assuming, that is, you would like to know what really inspired those horsemen whose blood you seem so eager to wash your hands in to come all this way, and threaten your master.”




The recommendation was enough to persuade me, and so I rode to join her, on the highest point of the ridge. Looking out over the Maliksen farmlands, I could at first see nothing to arrest my attention. A few indistinguishable souls moved about on the edges of the fields, in one of which could be barely seen a mass of dark patches where the wheat had been destroyed. The road was clear as far as I could see in both directions, much to my chagrin. With my thoughts firmly upon the horsemen, I required some guidance:




“Keep your eyes on that field, and watch as the sun rises,” she commanded, actually reaching over and turning my head back towards the ruined field, with surprise but no resistance on my part. As the light increased, I eventually realised what I had been led here to see: although they were not entirely clear in the weak dawn sunlight and from my angle of view on the escarpment, the burnt patches in the Temple field formed a remarkably intricate pattern of symbols, like the runes of our ancient ancestors. I could not believe them to be the work of random destruction, though why crop vandals should wish to carve such a pattern was beyond my imagination.




I turned to my companion for enlightenment, but judging from her words her mind was already elsewhere. “You know Rayf Holman, do you not?” she asked. I nodded. “I was making some enquiries down that end of the county a couple of nights ago. I came across that friend of yours in an establishment — the Pike’s Head, or some such name. There were people trying to console him, though in the end I fear they did no more than pickle his brain in mead. Apparently, some crops of his had been destroyed, though he had suffered a more recent and far nastier shock. It turns out that he had received a visit from two strangers who threatened his property and his family if he ever dared breathe a word about the crop damage outside the county. I cannot vouch for their credentials. Apparently they waved some description of official warrant in his face, but his account was as hopeless as one may well expect from a man neither sober nor intelligent. However, I would not be inclined to trust these supposed officers, whatever their part in this. Enough of them. Tell me: do those symbols in the field mean anything to you?”




“Are they some kind of writing?” I tentatively asked, and earned myself some secret pride at her approving reply.




“Very good. I believe so. The construction appears not dissimilar to some of the most ancient of the faery scripts. Of course, I cannot translate with any precision. My best guess would be that this is a map reference of some description. It has a certain resemblance to the coordinate systems that your military cartographers use, but kindly do not quote me on that. It is a simple message, whatever the details.”




This was no easy concept for me to grasp. Story-book tales of elves, giants, and dragons had been as much a part of my childhood as any boy’s, and although I was vaguely aware that there were some airy-headed southern academicians who considered old wives’ tales as worthy material for serious contemplation, I found this statement to be merely ridiculous.




“Are you suggesting, then,” I asked, incredulously, “that some elf has burnt directions into the prefect’s field for the benefit of his friends? And did they use them to find their way through the county, just stopping by here long enough to present forged papers and terrorise a couple of farmers?”




With an impatient sigh, she answered my scepticism: “If you’d stop obsessing about those horsemen and only try to keep some sense of proportion. Burning a giant set of bearings in a field would be a most laborious and inefficient way of communicating with two horsemen, I trust you’ll admit. As for this ‘elf’ of yours... I hesitate to say. There are all sorts of legends connected to things like this, which I shan’t trouble you with as yet. The traditions of my own people claim that the fair folk were celestial travellers, exiled from one of the heavenly spheres to this world, where they created the Alvere by interbreeding with human beings. In less politically sensitive times, were you not accustomed to referring to my kind as ‘low elves’? And both your mythologies and mine associate the fair folk with air and fire. Perhaps it is appropriate that a being of air and fire would burn geographical information into a field to be seen from above by other such beings... but I merely speculate.”




Her serious tone amazed me more than the extraordinary words it was employed in speaking, a fact that she must have read in my expression, since I could fashion no polite way of letting her know my true opinion.




“Please do not take me for granted,” she continued with strained patience. “I am most unlikely to joke about terrorism, but I confess to be no expert on such incidents as this,” she added, gesturing out towards the mutilated field.




“Then you’ve seen this done before?” I asked, at which the confidence waned a little from her manner, though she remained resolute:




“Not seen, but I have read of many such things over the last few decades. This would be the second in this part of the world since ARP 60, I think. A government executive-controlled department in the Lyceum has the sole privilege of conducting studies of such occurrences, though it is either obliged or merely inclined to keep the findings to itself. As it is, private students such as myself needs must make do, and be sure our investigations remain private.”




I commented that these scholars had apparently not been very successful in keeping these events a close secret, but she dismissed this offhand:




“Look at it,” she scoffed, indicating the field. “How does one keep a strategically-burnt patch of farmland from the public attention? The best they ever managed was to put about stupid tales of Royalist saboteurs causing the damage, and that hardly explains why some enraged counter-revolutionary would burn an archaic, untranslatable script. If the people of this nation were not so apathetic, oppressed, and pathetically obedient to authority, maybe they would have thought to question their distinguished politicians and professors. If such a thing were to happen in Albinor or Rowana, there would be no rest until a satisfactory explanation had been found. But whatever your Lyceum knows, it is pleased to conceal, and your cringing plebeians are obviously content to accept their excuses.”




“Well I can tell you, we’re not putting up with any crap from the Lyceum, or the Senate, or whoever,” I replied somewhat indignantly. “Weren’t you listening to the crowd at the Trap and Badger last night? Whoever those horsemen were, they’ll be caught and dealt with, by me if no one else. And maybe theywere from the Lyceum, if they’re so determined to keep this sort of thing quiet.”




“Perhaps,” she answered with no conviction. “However, they are beyond your reach, and I would have you know that I put little faith in the drunken ramblings of a mob. But if you would prove yourself above that lot, I invite you to join me tonight in my watch over this field. The burning took place two nights ago. An apprentice of mine kept vigil last night and had nothing to report, but if anyone is intended to discover this message, the time will be soon. It will not be left for the burnt areas to overgrow, or later than the harvesting, we may be sure. Does that interest you?”




I agreed to this suggestion, though for no other reason than the hope of either catching the mysterious crop vandal or someone who could inform upon him. That arranged, she walked away north through the nesting grounds while I made my way back down to the Maliksen farmlands. That morning I solicited the service of an apprentice: Lance Medlar, a lad of some fifteen years with little education to show for it, but certainly to be trusted never to speak out of turn, nor to drink himself into extreme candour. I told him only that the purpose of our vigil was to arrest a suspected crop saboteur and, since Lord Maliksen had made no secret of his suspicions, that we were to be joined by two Alvere, whom he was to consider as allies. Though surprised, he consented obediently, whereupon I furnished him with a loaded flintlock and told him to meet me at the gate of the field at sunset. I performed my usual rounds and duties upon the estate for the rest of the day, though distracted by thoughts of the sinister horsemen for whose benefit I could not refrain from casting repeated glances up the road towards the county border. Aside from a couple of post-boys and a cartload of lime, it proved a fruitless exercise.













Chapter 2




It was necessary for me to ride a fair distance that evening, as a result of which the sun had completely sunk by the time I was able to meet young Lance at the Maliksen field. The priestess and her apprentice had already arrived and my own poor assistant appeared more than a little confused and uncomfortable in their company. To my surprise, the priestess had brought along with her a young boy. Twelve or thirteen years old by my reckoning, he was not an Alvere, yet the glimpses of his ears which I occasionally caught behind his long, lank black hair showed them to be unusually shaped, though by no means as sharply pointed as those of the priestess. His complexion was of a sickly hue, his eyes narrow and reddish-brown, and his face gaunt and suspicious. His clothing was ridiculous: a set of black doublet and hose straight out of some old storybook romance, totally inadequate to the weather. He also wore a rough mantle of fur, unlikely to serve against the rain for long. Lance had thankfully provided oilskins for two. I offered one to the priestess, who refused with polite words and a thoroughly impatient voice. Preoccupied with gazing across the horizon in all directions for heaven knows what, she obviously had no time to worry about chills or damp. I ventured the same offer to her apprentice, but received only sullen looks for my pains.




“Johan does not speak modern Lucinian, I am afraid,” declared the priestess, though never sparing us a glance. “His birth was in a much colder clime, in the far northern peninsula beyond the mountains and to the east of Albinor: a harsh land, so I do not think you need worry about his tolerance to your dismal autumn weather. He has lived with blizzards and winds that would kill your pheasants stone dead if they blew over that moor for half a minute, not to mention violent sea-storms. His parents’ fishing boat washed ashore upon the northern strands of this continent. Salvagers found the pilot and his wife dead and cold, but they had poor Johan well protected below decks. That was almost two years ago. His health is quite recovered since, and I have taught him in the language of my people. Not yours, as yet. I suppose I must eventually, now that we are allegedly on diplomatic terms.”




“You mean to bring him up yourself, as an Alvere?” I asked, concealing my involuntary distaste at the notion. She answered dispassionately:




“Not as a common warrior, I am resolved. I have trained him well, and perhaps when he comes of age my archmagister will accept him as a novice. I see the very notion of it disgusts you. So much for the vaunted tolerance of the new order... but if you would look at Johan, even you might accept that he has at least a trace of the fair folk in his heritage already. A ‘changeling’, as they used to say, though that is a poorly chosen term. Your clever Lyceum has found a better one: a ‘recessive pangenetic characteristic’, I believe. Both his parents must have had some weak, latent faery characteristics in their blood. Sadly, those born in such affairs have a tendency to face hostility, ignorance, and occasionally being burned as witches. He will be far safer among my kind, who have long learned to deal with such things.”




Seeing as how she expressed such concern for his health, I again suggested that he wear the oilskin. She gave me a flash of impatience, before interpreting my offer to Johan in some very strange language. He answered me directly with what might have been curt politeness, in the same incomprehensible speech. His gestures were enough to inform me of his refusal, whereupon I let the matter drop and donned it myself, over clothes almost drenched already. A light hailstorm eventually mixed with the rain and I was most thankful for Johan’s endurance.




Little passed in the succeeding hours, save that the priestess and myself exchanged names. To be precise, she already knew mine. I learnt that hers was Phoebe, and that more or less concluded the small talk. We kept a constant watch, ate what little food we had brought, sent Lance almost five miles and back to the Trap and Badger for more, but saw nothing and nobody for a good eight hours at least. I cannot be very accurate on that point: for though it is far from easy or advisable to fall asleep beneath a dripping tree, in damp clothes, in a hailstorm, I somehow succeeded for a couple of hours.




I awoke in poor enough condition and worse humour, stimulated to consciousness by Phoebe shaking me. As soon as my vision had cleared enough to make out her excited countenance, I realised that our vigil had not proven such a hopeless exercise as I had feared. I saw it was near daybreak, from a narrow band of sickly sunlight on the horizon. Lance and Johan were both staring at the escarpment, and by following their mutual gazes I eventually discovered what had caught their attention. Though at first it was hard to distinguish from the fading stars, a moving point of light soon revealed itself to be no work of nature at all. All thoughts of a comet were dismissed when it relinquished its roughly western course across the horizon and seemed to approach the field. The light of the rising sun was soon sufficient to realise how close it actually was: surely less than a mile from where I lay and goodness knows how high. It also became apparent that the object gave out no light itself, but possessed a metal surface that simply reflected the weak sunlight.




It must have passed over the escarpment before I was able to distinguish its shape: a smooth silver “egg” or slightly flattened sphere, emitting a quiet but most irritating whine as it drew near. I cautioned the boys to keep low among the wheat, reasoning that Phoebe would have enough sagacity to make her own choices with regard to due caution. This curious missile eventually slowed to a halt in the air, perhaps some hundred feet or more above the field, where it held stationary. The “sky-ship” — for want of a better term — seemed to me no bigger than a small storehouse or cottage, though the view was far from clear. Quite apart from the rain and the dim light, the ship itself was most obscure, shimmering and wavering as though seen through a shallow layer of rippling water. Considering this, I first thought it to be a mirage, yet it held steady as a rock above the burned wheat for long enough to persuade me of its existence.




I suspect that much pain and exertion would have been avoided, had our small party kept to my advice to remain as low, sheltered and inconspicuous as the field and trees permitted, but apparently I had underestimated the force of my fellow investigator’s curiosity. At all events, I was shocked when I realised that Phoebe had risen from the shadows of the boundary trees and had walked out into open ground at the edge of the field, where she had taken a new and thoroughly exposed station. “It is magnificent!” she exclaimed in deranged admiration, whilst gazing upon the apparition. “A chariot of the heavens!”




Ignorant in religious matters though I may be, I am confident that the next action of this celestial object was by no means angelic. The shimmering that surrounded it had now settled, allowing a much clearer view of its silver-plated hull. I could only regard this briefly: for my gaze was drawn by a violent flash of light as the air near the sky-ship seemed to ignite furiously, and a sudden rush of heat came as our final warning. I leapt from the shadows and drove Phoebe before me into the wheat, calling out to Lance and Johan to run for new cover. I did not look back to see how they fared, though I had little enough opportunity, for it was mere seconds later that the fireball exploded against the trees where we had sought protection, and a cruel blast of searing air threw both myself and my confused partner upon our faces among freshly-crushed stalks of wheat.




The following moments were sheer confusion. I recall looking back upon the trees and being thankful that the flames had failed to catch upon the dripping wood, though the leaves and thinner branches at least on the field side of the treetops had been reduced to fine grey ash. Many times I gazed up in a fearful search for the ship, once catching a glimpse of the appalling object as it skimmed across the fields, keeping at a constant height. I spent a brief period keeping low in the wheat, attending to the unlucky Phoebe. Barring dignity, she had not suffered from either her misjudgement or her fall, and upon her suggestion we crawled as rapidly as possible back to the edge of the field in a search of the two youths.




We soon discovered the wheat they had trampled in their rush and shortly after the area in which they had settled, relying as we had done upon the tall stalks to confuse the view of our attacker. Lance was exhausted and no better for the heat-wave, but essentially uninjured. Johan, unfortunately, had fainted outright at the explosion, perhaps from having been born in such a cold climate and being ill accustomed to strong heat. Our brief efforts failed to revive him and soon our attention returned to our more pressing problem: judging from the interminable whine and occasional glints of silver over the stalks, the ship was still sweeping over the field and presumably looking to finish the job of our incineration. All I could suggest was that we all run in separate directions and pray that we confused it long enough to make good our escape. Phoebe dismissed this with some contempt, pointing out that the ship would have little trouble pursuing any one of us if it so chose and we were not yet so desperate as to be making human sacrifices for the sake of the majority. She then asked whether I had been able to keep my powder and shot out of the rain. Thankfully, the oilskin had kept both perfectly dry.




“Then reload your musket,” she commanded, “and make it a strong charge. But tie something around the gunlock and block the barrel. You shall need it prepared for quick use, but you dare not risk the charge going damp again. Your lad and I can, with luck, hold the attention of that hunter if we run across the face of the escarpment. Risky, but essential.”




“You think buckshot will be any use against that thing?” I asked without pessimism or sarcasm, but genuine hope, however tenuous. I did not relish the idea of using poor Lance to draw the fire of our enemy, however briefly, yet I thought it best to hear her out.




“Understand this: that craft is ordinarily protected by a barrier that is impenetrable to any means of ours.”




“You mean armour plating, like an ironclad warship?”




“Nothing so straightforward. I thought at first that it was surrounded by some kind of galvanic field, but I now see that shimmering is actually caused by it not being here at all, in a sense. One can almost see through it, as if it were a phantom. It protects itself by travelling within a dimension of its own, and if the greatest of your ironclads was to fire a broadside at it, the cannonballs would be just as ghostly — and totally harmless — by the time they reached its hull.”




“Sounds either like witchcraft or gibberish to me, but I daresay you know what you’re talking about, although how—”




“Because firstly, I am a gifted sensitive, and secondly, even you must have noticed how it seemed to appear far more solid and dipped slightly in the air when it fired upon us.” I had noticed no such thing, having been preoccupied with not being burned to death at the time, but I let the point go. “Don’t you see? In order to attack us, it has to fully materialise, but only for that moment. We must trick it into making an attack for our own strike to be effective... assuming my theory is correct, of course.”




“And if it isn’t?” I protested, recoiling at a word so unpromising as “theory”.




“Then he and I,” she flatly answered, indicating Lance, “will be running in opposite directions along the escarpment, as you first suggested. Johan will be no worse off for being sheltered here, if the craft is pursuing us, and you are welcome to bolt to wherever you please. But I suggest we hurry, otherwise it may simply find and kill us here while we debate. If we keep low as we approach the rise, hopefully we shall only be seen when we run along the open face. It will have to fly nearer the escarpment to get a fair shot at us, so you had better follow us to the other edge of the field. You may catch it as it passes overhead. Remember, though: only fire at it when the shimmering fades. Preferably before it actually fires, if you wouldn’t mind. I trust you are a fair shot yourself, friend gamekeeper. Let us proceed.”




Having said which she grabbed Lance by the arm and the two of them were trampling down the wheat before I even had a chance to clear out the wet charge from my musket. I had to do this as best I could while running in their wake and resisting the temptation to look about for the source of the perpetual whine, which certainly grew no quieter for all the distance we covered. I was fumbling for my powder horn when a rush of heat to my right side caused an immediate, instinctive change of plan: I veered to my left and at the dull thud of the explosion threw myself upon my face, freshly plastering it in mud and wheat-grains. When the scorching wind had passed I rose and belted for the edge of the field, hardly daring to look back for fear of delay. My one, brief look revealed several small fires in the area I had hastily abandoned. For the sake of both Lord Maliksen and the unconscious Johan, I hoped that the weather would subdue them before they spread.




In the time it took me to reach my appointed station I was fired upon once more, with no more harmful effect. Yet it was a source of considerable worry to me that the “sky-ship” was able to track our movement among the crops. The tall stalks of wheat did, however, hide from me the sight of Phoebe and Lance for some considerable time, giving me no end of anxiety concerning how they had fared in these latest attacks. I was only relieved when I eventually saw them upon the face of the escarpment, each making a rapid, diagonal ascent: Phoebe to the east, Lance to the west. My relief was shot to smithereens when a fireball the size of a two-horse gig exploded against the ground less than twenty feet behind Lance, who accordingly devoted even more effort to his — by no means leisurely — flight. I wasted no time in flinging myself to the ground at the edge of the cultivated area and refilling my firelock with powder, lead shot, and a piece of thick cloth as wadding, trusting that this would keep the rain from the barrel for long enough. I refilled the gunlock with dry powder, rubbed the flint dry and protected it with my hand, while I swept the sky for my target.




The ship had come lower, not to mention closer. It was now holding a slow, steady course and was due to pass directly over me in a few seconds, assuming that anything of me would be left by the time it made that pass. I could only imagine that I was the intended quarry: that it had either killed both my companions while I had reloaded, or had simply abandoned the attack on them in favour of an easier target. In any case, it had clearly followed the tracks we had left and by such means had located my present retreat. I watched it draw closer in silent, immobile panic, but kept enough astuteness in spite of my fear to pay attention to its every action. As Phoebe had predicted, the shimmering that surrounded it settled completely as it came over me, and its ghostly form resolved into a solid mass of airborne metal, descending as it did so, as if it had suddenly acquired both shape and weight.




My reactions were never so quick as in that moment. I raised and fired the musket in one split-second movement. The shot left a gaping black hole in the ship’s lower hull, and it remained clear and solid, while continuing to drop like a stone. I was on my feet in the very next second and hurrying towards the escarpment, harbouring no wish to be crushed beneath the remains of my opponent. There was an almighty bang and a powerful rush of hot air at my back that caused me to throw myself face-down until it had subsided, but I emerged unscathed, which is more than I could venture to say for the twisted wreckage of the ship, not to mention numerous sections of Lord Maliksen’s wheat. Thankfully, the rain and hail soon put paid to that.




Phoebe and Lance, both quite unharmed, recovered me from where I lay with words of encouragement and congratulation that I barely heard at the time and never expect to remember clearly. The mention of Johan soon restored my senses, however. None of us could recall exactly where we had left the unfortunate boy, and could not help casting glances and morbid reflections upon the numerous patches of fire and smouldering wheat. I eventually found our tracks and was able to reassure Phoebe that none of the fires were even remotely dangerous to her young charge, though she would not be satisfied until we had retraced our steps to where he lay, drenched to the skin and dead to the world, but actually no worse off than before. Thus comforted, Phoebe allowed her attention to drift to the ruins of the ship.




“This is a truly wonderful event,” she declared, to my total amazement. “I am sure nothing like this has ever been done before, and that vessel is worth infinitely more to us down here that it was in the air, even destroyed. Chandry, Lance: you two must guard this field with your lives until that debris is safe for us to examine. Tell nobody else of this, no matter how trustworthy you may think them. We cannot risk the wrong people coming to hear of this. I shall return in a few hours, well equipped. Kindly keep a safe distance between yourselves and that wreck until then, for your own safety. Be patient and I promise you that we shall satisfy more than mere curiosity. And God be with you,” at which she kissed me most indecently, then did the same to Lance, as I presumed from the expression it left on his face. With the same air of shameless enthusiasm she gathered up Johan and set off back to the moor, where I supposed she kept her encampment.




On reflection, had I been performing my job to the letter, I should have arrested her for even walking through the nesting grounds. Much as I could hardly say that I trusted her implicitly, though, I knew that this was something I would never lower myself to. Not that I was aware of owing any particular debt to her: I had no doubts on that account as I stood guard over a smouldering, rain-drenched field, desiring sleep so greatly that I had little thought for my accustomed duties that day. But a man does not need to be a Lyceum academician to recognise when his fate has had the fortune or misfortune to become linked to that of another.













Chapter 3




Though the hail eventually let up, it rained steadily for the whole morning. A few of the farm workers, curious at the column of smoke that rose from the wreck well beyond sunrise, attempted to enter the field, leaving us no option but to turn them away. All I could tell them was that there had been a particularly unpleasant and thorough act of vandalism during the night and on no account was anyone to be admitted until the field was safe. They left, but clearly suspicious. It was not long before we were visited, probably on their report, by Eldred Lanyon, manager of the Maliksen estate.




Typically, Citizen Lanyon and I are on polite terms, but this occasion proved an exception. He asked, in no uncertain terms, what in Hel’s name did I suppose I was playing at and whether or not I actually intended to earn my living for the day, or to stand sentinel over a field that was none of my concern and in so doing prevent others from earning theirs. He made no mention of the fires, which was a relief, as it seemed to suggest he did not suspect me for the recent “vandalism”. I told him only that a fireball had struck the field during the night and it was clearly prudent that as few men as possible should be allowed in the area until safety had been absolutely confirmed. He took one look at the crumpled, blackened remnants of the sky-ship, indistinguishable both from distance and damage, and grudgingly declared that he had best put the matter to Lord Maliksen, if the prefect could possibly bear another mention of crop destruction.




“And since you seem determined to play guardsman rather than gamekeeper,” he went on in ill-tempered irony, “perhaps you might make yourself useful as both. I’ll swear to the Lord Delator himself that there’s someone sneaking about on the moor, and if they’re not poaching his lordship’s pheasants then maybe they’re just curious to get a peek at your fireball.” At which, he rode away, having disturbed me considerably.




My first glance at the escarpment revealed nothing, but it was moments before a mounted, silhouetted figure appeared over the ridge and held its ground, overlooking the wreck. Though greatly discomposed, I kept enough sense of prudence and duty to act without hesitation. Having instructed Lance to keep guard over the field, I took my musket and started my approach to the figure on the ridge, keeping a steady pace in the hope that I would neither alarm nor provoke it.




As I came near the edge of the field, the rider started down the face of the escarpment, causing me some anxiety. I was both relieved and somewhat irritated to discover that the source of all my apprehension had been none other than Phoebe, cloaked in her hooded robe and riding an unsaddled horse that seemed both malnourished and deformed. Not only desperately scrawny, it also had red eyes, thin, coarse hair, misshapen teeth and long, tufted ears more like those of an ass in proportion. In spite of all this, it bore its rider as easily as it traversed the slope, with consummate speed and skill. I asked with some distaste where she had come by the animal.




“I borrowed her. Some of my associates are encamped further north. Johan and myself are part of an expedition, of which you shall hear more, I daresay, if you intend to continue with us.”




I was more curious at present regarding the remains of the sky-ship. Considering the events of that morning and my present uneasiness, it was an investigation that I would gladly have had over and done with as soon as possible. I asked Phoebe if she would rather that I approached the wreck first, to which she replied in a strangely dispassionate manner:




“Then I assume you have some protection? Preferably something along these lines,” at which she produced from beneath her robe a silver medallion, fashioned like a pentagram. I admitted that, to my regret, I lacked any such accessory. “That being the case, it would probably be better if I were to go ahead. Unless, that is, you know without a shadow of doubt that your mind is invulnerable to malign spiritual possession, and you have no fear of the consequences. Or perhaps you are not familiar with them?” I confessed that I was not, and received an answer in the same proud, disturbingly calm tone: “When a demonic spirit invades the human mind, Citizen Levik, it supplants the soul and gains a physical vessel for itself, but most evil spirits are incompetent captains, and do a very poor job of keeping their vessels in good condition. That being said, they can sometimes animate a corpse... if the prospect of becoming undead appeals to you. Perhaps your mind might be strong enough to reject possession, but such mental battles are themselves often enough to drive people to insanity. Now, with all due respect to your chivalry, perhaps I had better be the one to approach that craft.”




I could argue none of her points and consented to her plan. Her advance to the wreck, her medallion held out before her and incessantly muttering some strange prayer, as I suppose, was slow and cautious. I watched her attentively, though nervously. I could not imagine that a demon would be greatly, if at all threatened by a shot from a musket, though I kept the wreck covered nonetheless. She eventually worked her way among the debris, with little more appearance of confidence than I felt, then ducked out of sight as she made her search, to my frustration. Lance left his post by the gate and joined me with an infuriating air of curiosity, and I somewhat regret that I sent him back with very sharp words. It was a great relief to me when Phoebe finally stood up and gave me a reassuring wave, followed by a signal and a call to join her. I immediately did so.




Observed closely, the ship was still very nearly unrecognisable from the night before. It was crushed flat where it had hit the ground, whilst the once-silver armour had warped and blackened. The thought that it had ever been a smooth, hollow and round object would hardly have crossed the mind of anyone who had not seen it in its prime. I, however, could ascertain that it had been large enough for the accommodation of a single man, not only from the size of the wreck itself, but from the broken and burnt bones that I observed without pleasure amongst the debris. At a superficial examination, there was little else to excite the interest. Phoebe seemed happily absorbed in examining the incinerated corpse, but my own morbid curiosity has long since run dry, so I concentrated on the wreck itself.




Trusting in my leather gloves to protect me against any remains that had yet to cool, I set to work pulling away some of the twisted sheets of armour plating. This proved of no great difficulty, as they tore apart like deteriorated, dried out cloth. The interior was a mess of artefacts I can only call indescribable, both on account of what little I could make out of their bizarre, illogical shapes, and the fact that most of them were in as poor a condition as the exterior, practically falling to dust before my eyes. Curiously, the bones of the pilot seemed to have survived the blaze in a better condition than most of his vessel. I could find only one other thing that would still bear handling without crumbling to pieces: namely a small, solid pentagram, carved and etched from some smooth, shiny black mineral. Though I was certain that it was not Phoebe’s talisman, I offered it to her nonetheless. She took it with avid interest, examined it briefly, then pocketed it in her robe without further comment and directed my reluctant attention to the remains of the pilot.




Considering that distasteful moment, I was briefly grateful for the distraction that Lance suddenly afforded as he came at a frantic run, and ended it almost breathless from panic and exertion. I made no endeavour to calm him, reasoning that for the boy to get himself into such a state there had to be a perfectly valid reason for all three of us to panic. My hopes were not disappointed, for through his gulping breaths, Lance quickly communicated to us that three masked horsemen were riding up the road at a fair pace, each openly bearing a pistol and sabre. None of us, it would seem, needed more provocation than that to abandon our little operation forthwith.




“Get to my horse!” commanded Phoebe, leaping from the wreck like an athlete. “It is strong enough for the three of us, and will climb the escarpment faster than their horses, should they attempt it,” whereupon she broke into a run. Lance did not hesitate to follow, and I brought up the rear. As I moved away from the wreck, I took a single glance at the road and was not surprised, though horrified, to see our adversaries at the gate. One had dismounted to admit the other two, who were already treading down the wheat with impunity and staring back at us, as far as I could tell. For beneath their cowls each of the horsemen wore a round-capped black helmet, with a perforated yet concealing visor. I was not at leisure to examine them more closely, though I might add that their horses were tall, powerful and impressive creatures, certainly more to look upon than the cadaverous steed in which I now had to trust my life.




At all events, it was not an encouraging sight, and I ran all the harder for it. I shortly heard the crack of a pistol and ducked low. Heaven only knows whom the shot was intended for, but when I had straightened it was to the reassuring sight of Phoebe and Lance, evidently unhurt, clambering upon her repulsive horse. Lance went before her and she assisted me to mount behind, whereupon the animal at once broke into a steady trot up the escarpment. I have to admit that the speed and strength of the creature was truly remarkable and although its path was not actually a vertical ascent of the slope, I have to wonder if this was not merely a convenience to avoid throwing off three unfortunate riders who were already clinging on for dear life. I, at least, was so absorbed in that single act that I did not even dare to look back at the field or our erstwhile pursuers.
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