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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The Cloud Walker


The Civilizations of the First and Second Man have been destroyed by the products of their own technology. Now the world is emerging from a new dark age into the dawn of a second Middle Ages. Britain is dominated by a Luddite Church and by the doctrine that all machines are evil. Into this strange world comes Kieron, an artist’s apprentice who is inflamed by a forbidden dream – to construct a flying machine which will enable man to soar through the air like a bird.


All Fools’ Day


Summer 1971. A marvellous spell of weather, idyllic in its warmth. But new sun-spots had appeared; and with their appearance came a significant increase in the suicide rate. The wonderful summer continued for a decade: simultaneously Radiant Suicide reached endemic proportions, the only people to escape its effects being the supposed transnormals, the obsessionals, the eccentrics and the psychopaths. These were to be the only remnants of the ancient ‘homo sapiens’ …


A Far Sunset


The year is AD 2032 The Gloria Mundi, a starship built and manned by the new United States of Europe, touches down on the planet, Alatair Five. Disaster strikes, leaving only one apparent survivor – an Englishman named Paul Marlow, whose adventures in the lair of the strange primeval race known as the Bayani leads him firstly to their God, the omnipotent and omniscient Oruri, and eventually to an unlimited power that is so great it must include an in-built death sentence …




INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Edmund Cooper (1926–1982) was a UK editor and author who served in the British Merchant Navy 1944–1945. His literary career began soon after; he edited Review Fifty (three issues, Winter 1950–Spring 1951), contributing poems, fiction and nonfiction to that journal, and began to publish stories of genre interest with ‘The Unicorn’ for Everybody’s in 1951. He produced a considerable amount of short fiction in the 1950s, much of it assembled (with considerable overlap) in his first three collections: Tomorrow’s Gift (1958), Voices in the Dark (1960) and Tomorrow Came (1963). Most of his short work came early, perhaps his best known story being ‘Invisible Boy’ (23 June 1956 Saturday Evening Post), which was the basis of the film The Invisible Boy (1957). For longer works, Cooper’s early pseudonyms included George Kinley, under which name he published his first sf novel, Ferry Rocket (1954), which speculated about Space Flight in near space; Martin Lester, the name he used for The Black Phoenix (1954), in which a Nazi cabal attempts to destabilize the Western world; and Broderick Quain. For the later Expendables sf adventure series, beginning with The Deathworms of Kratos (1975), he wrote as Richard Avery – the protagonist of an earlier novel under his own name, Transit (1964). From 1967 until his death, he was an influential reviewer of sf for The Sunday Times in London.


It was as a novelist, however, that Cooper was most highly regarded. Though it was for his earlier novels that he was most appreciated, the quality of his work held up until Prisoner of Fire (1974); his last novel, Merry Christmas, Ms Minerva! (1978), a Near Future tale set in a Britain dominated by trade unions, seemed less generous than his earlier speculations about the condition of the land. His first novels were clearly conceived within sf frames, but from the very first tended to focus in Satirical terms on the Near Future. His first novel under his own name, Deadly Image (1958; published as The Uncertain Midnight in the UK), vividly describes a post-holocaust world in which Androids are gradually threatening to supplant humankind; Cooper’s vision of humanity, here and elsewhere, is acid-edged, as is his abiding sense (typical of the satirical mind) that we are all too capable of creating monsters in the name of Utopia; its bleak depiction of this android-threatened world hints at an underlying lack of trust in progress, a distrust of the new technophilic post-War milieu that – though increasingly acceptable for later readers – helps explain his lack of a wide and faithful readership. Several years later, in The Overman Culture (1971), he reversed field, with the androids seen as morally exemplary. Other tales with a refreshing sharp bite include All Fools’ Day (1966) (see below), The Last Continent (1969), The Tenth Planet (1973) and The Cloud Walker (1973) (see below). These works incorporate, more or less fully, a basic premise that the planet has been rendered to a greater or lesser degree uninhabitable; a condition for which we must almost certainly take the blame.


Several of his better novels are set off-Earth, and tend to be more sanguine. Seed of Light (1959) is a relatively weak Generation-Starship tale in which a small group manages to escape from a devastated Earth. Stronger examples include Transit (1964) and Sea-Horse in the Sky (1969), in both of which Aliens conduct experiments on humans sequestered on strange planets. The best of these books is almost certainly A Far Sunset (1967) (see below).


There can be no real doubt that Cooper’s later work struggles against a sense that the world was not improving, and that the inmates were running the asylum. This sense, that somehow we did not prosper from the experience of World War Two, is not surprising in an author who came to manhood in England of the late 1940s, and whose constant return to the theme of nuclear war amplifies the anxieties of his generation. Though some critics, who accused him of being anti-Feminist, may have taken his satirical thrusts too literally, it remains the case that his statement about women in a man’s world – ‘Let them compete against men, they’ll see that they can’t make it’ – was perhaps injudicious in lacking a level playing field to test the hypothesis. A persistent edginess about women in power becomes explicit in Five to Twelve (1968) and Who Needs Men? (1972); but it would not be wise to suggest that this edginess did not also apply to men: there are no well-run worlds in Cooper’s universe. In his last successful novel, Prisoners of Fire (1974), a group of people endowed with Psi Powers focus their energies on the assassination of the British political elite; who seem to deserve this comeuppance. Cooper died with his reputation at an unfairly low ebb; he was a competent and prolific author who amply rewards his readers, and deserves to gain more.


The three novels here selected argue strongly for Cooper’s rejuvenation as a significant voice in British sf, as one of the relatively small cadre of authors who bore World War Two, and its aftermath, in their bones. The Cloud Walker may be his most successful work, and was so received on publication. Two nuclear Holocausts have transformed England into a medievalized Ruined Earth, but the Luddite response of a new church – Cooper was consistently acidulous about organized Religion – is stupefyingly oppressive, and the young protagonist properly wins the day with an Invention which he uses to defend his village from assailants. This invention allows him to fly. The march of history resumes; progress is possible. In All Fools’ Day, Homo sapiens is murderously unbalanced by a change in solar radiation; the Near Future setting is rendered in vividly grim terms, and conveys as clearly as anything he wrote the characteristic Cooperian sense that given a chance we will fail in our duty to ourselves, our homes, our country, our world. The third novel here presented, A Far Sunset (1967), represents a welcome escape from the planet where we have behaved so badly. The protagonist has been stranded on a strange though seemingly Earthlike planet, where he is captured by Aliens, who demonstrate to him the narrowness of his human obsession with the benefits of Technology. These three novels are lessons in human nature. They are sharp-tongued, but winnowed with wit, and a love of story-telling. They are discoveries we should make.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Edmund Cooper’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/cooper_edmund


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




THE CLOUD WALKER




From 1811 to 1812 the Luddites destroyed stocking frames, steam power looms, and shearing machines throughout Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, Leicestershire and Yorkshire, and their rioting broke out again in 1816. They derived their name from Ned Ludd, an idiot boy of Leicestershire, who, it is said, unable to catch someone who had been tormenting him, destroyed some stocking frames in a fit of temper (1779).


Everyman’s Encyclopaedia


(1958 edition)




PART ONE


Earthbound
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When Kieron was eight years old he was encouraged to spend much time in the company of his affianced bride, Petrina. Later, at the end of the age of innocence, they would not be permitted to be alone together until Kieron had attained his majority, had been released from his apprenticeship, and was thus able to fulfil his contractual obligations.


Kieron was apprenticed to Hobart, the painter. Already, the boy was allowed to clean brushes and to help with the stretching of canvas and the grinding of pigment. When he was ten years old he would go to live with Hobart so that he could attend upon his master at all times. Kieron looked forward to this time and also dreaded it. He was anxious to discover the mysteries of painting, the laws of perspective, the laws of harmony and the laws of proper representation; but he did not really want to be a painter. He wanted to fly. He wanted to fly through the air like a bird. And that was heresy.


He was old enough to understand about heresy, young enough not to be terrified by it. The dominie who taught him and the neddy who took care of his spiritual discipline had spent much time expounding the diabolical nature of unlawful machines. They had succeeded not in instilling Kieron with a proper dread of machines but only with a secret fascination. Even at the age of five, Kieron knew that some day he would have to construct an unlawful machine in order to fly like a bird.


Petrina was nice – for a girl. She was the daughter of Sholto, the smith. Because Kieron was affianced to Petrina, he was allowed to watch Sholto at the forge. It was a great privilege. Some day, Kieron realised, he, too, would have to be able to work metal. He would have to be able to work metal to make the necessary parts for a flying machine. He asked many questions of Sholto. The smith, a huge, gentle man who took great pleasure in his work, saw no harm in talking to a small boy – especially one who was contracted to his daughter – and did not regard it as a breach of the oath of secrecy imposed by the Guild of Smiths. Soon Kieron had picked up a little of the lore of the tempering of steel, the fastening of plates by rivets, the shaping of helms, clasps, pikes, ploughshares.


‘Boy,’ Sholto would say good-naturedly, ‘you are nought but a loon, an idler. Your thoughts should be of draughting and colouring, not of beating metals to your will. Go now and think on how to hold a charred twig steady to your design, or Master Hobart will make your arse somewhat tender.’


Kieron was discreet. He knew when the smith joked or was earnest; and he knew also that it was wise not to mention his growing knowledge of the working of metals to anyone, and particularly his father.


The days of childhood are both long and short. Kieron would rise with his family at first light and, like them, carry out mechanically the routine tasks that were necessary before the real work of the day could begin. He would collect shavings and waste wood from his father’s workshop for the fire, while his mother drew water from the well and set the porridge to boil, and while his father went out to seek game or to fell a tree to be stored against its seasoning. When the sun was its own width above the eastern rim of the world, the family would come together for breakfast. Porridge always, bread always, fat always, bacon sometimes, eggs sometimes – depending upon the state of the hens, the state of the pigs, the state of trade.


After breakfast, Kieron, along with a score of other children in the hill reaches of the seigneurie, would go to the dominie’s house for an hour of instruction. After that, each boy would go to the house of his master, to serve at his apprenticeship until noon.


Kieron was luckier than most boys. Hobart was prosperous, having found much favour in the eyes of Fitzalan, Lord of the Seigneurie of Arundel. Hobart was strong on portraiture, and Fitzalan of Arundel was a vain man with a vain wife and three vain daughters. He still hoped for a son; but the daughters alone were more than enough to keep Hobart tolerably employed.


Hobart could afford to indulge Kieron, could afford to let the boy experiment with charcoal sticks and precious paper. Hobart had never married. Prosperous now, white-haired and lonely, he saw Kieron as the son he would have wished to beget had there been time. So the boy was indulged much and scolded little. Hobart discerned that he had a talent for line, but not as yet a great sense of colour. Well, perhaps it would come. Perhaps it would come. Hobart liked to think that his pictures and those of Kieron’s would eventually hang side by side in the great hall of the castle, collecting the dust and the dignity of centuries …


The days of childhood are both long and short. In the afternoons, when Kieron had discharged his duties to Master Hobart, his time was his own. Such freedom was a luxury. It would end when he reached the age of ten and became a full apprentice. And after that, he realised, the freedom to do as he pleased would be gone from his life for ever. Unless he could change the destiny that had been chosen for him. He was young enough to believe that this was possible, old enough to realise that he would have to challenge established – almost sacred – traditions.


In the summer afternoons, he would go with Petrina to the woodlands of the downs – the ridge of hills that rose almost like a man-made barrier ten or twelve kilometres from the sea. There, on land that belonged to the roe deer, the pheasant and the rabbit, they would construct worlds of make-believe.


Petrina was a wide-eyed nervous girl, with hair the smokey colour of wheat that was overdue for harvesting. One day, Kieron would be her husband, the father of her children. Therefore she determined to learn about him. She already knew that he had a secret ambition; but she did not know what it was.


On a hot summer afternoon, partly by chance, partly by design, she learned what Kieron wanted to do most of all.


They had wearied of climbing trees, disturbing deer, picking wild flowers; and now they were resting on short, brilliantly green grass under an enormous beech tree, gazing up through its leaves at the sky.


‘When you are a great painter,’ said Petrina, ‘I shall be able to buy beautiful fabrics and make dresses that will be the envy of every woman in the seigneurie.’


‘I shall never be a great painter,’ said Kieron without regret.


‘You are apprenticed to Master Hobart. He is a great painter. You will learn his skills, and to them you will add your own.’


‘I shall never be as great as Master Hobart. He gave his life to it. I cannot give mine.’


‘Why?’


‘Because, Petrina, there is something else I must do.’


‘There is nothing else you can do, Kieron. You are apprenticed to Master Hobart, and you and I are contracted for marriage. Such is our destiny.’


‘Such is our destiny,’ mimicked Kieron. ‘Stupid talk. The talk of a girl child. I want to fly.’


‘Don’t you want to marry me?’


‘I want to fly.’


She sighed. ‘We are to be married. We shall be married. You will be a grand master of your art. And we shall have three children. And your greatest painting will be of a terrible fish that destroys men by fire. It is foretold. And there is nothing to be done about it.’


Kieron was intrigued. ‘It is foretold?’


Petrina smiled. ‘Last summer, the astrologer, Marcus of London, was summoned to the castle. Seigneur Fitzalan wished to know if his lady would ever bring forth a son.’


‘Well?’


‘My father was commanded to repair the bearings of the stand for the astrologer’s star glass. My mother persuaded Marcus to cast your horoscope in fee … So Kieron, the future is settled. You will be a grand master, and I shall bear three children … Listen to the bees! They dance mightily. If we can follow them, we can come back at dusk for the honey.’


‘Hang the bees!’ exploded Kieron. ‘And hang the astrologer Marcus! I alone can decide my future. I shall complete my apprenticeship with Master Hobart. There is nothing I can do about that. Besides, he is a kind man, and a better master than most. Also, I like to draw. But when I am a man, things will be different. I shall be my own master. I shall choose my own future. And I choose to learn how to fly.’


‘Will you sprout wings?’


‘I shall construct a flying machine.’


Petrina turned pale. ‘A flying machine. Kieron, be careful. It is all right to speak of such things to me. I shall be your wife. I shall bear your children. But do not talk of flying machines to anyone else, especially the dominie and the neddy.’


Kieron pressed her hand, and lay back on the bright green grass and stared upwards through the leaves of the beech tree. ‘I am not a fool,’ he said. ‘The dominie is like the neddy, in that his mind is stiff with rules and habits. But the dominie is just a weak old man, whereas the neddy—’


‘Whereas the neddy could have you burned at the stake,’ cut in Petrina sharply.


‘They don’t burn children now. Even you should know that.’


‘But they still burn men, and one day you will be a man. They burned a farmer at Chichester two summers ago for devising a machine to cut his wheat … Kieron, for my sake, try not to think about flying machines. Such thoughts are far too dangerous.’


Kieron let out a great sigh. ‘All the exciting things are dangerous … Look at the sky through the leaves. So blue, so beautiful. And when the white clouds pass, don’t you wish you could reach up and touch them? They are like islands, great islands in the sky. One day I shall journey among those islands. One day I shall reach out and touch the clouds as I pass by.’


Petrina shivered. ‘You make me feel cold with this wild talk.’


‘I make myself feel cold also. The First Men had flying machines, Petrina. Silver birds that roared like dragons and passed high over the clouds. The dominie says so. Even the neddy will admit to that. It is history.’


‘The First Men destroyed themselves,’ retorted Petrina.


‘So did the Second Men,’ said Kieron tranquilly. ‘They also had flying machines; though not, perhaps, as good as those of the First Men. It must have been wonderful to pass across the skies at great speed, to look down upon the earth and see men go about their tasks like insects.’


‘Men are not insects!’


‘From a great height, all living things must seem like insects.’


‘The First Men destroyed themselves. So did the Second Men. That, too, is history. The neddies are right. Machines are evil.’


Kieron laughed. ‘Machines have no knowledge of good and evil. Machines cannot think. Only men can think.’


‘Then,’ said Petrina, ‘too much thinking is evil – especially when it is about forbidden things.’


Suddenly Kieron felt strangely old, strangely protective. He said: ‘Don’t worry, little one. I shall not think too much. Very likely, you will have three children, as the astrologer says … I know where there is a plum tree. Shall we see if there are any ripe enough to eat?’


Petrina jumped up. ‘I know where there is an apple tree. The high ones are already turning red.’


Kieron laughed. ‘Plums and apples! Let us drive all gloomy thoughts away with plums and apples.’


Hand in hand, they walked out of the glade, out into the rich gold splendour of late summer sunshine.
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On his tenth birthday, Kieron ate his farewell breakfast with all the solemnity required for the occasion. Then he shook hands with Gerard, his father, and kissed Kristen, his mother, once on each cheek. It was only a ritual farewell because they would still see each other frequently. But it was the symbolic end of Kieron’s childhood. He would sleep no more in the house of his father.


Gerard said: ‘Son, you will attend Master Hobart in all his needs. He will impart his skills to you. In years to come, your paintings will adorn the walls of the castle. Maybe, they will also hang in the great houses of London, Bristol, Brum. Then, perhaps, your mother and I will not have lived in vain.’


‘Sir,’ said Kieron, forcing back the tears that came to his eyes for no apparent reason, ‘I will learn from Master Hobart all that I may. I will try to be worthy of you. I would have been a joiner like you, had it been your pleasure. But, since you wished me to make likenesses, I will paint portraits that will not shame the father of Kieron Joinerson.’


Kristen held him close and said: ‘You have three shirts, three vests and two pair of leggings. You have a lambskin jacket and good boots. These I have packed in the deerhide bag. Keep warm, Kieron, eat well. We – we love you and shall watch your progress.’


He sensed that she, too, was miserable. He could not understand why. It was supposed to be an important and joyful occasion for all concerned.


‘I will see you soon, mother.’ He smiled, trying to cheer himself up as well.


‘Ay, but you will not lie again in the bed your father made for you. You will not curl up under the sheets I wove and the down quilt I made before you were born.’


‘Enough, Kristen,’ said Gerard. ‘You will have us all whimpering like babies.’ He looked at his wife and was aware of the white streaks in her hair, the lines etched on her face. She was twenty-eight years old; but her back was still straight and her breasts were high. She had worn well.


Kieron picked up the deerhide bag. Suddenly, the sense of occasion was upon him, and he felt very formal. ‘Good day to you, then, my parents. Thank you for giving me the breath of life. Thank you for filling my belly in summer and in winter. Ludd rest you both.’


Kristen fled into her kitchen, sobbing. Gerard raised a great hairy arm to his forehead, as he often did in his workshop, and wiped away sweat that did not exist.


‘Ludd be with you, my son. Go now to Master Hobart. As I am the best joiner in fifty kilometres marching, so you will become the best painter within a thousand kilometres.’


‘Father, I want to—’ Kieron stopped. It had been on the tip of his tongue to say: I do not want to be a painter. I want to learn how to fly.


‘Yes, Kieron?’


‘I – I want to be worthy of you and to make you proud.’


Gerard laughed and slapped his shoulder playfully. ‘Be off with you, changeling. From now on, you will eat better food than we have been able to give you.’


‘I doubt that it will taste as good.’ There was more he wanted to say. Much more. But the words stuck in his throat. Kieron went out of the cottage and began to walk along the track that led down to Arundel. He did not look back, but he knew that Gerard was standing at the door watching him. He did not look back because there was a disturbing impulse to run to his father and tell him what he really wanted to do.


It was a fine October morning. The sky was blue; but a thick carpet of mist lay over the low land stretching away to the sea. Arundel lay beneath the mist; but the castle, its grey stone wet with dew and shining in the morning light, sat on the hillside clear above the mist. A faerie castle, bright, mysterious, full of unseen power.


There was a saying: those who live in the shadow of the castle shall prosper or burn. Master Hobart had a house under the very battlements. He had prospered. Kieron hoped that he, too, would prosper. Only a fool would risk burning. Only a fool would want to build a flying machine.


High in the sky a buzzard circled gracefully. Kieron put down his bag and watched it. Such effortless movements, such freedom. He envied the bird. He envied its freedom, its effortless mastery of the air.


‘Some day, buzzard,’ said Kieron, ‘I shall be up there with you. I shall be higher. I shall look down on you. You will know that a man has invaded your world. You will know that men have reconquered the sky.’


Still, this was no time to make speeches that no one would hear, and particularly speeches that no one should hear. Master Hobart, doubtless, would be waiting and impatient. Kieron bent down to pick up his bag.


He saw a dandelion, a dandelion clock. A stem with a head full of seeds. He plucked the stem, lifted the head and blew. Seeds drifted away in the still, morning air. Seeds supported by the gossamer threads that resisted their fall to earth.


Kieron watched, fascinated. A few of the seeds, caught by an undetectable current of warm air, rose high and were lost against the morning sunlight. Even dandelion seeds could dance in the air. It was humiliating that man should be earthbound.


Kieron remembered that, on this day of days, Hobart would be waiting to welcome him with some ceremony.


He sighed, picked up the deerhide bag and marched resolutely towards Arundel. Ahead of him there would be months and years wherein he would have to master all the secrets of Hobart’s craft. But when he was a man, when the apprenticeship had been served with honour, that would be the time to learn to fly.


Meanwhile, there was always the time to dream.
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Winter came, turning the land bleak, capping the downs with freezing mist, weaving a delicate tracery of frost over trees, grass, hedgerows and the walls of houses, bringing ice patches on the placid Arun river, making the air sharp as an English apple wine.


Hobart coughed much and painted little in the winter. The rawness ate into his bones, brought pains to his chest. He spent much time sitting by a log fire with a shawl or sheepskin round his shoulders, brooding upon projects that he would undertake in the spring. There was the mural for the great hall to consider; and Seigneur Fitzalan had commissioned a symbolic work, depicting the fall of the First Men, to the greater glory of Ludd, and for the Church of the Sacred Hammer.


Widow Thatcher, who cleaned house for Master Hobart and cooked for him, made many nourishing stews of rabbit or pheasant or lamb or venison with parsnips, mushrooms, carrots, potatoes, and the good black pepper for which Seigneur Fitzalan paid exorbitant sums to the skippers of windjammers that sailed as far as the Spice Islands.


Master Hobart would take but a few spoonfuls of the lovingly made stews. Then he would cough somewhat and draw shivering to the fire. Kieron, waiting properly until his master had finished eating, would gorge himself until his belly swelled and he felt the need to walk off his excess of eating in the frosty downs.


Though Hobart himself was idle during the dark months, he did not allow his young apprentice to remain idle. He instructed Kieron in the art of making fine charcoal sticks from straight twigs of willow, in the mysteries of fabric printing, in the newly fashionable art of collage, and in the ancient disciplines of colour binding and the preparation of a true canvas. He was even prepared to expend precious whale oil in the lamps so that on a dull afternoon Kieron would have enough light to sketch chairs, tables, bowls of fruit, hanging pheasants, and even the protesting Widow Thatcher.


Master Hobart was a white-haired old man, nearing his three score. The pains in his chest warned him that the summers left to him would not reach double figures. But he was stubbornly determined to live at least the eight years Kieron needed to complete his apprenticeship. Ludd permitting, he would see the boy established before he was lowered into the flinty earth of Sussex.


He permitted himself a small heresy – only a very small one, which surely Ludd would excuse. He permitted himself the secret delusion that Kieron was his natural son. Hobart had never lain with a woman. His art had been enough. But now he felt the need of a son; and Kieron, a boy with bright eyes and a quick mind, was all that a man could desire.


So Kieron escaped many of the usual rigours of apprenticeship. He was well fed, he had much freedom; and Hobart slipped many a silver penny into his purse.


Kieron understood the relationship very clearly. He loved the old man and did not object to the presumptions of a second father. Besides, Hobart was a great source of knowledge, and knowledge was what Kieron desired above everything.


In the evenings, before Hobart retired to an early bed, he and Kieron would sit, staring into the log fire, discerning images and fantasies, talking of many things. Hobart drank somewhat – to alleviate the pains and the coughing – of usquebaugh, or akvavit, or eau de vie, depending on which brigantines had recently traded with the seigneurie. In his cups at night, he was prepared to discuss that which he would shun sober in the morning. He was prepared to talk about the First Men and the Second Men. He was even prepared to talk about machines.


‘Master Hobart, the dominie says that the First Men choked on their own cleverness. What does he mean by that?’


‘Pah!’ Hobart sipped his usquebaugh and felt the warmth tingle pleasantly through his limbs. ‘Dominie Scrivener should teach you more of letters and the mysteries of nature and the casting of numbers than of the First Men.’


‘Yesterday, when I was making a picture of this house as it stands below the castle, and represented the roughness of the flint walls, you said I was clever. Is cleverness a bad thing? Shall I, too, choke on it?’


‘Peace, boy. Let me think. It seems I must not only instruct you in matters of art, but in matters of the world, and in proper thinking.’ More usquebaugh. More warmth. More coughing. ‘What the dominie says is true. The First Men did choke on their own cleverness. They made the air of their cities unfit to breathe, they made the waters of their rivers and lakes unfit to drink, they covered good farming land with stone and metal causeways, at times they even made the sea turn black. All this they did with the machines they worshipped insanely. And, as if that were not enough, they devised terrible machines whose sole purpose was to destroy people by the hundred, by the thousand, even by the ten thousand. Missiles, they were called: machines that leapt through the sky with their cargoes of death. Ay, the dominie was right. They choked on their own cleverness … But your cleverness, Kieron is something different. You are clever in an honest art, not in the love of mechanisms that destroy the hand that creates them.’


‘Must all machines be bad?’ asked Kieron.


‘Yes, Kieron, all machines are evil. The Divine Boy understood that a thousand years ago, when machines first began to corrupt this fair land. That is why he attacked them with his hammer. But the people would not listen; and so he was taken and crucified.’


There was silence for a while; silence punctuated by the crackling of logs on the hearth, and by Master Hobart noisily sipping his usquebaugh.


At length, Kieron grew bold. ‘It is said that Seigneur Fitzalan has a clock in the castle. A clock that goes tick-tock and tells the hours, minutes and very seconds of the day. A clock is a machine, isn’t it, Master Hobart? Is a clock evil?’


The usquebaugh made Master Hobart splutter somewhat. It was a while before he could make his reply. ‘I see that neither the dominie nor the neddy have shed as much light on this matter as they ought. It is true, Kieron, that a clock is a machine; but for the great ones of our world, who have many matters to attend to and little enough time to deal with their affairs, a clock is a necessary machine. Holy Church makes much distinction between necessary machines, which are proper, and unnecessary machines which are improper. So Seigneur Fitzalan’s clock, which I have seen many times and which is a most marvellous thing – executed, so they say, by the best horologist in Paris – is a proper machine. There is no record that the Divine Boy ever attacked clocks.’


Kieron noted how much usquebaugh had been taken, and asked the question he would not have dared to ask in the light of a sober morning.


‘Master Hobart, did the Divine Boy ever attack flying machines?’


‘Flying machines?’ Master Hobart was puzzled. ‘There are no flying machines.’


‘No, sir. But once there were.’ Kieron was sweating. The fire, certainly, was warm; but his backside was cold. Nevertheless, Kieron was sweating. ‘You, yourself, have told me of the missiles; and I have heard that once there were winged machines that transported people through the air, across the seas, from land to land, at great speed. That is why I ask if the Divine Boy ever attacked flying machines.’


‘Ludd save us all!’ Master Hobart scratched his head. ‘Flying machines! My history serves me ill. But, Kieron, boy, I think they came long after Ned Ludd. I think they came when the First Men had utterly abandoned the ways of righteousness. I think they came but a hundred years, perhaps two hundred years, before the great destruction.’


Kieron gazed at the level of usquebaugh in the flask of green glass, and decided to press his luck. ‘They say that even the Second Men had flying machines. Surely, if such machines were used not to destroy people but to take them wherever they wished to go, they could not be evil?’


Master Hobart rolled his eyes, tried to focus, took another drink and again failed to focus. He scratched his head. ‘They were evil, Kieron. What is to prevent men walking or riding across the land? What is to prevent them from sailing across the oceans? Men do not need to take to the air. Quod erat demonstrandum. Therefore machines which lift men into the sky are evil.’


Kieron took a deep breath. ‘Some day, I shall construct a flying machine. It will not be used for evil purposes, only for good.’


Master Hobart stood up, swayed a little, gazed down at his apprentice hazily. ‘You will paint, Kieron. You will paint well. Ludd protect you from fantastic dreams. Help me to my chamber.’
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At fifteen Kieron was a boy worth looking at. Master Hobart’s spoiling and Widow Thatcher’s prodigious cooking had given him height and broad shoulders and self-confidence. He looked more like a young farmer or hunter than a painter’s apprentice. At Midsummer’s Night Fair, he could run, jump, wrestle or hurl the javelin with the best of the young men in the seigneurie; though Master Hobart winced greatly and comforted himself with preach spirit when he saw Kieron leap seven metres along the sand pit and come down like a rolling ball, or when the boy’s hand was held in a wrestler’s lock and the joints could be heard to crack noisily under pressure. He was not afraid for Kieron’s neck, only for his fingers. What kind of an artist would the boy become with broken fingers?


But Kieron was a golden boy and seemed to bear a charmed life. More than ever, Master Hobart thought of him as a blood son. Indeed, in a fit of stupidity, he had even gone to see Gerard the joiner and his wife Kristen, offering them one thousand schilling if they would surrender their blood claim for all time.


Gerard grew red in the face, and spoke more loudly and less courteously than he ought to one who had entry to the castle and the ear of the seigneur. Kristen, as was the way with women, wept somewhat, shrieked somewhat and uttered strange accusations for which Gerard promptly commanded her to apologise. Hobart was greatly embarrassed by the whole venture. He found himself apologising also, profusely and at some length. In the end, he managed to enjoin Gerard and Kristen good, honest people for whom he professed the greatest esteem et cetera – to say nothing of the matter to Kieron.


The next day, he sent Gerard a dagger of Spanish steel, and Kristen ten metres of Irish linen. He also sent them an imaginative picture of Ned Ludd raising his immortal hammer against the weaving machines. It was the first truly satisfactory composition in oils that Kieron had executed. It was signed Kieron app Hobart; and it was one of the most precious things that Hobart possessed.


Kieron’s skill in art was now all that Hobart could desire in a boy of his age. His strength still lay in line – the master was amazed at the boldness and confidence of his strokes – but he had begun to develop the true, authentic feeling for colour and texture that is the hallmark of a great painter. Also, his mastery of the mechanics of his art was phenomenal. He could mix pigment and oil to achieve a true and beautiful primary. Also, without any help from Hobart, he had devised two methods of obtaining a purer flax seed oil. The first was elegantly simple: it consisted only of waiting. The oil was stored in jars until its impurities settled in a layer at the bottom. Then, not content with the purity achieved in this manner, Kieron would add caustic soda, which settled out any suspended matter still remaining. The result was a completely pure flax seed oil, clear, warm, golden. Perfect for the use of an artist.


Hobart was astounded by this. Previously he had used the oil as it came from the flax growers, with minute particles that muddied its translucence. But Kieron’s refined oil, as he called it, was surely a gift of Ludd, in that it did not pollute the pigments or harden too quickly upon the canvas. Hobart was convinced that no painter in England could have a finer oil base than that discovered by Kieron.


He asked the boy how he had devised such methods of purification. The answer was not greatly enlightening.


‘You always complained of the quality of the colours we use,’ said Kieron: ‘The pigments were true, so clearly the fault lay in the oil. I poured oil into a clear flask and gazed at it. I could see nothing wrong. But I let the oil stand and came back to it the following day. Still I could see nothing wrong. But on the second day, I discovered that the bottom of the flask was covered with fine particles. Again, I let it stand. Seven days later, there was a sediment, and the oil was more clear. Then I understood the need for patience.’


‘But the caustic soda. How did you understand that the caustic soda would give yet greater clarity?’


‘I didn’t,’ Kieron smiled. ‘It seemed to me that the process of depositing impurities might not yet be over. So I experimented.’


‘You experimented?’ Hobart was shaken. Experiment was but a hair’s breadth from heresy.


Kieron was unperturbed. ‘I experimented with the addition of salt, with the addition of vinegar, with the addition of weak soda and with the addition of strong soda. I would have experimented with many other substances, too, had they been easy to obtain.’


‘Boy,’ said Hobart, ‘you frighten me.’


Kieron laughed. ‘Sometimes, sir, I frighten myself … The flax seed oil is to your liking?’


‘It is a great oil, Kieron. We could make a fortune by selling it to painters throughout the land.’


‘Then, Master Hobart, do not sell my refined oil. Use it only yourself, and be the greatest painter of our time.’


Tears came to Hobart’s eyes. He was not much given to weeping, except when the coughing spasms tore him apart. ‘You truly wish to keep this clear oil for my use only?’


Kieron smiled. ‘Sir, I could not wish for a better master. But is it not possible to establish both fame and fortune? If you use the refined oil until – until you no longer choose to paint, you will be known far and wide for the purity of your colour. Then would be the time to sell refined oil, when you are already too high to fear rivalry.’


Hobart induced a fit of coughing, as an excuse for the tears he could no longer conceal. ‘Boy, I see that you love me, and I am proud. I see also that you are touched by greatness, and I am again proud, but also terrified … Kieron, humour an old man. The refined oil is truly marvellous. But do not experiment rashly. The church … The church likes new ideas little. I would commend discretion to you.’


‘I think perhaps all experiment is rash,’ answered Kieron, ‘but my mind will not rest … However, I will be discreet. I would not wish to shame you or my parents.’


These days, Kieron did not see a great deal of Petrina. The times when they could go up on to the downs alone together seemed very long ago. Now, they met socially only in the company of their elders. They saw each other chiefly at the Church of the Sacred Hammer, at the fairs of the four seasons, and on holy days, when all work ceased and folk ventured out in their best clothes to visit relatives or friends or to promenade in the castle grounds listening to Seigneur Fitzalan’s musicians.


Sometimes Kieron and Petrina met accidentally in the street, but they could not stay long to talk to each other for fear of the mischievous wagging of tongues. As Kieron had grown in stature, so Petrina had grown in beauty – or so it seemed. Her hair stretched below her waist in a long luxuriant plait. There was blue fire in her eyes, and her lips were hauntingly full. The freckles had gone, the boyish figure had gone, and the curves of a woman swelled pleasingly upon her. Kieron, normally full of confidence and self-assurance, became tongue-tied in her presence. But, without looking, he knew when she was watching him at the games; and her presence lent a curious strength. In three more years she would be his wife. Truly, his father had contracted well with Sholto the Smith.


Kieron made sketches from memory of Petrina, which he hung on the wall by his bed. Hobart inspected them and said nothing. The boy’s artistic discipline went to pieces when he dealt with this particular subject. But the results were curiously exciting, enough to make the blood sing. There was one sketch of the girl climbing in what was, presumably, a beech tree. Somehow, Kieron had managed to make the girl look naked while being properly clothed. The technique was rough; but the sketch had great impact. It smacked of heresy. The church had never approved of nakedness. And yet she was fully clothed. And yet she seemed naked. Hobart hoped that the neddy would never see this sketch. He scratched his head and seriously wondered if he should summon an astrologer to conjure against daemons.


But preoccupation with dream images of Petrina did not distract Kieron unduly from his obsession with the conquest of the air. Over the years he had conscientiously studied all things – however great or small – that had some freedom of movement through the air: clouds, birds, insects, drifting seeds, even autumn leaves. On summer afternoons, when there was no great urgency of work and when Master Hobart was content to doze in the sun, Kieron would lie back on the sweet-smelling grass and feel the pull of earth, the flexible and invisible band that constantly tried to draw him to the centre of the world. And he would look up at white clouds drifting lazily across the sky, at larks soaring, at swallows cutting the air magically as with a knife, at butterflies that seemed to nervously jump across unseen stepping stones, at dragonflies hovering.


It seemed absurd that so great a creature as man was tied down. Once, so it was said, man had even ventured upon the surface of the moon. Kieron did not entirely believe the legend; but it was known beyond any shadow of doubt that men had once enjoyed the freedom of the sky. They would do so again, of that Kieron was sure – whatever the priests of Ludd might say.


Meanwhile, it was pleasant, if tantalising, to watch the great clouds scud, to know that they were made of water, which was heavier than air, and yet could still float high in the azure reaches. And it was pleasant, if tantalising, to watch a bird of prey hover, circle, and with little or no wing movement rise higher and higher until it became a speck.


Kieron contrasted such effortless movement with the frenetic motions of the bee, beating its wings so fast in order to stay aloft that they became invisible, though the sound of the tiny membranes was at times as he imagined that of a great engine of the old days.


Truly, the mysteries of being airborne were profound. Truly there must be many different ways of conquering the sky.


Kieron began to experiment with kites. Kites were permitted by the neddies. Kites were not defined as machines but as toys. Many of the children in the seigneurie flew kites. It was considered a harmless thing to do. But it was also considered eccentric in a young man of fifteen, with a bare three years of apprenticeship left; a young man whose mind should now be focussing on more serious matters.


Elders raised their eyebrows when they saw Kieron standing on the green on blustery autumn afternoons, solemnly reeling out string for a kite that climbed higher than any before it. They marvelled not at the height achieved by Kieron but at the indulgence of Master Hobart. Surely the old painter was in his dotage, or Seigneur Fitzalan was displeased with his work, else he would find much for idle young hands to do.


Kieron’s contemporaries were less passive in their reaction. They made great fun of him, which he bore patiently. They thought him witless, and called him Kieron-head-in-the-air because he always seemed to be gazing upwards. Aylwin, apprenticed to the miller, went further.


Aylwin, a broad-set strong young man of Kieron’s own age, had always envied him. For two reasons. Aylwin had never wanted to become a miller. From childhood he had been obsessed by drawing and painting. More than anything, he would have liked to be apprenticed to Master Hobart. Also, there was the matter of Petrina. Aylwin was contracted to Joan, daughter of Lodowick, the saddler. Joan, at best, was a dumpy girl, lacking grace. True, she would bear children well, and she was versed in the womanly arts. But she was not the kind of girl to make a young man’s heart beat noisily inside his breast.


Aylwin could have forgiven Kieron for being apprenticed to Master Hobart. Or he could have forgiven him for being contracted to Petrina. But he could not forgive him for both. So, one afternoon when a kite newly designed by Kieron had risen exceedingly high, and when Kieron, impervious to the taunts of his fellows, continued to manoeuvre it yet higher, Aylwin threw discretion to the winds, rushed upon the green and cut the cord that held the kite. The wind was high. The kite swung crazily for a moment or two, then it drifted south towards the sea.


Kieron gazed at Aylwin in perplexity. ‘Why did you do that?’


‘Because you are a fool.’


‘Do I not have a right to foolishness, if it is my pleasure?’


Aylwin was appalled at his own stupidity, but there was no going back.


‘No. You should be as the rest of us. Kite-flying is for children. We are beyond childish things.’


‘You are not beyond a beating,’ said Kieron. ‘There was much thought in the design of my kite. For that you shall pay.’


‘Try me!’ shouted Aylwin. ‘Try me!’ But he did not feel over confident. He had greater strength than Kieron. That he knew. But Kieron had suppleness of limbs and suppleness of mind. A formidable combination.


‘Aylwin,’ said Kieron quietly, ‘you have earned some chastisement. I am sorry.’


The two young men faced each other; Aylwin confident of strength but not of tactics, Kieron confident of tactics but not of strength.


Aylwin rushed in. If he could come to close grips with Kieron, that would be an end of it.


He rushed in, but Kieron did not wait to receive him. He gave a mighty leap over Aylwin’s head. Aylwin stopped his charge and turned round – only to receive both of Kieron’s feet in his face – a magnificent flying kick to the jaw.


Aylwin saw stars. The world darkened, and he fell down. But sight returned, and he looked up to see Kieron waiting patiently for him. With a cry of rage Aylwin leaped to his feet. Again he rushed at Kieron, prepared this time for some evasive action. There was none. Kieron seemed determined to take the charge on his shoulder, a stupid thing to do in view of Aylwin’s superior weight. But, at the last moment, with splendid timing, Kieron bent. Aylwin could not stop the charge and sprawled helplessly over Kieron’s back. As he did so, Kieron straightened; and Aylwin executed a full turn high in the air then landed flat on his back with a jarring thud. He tried to get up, and could not. His head ached, there was a great roaring in his ears and pain in every part of his body.


Kieron stood above him. ‘Are you sorry for cutting the cord, Aylwin?’


‘Ludd damn you!’ He snatched feebly at Kieron’s leg.


Kieron trod on his arm, pinning it down. ‘Are you sorry?’


Aylwin whimpered with pain. ‘Damn you to hell and back. I will never be sorry. You have Master Hobart, and you will have Petrina. May Ludd strike me if ever …’ Aylwin fainted.


When he returned to consciousness, he found that Kieron was gently slapping his face.


‘Leave me alone, fellow. I am all right, and I will never be sorry. You may break my bones, Kieron-head-in-the-air, but I will never be sorry. I swear it.’


Kieron lifted him gently to a sitting position, then crouched by him. ‘Why did you speak of Master Hobart and Petrina?’


Aylwin gazed up, white-faced. ‘You have all that I ever wanted,’ he sobbed. ‘And yet you play like a child!’


Suddenly Kieron understood. ‘You wanted to paint?’


‘Yes! Ludd’s death, I wanted to paint. But I shall only ever grind corn.’


‘And you desire to be wed with Petrina?’


Aylwin grimaced. ‘Be amused. You know I am contracted to Joan.’


Kieron said simply: ‘Forgive me. I did not know the forces.’


‘You did not know the forces?’ Aylwin looked at him uncomprehendingly.


‘I did not know the forces that drove you to cut the cord … There is nothing we can do about Petrina. I will wed with her. I love her. But, perhaps, there is something we can do about the other …’


‘There is nothing to be done about it,’ said Aylwin. ‘A miller does not paint, a miller’s apprentice does not paint. That is all there is to it.’


Kieron smiled. ‘There is a law against it? Seigneur Fitzalan has proclaimed that all millers who daub canvas shall be put to death?’


Aylwin said: ‘You mock me … Besides, who would instruct me? Who would give me canvas and paint?’


‘I would.’


Aylwin’s mouth fell open. He did not speak for fully a minute. ‘You would! Why?’


‘Is there cause for a feud between us, Aylwin? Must we be enemies because of decisions that were not of our taking?’


‘No, but—’


‘Hear me, then. I would have you as my friend. One day I may need such a friend. In the matter of Petrina, I can and will do nothing. But Master Hobart loves me, and I serve him well. He will give me canvas and pigments and will not ask questions that I do not wish to answer … I will instruct you, Aylwin. I will pass on the skills that are passed on to me. Is that enough?’


Aylwin held out his hand and gripped Kieron’s forearm. Kieron returned the gesture, thus sealing the ancient pact of mutual loyalty.


‘It is enough,’ said Aylwin. ‘By the hammer of Ludd, it is more than enough. But why do you do this thing?’


‘We have clasped each other, and so we are bound each to the other. It is agreed?’


‘It is agreed.’


‘Then I can tell you certain things, Aylwin. You wish to paint, but are destined to become a miller. I wish to construct flying machines, but I am destined to become a painter. Separately, we must accept our fates. Together we may overcome them. Are you truly with me?’


‘To the death. But, as you say, it is not unlawful for a miller to paint. On the other hand, flying machines – machines of any kind – are unlawful. You have a bleak future, Kieron-head-in-the-air.’


Kieron smiled at the taunt, which now contained no malice. ‘Men make laws. Men may change them … The kite whose cord was cut was not just a childish toy, Aylwin. It was an experiment. It was an experimental design for a man-lifting kite.’


‘Do not proceed. The neddies will burn you.’


‘Hear me. I have discovered an idea, which, when the time is ripe, will prevent the neddies from doing anything.’


‘What is the idea?’


‘Historical necessity,’ said Kieron. ‘It will be necessary, sooner or later, for man to take to the air once more. Meanwhile, I must work secretly. I must be ready for that time.’


‘I fear for you, Kieron.’


‘I fear for myself, Aylwin. But, we have a bargain, you and I. I will share my skills with you, and you will be content.’


‘What will you require of me, in exchange?’


‘I don’t know. Truly, I don’t know. At some time, almost certainly, I shall require your help. The risks may be high. They may be high enough even to hazard your life. But I shall try to avoid that.’


Aylwin stood up. So did Kieron. They clasped forearms once again, in affirmation.


‘Better a dead painter than a live miller,’ joked Aylwin.


‘Better by far a live painter and a live man of the air,’ said Kieron.
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Mistress Alyx Fitzalan was seventeen years old and the bane of Seigneur Fitzalan’s life. Within the year, thank Ludd, she would be wed with the young Seigneur Talbot of Chichester. As far as Seigneur Fitzalan was concerned, it could not happen too soon. He wished Talbot joy of her, but doubted greatly that any joy would come of the union. Still, it was politically necessary for the Talbots and the Fitzalans to stand side by side. Between them, they controlled much of the southern coastline. Which was convenient in times of peace and doubly convenient in times of war. Which Ludd forbid.


Alyx knew that she was destined to be a sacrificial lamb and conducted herself accordingly. As Fitzalan’s eldest daughter, she had many privileges. As the key to his control of a large segment of the coast, she realised that, until Fitzalan had a copy of the marriage vows in his strong box, she could demand anything within reason.


She did, frequently. She demanded entertainments, feasts, diversions. It was well known that Talbot of Chichester was a sickly young man who bled frequently from the nose. Alyx had spies who told her that he was not long for this world. Though she loathed him, she hoped he would live long enough to wed her and get a son. By this means, Alyx dreamed of equalling her father in his power.


Meanwhile, she held Fitzalan in thrall. He could not risk her rejection of the contract.


She was a great horsewoman. She loved horses, it seemed, more than anything else.


What more natural than that she should require a portrait of herself on horseback leaping a seven-bar gate?


Alyx already had five portraits of herself. Two hung in the castle, one had been sent to London, and two had been given to Talbot.


Master Hobart had painted all five portraits. At the suggestion of the sixth, he held up his shaking hands in horror.


‘Seigneur Fitzalan, how shall I catch your daughter on horseback leaping a seven-bar gate?’


‘I know not, Master Hobart, nor do I care,’ retorted Seigneur Fitzalan calmly. ‘But it is the price of peace – at least for a time – and I will have it done.’


‘But, Seigneur—’


‘No buts, master painter. See to it. And see to it also that the horse is no less graceful than its rider. I have a fine stable, and those who see your picture should know it.’


‘Yes, Seigneur.’


‘Be still, man! You shake like an autumn leaf. I trust you will not shake so when the brush is in your hand.’


‘No, Seigneur,’ assured Hobart hastily. ‘It is but a tremor of agitation. When I hold the brush, my hand is rock steady.’


‘If it be steady enough to make good likenesses of both horse and rider, I will put five hundred schilling into it.’


‘Thank you, Seigneur.’


Fitzalan frowned and stared hard at the old man. ‘But, if the canvas be not to my liking, you shall eat it.’


‘Yes, Seigneur. Thank you.’ Master Hobart retreated from the presence, bowing many times, his hands clasped tightly together (partly to stop them trembling) as if with intense gratitude, like one whose execution has just been stayed – if only temporarily.


‘Hobart!’


‘Seigneur?’


‘A word. And stop bobbing up and down, man. You make me nervous.’


‘Forgive me, Seigneur.’ Hobart froze.


‘This picture … Start soon, Master Hobart, but do not hurry. You follow me?’


‘Yes, Seigneur,’ said Hobart blindly. Though he did not.


Fitzalan explained. ‘Mistress Alyx is a dutiful and loving daughter, but she is also – how shall I put it? – impetuous if not actually headstrong.’


‘Just so, Seigneur.’


‘No, not just so. Damnation! Don’t you understand what I’m saying?’


‘Yes, Seigneur. All in the seigneurie know that Mistress Alyx—’


‘Hobart, you are a foolish old man, and you know nothing of womenfolk.’


‘Yes, Seigneur.’


Suddenly, Fitzalan recalled that Hobart was indeed a foolish old man who knew nothing of womenfolk. ‘Hobart, forgive me. I treat you ill, old friend.’


‘You do me too much honour, Seigneur.’


Fitzalan smiled. ‘Because we are friends, I will confide in you. Mistress Alyx, Ludd bless her, has curious notions. She needs interests, diversions. And for women, Hobart, diversions come costly. This picture, now. You could do it in a week, could you not?’


‘Well, Seigneur, I—’


‘Could you or could you not?’


‘Yes, Seigneur.’


‘The very point. You will not do it in a week, Master Hobart. You will not even do it in a month. You will take time, much time. You will require many sketches, many sittings or whatever. Many long sittings. I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, Seigneur.’


‘Mistress Alyx will scold you. I will scold you. But you will not hurry. I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, Seigneur.’


‘Mistress Alyx is burdened by time, Hobart. She does not know this, but it is so. Therefore you will consume as much of her time as possible, without appearing to so do … This prentice of yours – has he his wits about him?’


‘Ay, Seigneur.’ Here, Hobart felt on firm ground. ‘A most intelligent and resourceful young man, and of great talent also with brush, chalk, pencil, crayon, char—’


‘Enough. You need not declaim his battle honours. I have seen him about the castle, Hobart, and about the seigneurie. He is a pleasant young fellow … Yes, he is a pleasant young fellow. Have him attend Mistress Alyx, Hobart. Have him ride with her, have him walk with her. Have him make enough – what the devil do you call them?’


‘Preliminary studies,’ ventured Hobart.


‘Have him make enough preliminary studies, sketches, or whatever the fellow does, to take up a full two-month of the wretched girl’s forenoons, ay, and her afternoons also. Can this be done?’


‘What of Mistress Alyx, Seigneur? She may weary—’


‘Damn the Mistress Alyx! Women do not weary of being looked at nor of artists limning with devotion … Seven hundred and fifty schilling, Hobart, and not a penny more. You have heard my requirements. Go now.’


Hobart began his retreat once more, hands clasped tightly, the sweat dripping from his forehead.


Now he had two additional worries that would take much drowning in Scottish or French spirit. Mistress Alyx was a woman of some temperament. Also, Hobart realised with sad clarity that he had never been much good at horses.
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Mistress Alyx drove Kieron to distraction. She was a wild young lady. Wild, beautiful, imperious, bored. Also intelligent. She was intelligent enough to realise that Kieron had been sent to her as a propitiatory sacrifice, a kind of whipping boy. Nevertheless, it amused her to apply the whip – verbally, emotionally, physically.


The first morning that Kieron presented himself with charcoal sticks, papers, drawing board, she allowed him to make a sketch while she offered barbed comment on his appearance, his dress, his accent, his ancestry, his lack of learning.


Kieron set up his drawing board and went to work. But after a few minutes, his hand was shaking, and the lines were terrible, and he knew it. So did Mistress Alyx.


Kieron’s mission had been explained to him carefully and apologetically by Master Hobart.


‘You see, my son,’ Hobart had begun to lapse into this form of address more and more, ‘there are diplomatic considerations in this commission. Seigneur Fitzalan was quite explicit. He requires Mistress Alyx to be distracted for a while. I am too old for such things. Therefore—’


‘Therefore I must play the performing monkey,’ said Kieron calmly.


‘I would not have described your role as such.’ Hobart tried to feign indignation, and failed. ‘Your task is to make sketches which will be invaluable when we come to decide upon the final composition.’


‘A monkey with a charcoal stick,’ conceded Kieron. ‘You yourself will execute the painting, Master Hobart. I am simply to delay matters until you and Seigneur Fitzalan judge that the time is ripe.’


‘Not so, not so, not so!’ protested Hobart. ‘You will execute the portrait.’


‘You would trust me with this matter?’


‘Kieron, I would trust you with my life … Besides, look at my hands, boy. Look at them.’


Master Hobart held out his hands. Kieron looked. They were shaking badly. The veins stood out, the joints were swollen, the fingers were bent. Such hands would never draw a true circle again.


‘Master Hobart, I am sorry. Truly, I am sorry.’


‘No need for sorrow, Kieron, my son. No need. I have you. Seigneur Fitzalan does not know that I have finished with painting.’


‘You have not finished with painting, Master.’


‘Hear me. Hear me. The portrait will be signed Hobart. It is the last time I shall put my signature … But, when Seigneur Fitzalan has given his approval, I shall add to that signature. It shall read: Hobart app Kieron. Is that enough?’


Kieron was amazed to find himself weeping. ‘Master Hobart, you cannot do this thing.’


‘I can and will. Is it enough?’


‘It is more than enough. Much more.’


‘This once, and this once only, I require you to call me Father. And I require you to paint Mistress Alyx in such a fashion that it will add stature to us both.’


‘Father, I will do my best,’ said Kieron.


‘I am content. Your best is good enough … Seigneur Fitzalan has undertaken to pay seven hundred and fifty schilling for a successful portrait.’


‘Seven hundred and fifty schilling!’ It was the first time Kieron had ever heard Master Hobart talk of money. The sum mentioned was enormous. Kieron’s own official allowance was ten schilling a year.


‘Mark you, the fee also includes the time that must be spent and the trouble taken to produce the preliminary sketches which will, with Ludd’s help, take up many of Mistress Alyx’s waking hours during the next eight-week.’


Kieron snorted. ‘More a fee for the diversion than for the portrait, I’ll wager.’


‘My son, it is not for us to dissect Seigneur Fitzalan’s generosity. Now, listen carefully. You have seen my hands. Also you must know by now that I paint horses less elegantly – shall we say – than I might … It is a strange thing, this matter of horses. But all artists have some weakness. No matter. I digress … The point is that you will execute the portrait. It will be a good one, that I already know. And in the matter of the signature, the world shall see that the master has been outstripped by the apprentice. But to return to the fee. Upon Seigneur Fitzalan’s approval and payment, two hundred and fifty schilling shall be sent to Master Gerard, thus to recognise that the son of his flesh and the child of my spirit are formidably one person; two hundred and fifty schilling shall be held for you against your majority and the completion of your apprenticeship; and the remaining two hundred and fifty schilling I will keep, in fee for what I have taught you and to dispose of as I wish … Does this arrangement please you, Kieron?’


For a time, Kieron was at a loss for words. At length, he said: ‘Master Hobart, you destroy me with kindness. I accept your generosity in all except one thing. The signature.’


‘You have seen my hands. I will paint no more. It is true that I will attend to simple matters. My eye is good for design and composition. I can still produce schemes for good murals. But I will paint no more.’


‘I will not have it so!’ shouted Kieron.


Hobart was amazed. ‘My son, these are facts.’


‘Sir, you will sign the canvas Hobart, or I will void my apprenticeship and sell refined flax seed oil for a living.’


‘But why? But why?’ Hobart could not understand why Kieron could decline a sudden rise to fame.


Kieron could not find the right words. But the ones he had to manage with seemed good enough. ‘Because, sir, I have the good fortune to serve and be instructed by a master painter. It is my pleasure to enjoy the privilege. I can say no more.’


Hobart promptly had a fit of coughing to conceal his emotions. Kieron brought him a flask of usquebaugh.


When he went up to the castle on that first morning of his attendance upon Mistress Alyx, it was raining heavily. Which was a good thing in some respects. Kieron wished to give some thought to the problems involved, before he attempted to limn a horse in motion.


Mistress Alyx, dressed in a morning gown of blue linen, cut a trifle high above the ankle and a trifle low above the breast, received him in a long room whose walls were covered with shelves on which lay many books. Kieron had never seen so many books. He stared at them openmouthed, a greedy look in his eyes.


Mistress Alyx, seated at a clavichord, stared at the damp young man with disdain.


‘Well, boy, are you here to gawp at books or to begin making a likeness of me?’


‘Your pardon, Mistress Alyx. Forgive me. I have never seen so many books.’ Kieron advanced awkwardly across a rich Persian carpet, leaving behind him the wet imprint of his boots.


‘You drip more than a washerwoman, bumpkin. I am minded to have my father’s men put you out.’


‘Then I shall drip even more, Mistress. It cannot have escaped your notice that the skies have opened.’


‘Do not exercise your simple wit, prentice. Recollect that you are dealing with a high-born person.’


‘Forgive me again, Mistress Alyx. I have yet to adjust to the importance of my task.’


‘Then commence your task, boy, and say no more.’


‘Yes, Mistress. Would you be gracious enough to remain still for a short time?’ Kieron, not having been offered a chair, squatted on the carpet and pinned paper to his drawing board.


‘If I choose to move, I shall move,’ retorted Alyx. ‘Your hair is too long and you stink somewhat. I do not think I can bear your presence with great patience.’


Kieron bit his tongue and selected a piece of charcoal from his pouch. He began to sketch Mistress Alyx as he saw her.


‘You are contracted to the slut Petrina, I understand.’


‘Yes, Mistress.’


‘She is quite pretty, but you are odious. Poor child. We women are rarely lucky in the men chosen for us.’


‘Yes, Mistress.’


‘Do not talk, bumpkin. Get on with your work.’


Kieron’s hand was shaking badly. The lines he described were terrible, and he knew that this first sketch could be nothing less than grotesque.


‘Let me see what you have done. Though you are ill-dressed and your conversation deformed, and though you are the son of a peasant, you may yet have talent.’


Mistress Alyx was enjoying herself. This one she would roast over a slow fire.


‘Mistress, the sketch is but a trial,’ said Kieron desperately. ‘It is not worthy of your inspection.’


‘Nevertheless, I would see it.’ She rose from her seat at the clavichord, came to where Kieron sat and peered down at the sketch.


‘Ludd have mercy! You draw like a dotard. Get from my presence, boy. I do not wish to see you again.’


‘Yes, Mistress Alyx. I am sorry.’ Kieron gathered up his papers and charcoal sticks and drawing board. It seemed to him that his best recourse was to leave the castle and quietly hang himself.


‘Until tomorrow,’ added Mistress Alyx in silky tones. ‘Present yourself at this time tomorrow, boy. And pray for happier circumstances.’


Kieron fled sweating. He did not hang himself. But when it was time to go to his bed, he was greatly troubled by nightmares.
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The following day it rained also. This time Kieron took precautions. He covered his head and shoulders with sackcloth and wrapped his drawing materials and a spare pair of boots in the same material. Then he trudged up to the castle. Before he was taken to Mistress Alyx, he begged leave to straighten his hair and change his boots.


She received him as before, seated at the clavichord in the long, book-lined room.


‘So, boy, you keep time. That is something. And you contrive to appear less bedraggled. That, also, is something. Let us hope that this time you will not ruin good paper … Well, don’t stand there like a scarecrow. Find somewhere to sit, and begin to prove that my dear father is not recklessly throwing away many a good schilling.’


Kieron felt the blood rush to his face. A volley of words struggled to burst from his throat, but he compressed his lips and stifled them. He stood rooted to the spot. There was no chair within reach, so he sat on the carpet.


‘I hope your breeches are clean,’ said Alyx. ‘The carpet came from a far land, of which you are doubtless not aware, and cost more schilling than your poor talent is like to earn you in a lifetime.’


‘Mistress,’ he retorted softly, ‘my breeches are clean, and I am aware that the carpet is of Persian style. Whether it came from Persia, I know not; though I am told that the Flemish weavers now make carpets in the Persian style, which are less costly than the originals and, therefore, of some convenience to the nobility.’


The carpet was Persian, as Kieron well knew. But some retaliation seemed necessary, and he chose the first that came to mind.


‘Impudent peasant!’ stormed Alyx. ‘The carpet is truly Persian.’


‘Mistress Alyx, I am indeed a peasant, and I doubt not your word,’ said Kieron with every possible inference of doubting. ‘May I commence?’ He felt better.


‘Yes, stupid one. Scratch the paper if you must. But let your representation be better than that of yesterday, else I swear my father’s bailiff shall kick you all the way from the castle to Master Hobart’s hovel. The poor man must be in his dotage to have taken such a prentice as you.’


‘I may do him little credit,’ said Kieron, ‘but Master Hobart is the finest painter in the south country. The finished portrait will be to your liking, Mistress. That I can swear.’


For some minutes there was silence. Kieron sketched, Alyx fidgeted, but not too much.


Kieron felt he could get the measure of this young lady. She must be vulnerable. She must be vulnerable, as all women were, to flattery. So, his hand being steady now, he was able to flatter her. He made her eyes larger and more beautiful than they were, he narrowed her waist, he gave fullness to her breasts, he made her hair cascade luxuriantly round her shoulders.


Presently, curiosity overcame her. ‘I would see your scribblings, boy.’


Kieron stood up; but, one leg being stiff and numb from sitting cross-legged to support his drawing board, he promptly fell down.


Alyx laughed. ‘No doubt your legs give way with fear at my disapproval.’


Kieron said nothing. He picked up the drawing, hobbled to the clavichord, and laid the paper before her.


She studied it. ‘My nose is not bent,’ she said, ‘and my ears are smaller. But you have improved somewhat since yesterday. Perhaps there is hope.’


‘Thank you, Mistress.’


‘I said perhaps,’ she warned. ‘Perhaps means only perhaps.’ She glanced at one of the leaded windows. ‘See. The rain has stopped. Now we shall ride.’


Kieron was nonplussed. ‘Mistress, I do not ride. My commission is only to take your likeness in many attitudes and aspects.’


‘Your commission, boy, is to attend me. It is agreed that Master Hobart shall depict me on horseback. In order for you to make studies of horses, you must be familiar with them – and with me when I ride. Therefore you will ride also. Wait here while I change.’


As Kieron waited, the books on the shelves became as magnets, drawing him. So many books! So many wonderful, glorious books. And they must be old, very old. The neddies, of necessity, permitted the use of printing machines – but only for the dissemination of approved sacred texts. Here were books that dealt not only with the works and life of Ned Ludd but also with all manner of recondite themes.


Mistress Alyx took much time to change into her riding apparel. While he was alone, Kieron began to examine the books. Many of them were immensely old, their bindings nibbled by mice, their papers brown and speckled with the ravages of time. There were works of biography – the lives of the seigneurs of Arundel, and many others – works of history, works concerning the skills of warfare, fanning, hunting; works concerning voyages of discovery, the establishment of trade with far countries; works concerning the study of the stars. And there was one thin, incredibly tattered, incredibly ancient book about the development of infernal machines – including flying machines.


Kieron pored over it greedily. Some of the words were hard, some incomprehensible. Nevertheless, it began to yield information – about people with strange names, who had accomplished strange things, such as the Brothers Montgolfier, Otto Lilienthal, Santos Dumont – until Mistress Alyx returned.


Guiltily, Kieron closed the book and pushed it back into its place on the shelves.


‘Boy, did I give you permission to examine my father’s books?’


‘No, Mistress Alyx.’


‘Then do not presume. Come, we will ride.’


‘I cannot ride, Mistress.’ Kieron had never felt less like attempting to mount a horse.


‘You will ride, boy. It is my wish.’ Alyx had the air of one anticipating much amusement.


The episode was doomed – as Mistress Alyx had intended. She had an old mare saddled for Kieron; so old and so gentle, she told him, that a child barely able to walk would be assured of a safe ride. For herself, Alyx chose a fine, spirited hunter.


Having had the grooms hoist Kieron more or less bodily into the saddle, Alyx led the way, allowing her horse to amble down the hill from the castle and among the cluster of houses that marked the growing township. Kieron followed as best he could, his teeth rattling somewhat in his head, and his bottom rising from the saddle and hitting it again somewhat heavily.


People looked up as Mistress Alyx rode by. Women curtsied, men touched their hats. They marvelled indeed to see that she was accompanied by Kieron the prentice boy, and were amused at his obvious discomfiture. Petrina saw him struggling anxiously to retain his seat, and could not repress a smile. Two or three idle apprentices made so bold as to cheer.


Once Arundel was behind, Alyx allowed her horse to canter. The open grazing land was still soggy from the rain, but the going was not too bad. Except for Kieron. Independent of anything he might do, the old mare seemed to take guidance from the hunter – or secretly from Mistress Alyx.


Soon Kieron had abandoned the reins and was hanging on desperately to his poor animal by its mane. Inevitably, he fell off.


Mistress Alyx had chosen to ride by the bank of the river Arun, now swollen with the rains. It was a cunning choice; for when Kieron became unseated there was an even chance that he would fall on the river side.


Ludd was not with him, and he did. He fell into a large patch of mud, taking much of the fall upon his shoulder and the rest upon his backside as he rolled over. It was worse than a body slam at wrestling on the green.


Alyx laughed heartily. ‘So, prentice, your horsemanship is the equal of your limning. Mount again, boy. Do not look so dazed. I do not choose to wait here for ever.’


Kieron mounted, somehow. Aching and bruised, he managed to get back on to the mare. He did not stay in the saddle for long. The next time, however, he had the good sense to fall not on the river side but on the pasture side. It hurt more, but there was no mud. He got to his feet, shaking and aching. Blindly, he tried to get back into the saddle.


‘Enough, boy. You have so terrified my gentle mare that she will throw you as soon as she feels your weight. Follow me back to the castle. I will go slow. Lead her carefully. She is not accustomed to boors.’


Alyx turned her horse round and, hardly glancing at Kieron, headed back through Arundel to the castle. Still showing extensive streaks of mud on his face and clothes, and visibly shaken, Kieron followed her, casting many nervous glances backwards at the docile mare he was leading.


The townsfolk who were about surveyed the spectacle and took care not to let Mistress Alyx see their amusement. However, they also took care that Kieron-head-in-the-air, whose muddy face was now downcast, should see. Worst of all, Petrina, having made purchases at the bakery, was now returning home with a basketful of fresh bread. At first, when she saw Kieron, her expression was one of horror; then slowly it changed, and she could not repress a smile. The smile hurt him as if it had been a blow.


At the castle, solemn-faced grooms relieved him of the mare. A lackey, commanded by Alyx, went through the motions of cleaning him up a little, with obvious distaste for the task. Kieron’s clothes were of good, honest doeskin and wool. The lackey wore linen and velvet. Kieron thought it would be a heaven-sent convenience if he were suddenly to die.


Unfortunately, Ludd was not merciful. He remained alive. Mistress Alyx, with no expression at all on her face, directed him to attend her in the library. He followed submissively, resolving to gather up his materials and take leave of her as soon as possible.


His sketch and drawing board were on the Persian carpet where he had left them: Alyx seemed not to notice their existence. She went straight to the clavichord; and her riding boots, still wet and bearing traces of mud, left their imprint upon Kieron’s sketch as she walked over it.


Suddenly he knew that he had reached the limits of endurance. To take more humiliation from this spoilt girl would be to accept more than his manhood could permit.


‘Enough, bitch!’ he cried. ‘I have had more than enough of you!’


Alyx turned to him, affecting surprise, indignation. Cool and controlled indignation. ‘Boy, you have exceeded yourself. You have used a certain word in my presence and directed at my person. For that I will have you whipped from the castle. Your apprenticeship will be dissolved and you will be sent forth to live as best you may on nuts in the woods.’


‘Not before I have taught you a lesson,’ retorted Kieron icily. ‘Mistress, I am a freeborn man and I have dignity. Your blood may be noble, but your manners are exceedingly crude.’


And with that, he lifted her bodily, sat upon the stool by the clavichord and proceeded to spank her bottom with much vigour and enthusiasm.


Alyx screamed. Kieron enjoyed her screaming mightily. He was enjoying it so much that he was unaware of the doors of the library bursting open as servants rushed in. He was aware of nothing but the exquisite pleasure of spanking this spoilt child who presumed to be a woman. He was aware of nothing else until hands seized him and he was struck on the head and sank into oblivion.
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He awoke to find himself in what seemed to be the castle donjon. He awoke because a pailful of cold water had been hurled at his face. He awoke to find himself hanging by his hands from manacles fastened into the stone wall. He awoke to find that his wrists ached, his arms ached, his shoulders ached, his head ached. He awoke to find that Seigneur Fitzalan, seated on a chair, was facing him. By Seigneur Fitzalan’s side stood the castle gaoler. Behind his chair stood the Mistress Alyx.


They will kill me, thought Kieron hazily. I care not. Better to die like a man than live like a sheep.


‘So, prentice, you are kind enough to rejoin us.’ Seigneur Fitzalan’s voice was pleasant, gentle, even. But his countenance was stern. Kieron saw no mercy in it.


‘Forgive me, Seigneur,’ said Kieron with accidental humour, ‘I was not conscious of your presence.’


‘Ha!’ Seigneur Fitzalan permitted himself a thin smile. ‘I will remember the jest … Well, boy, you struck the Mistress Alyx, repeatedly, in a place to which no gentleman cares to refer. Before I determine your fate, I would have you know that this is a precedent. Derive some satisfaction from it, if you may. Previous to your assault, no man – not even I – had ever laid hand upon my daughter in anger. What, then, have you to say?’


‘Nothing, Seigneur,’ said Kieron after a moment or two of reflection. It would be stupid to plead for mercy. It would be stupid to try to explain the provocation.


‘So, boy, you are fairly condemned?’


‘I struck Mistress Alyx, Seigneur. I intended no permanent damage. That is all.’ He looked vaguely at Alyx. She was no longer the imperious young lady. She seemed white-faced, unhappy. Well, thought Kieron, let my death lie on her conscience for ever.


‘That is all?’ thundered Fitzalan. ‘That is all?’


‘Seigneur,’ said the gaoler, ‘allow me to encourage him.’


‘Be silent, fellow,’ snapped Fitzalan irritably. ‘A knock on the head and his present situation ought to be sufficiently encouraging for the time being … Well, prentice, you have spoken. You have nothing further to add?’


Kieron thought for a moment. There was much that could be added, of course, but best keep it to essentials.


‘I pray that my actions will not reflect upon Master Hobart, who is a kindly man and a great painter, and responsible for no actions but his own. I pray also that my parents be held free from blame. It was simply their misfortune to beget me. Already, they have their punishment.’


Seigneur Fitzalan made rumbling noises in his throat. His moustache quivered. Mistress Alyx leaned forward and, looking at Kieron, began to stroke her father’s long silver hair.


‘As to your punishment, prentice, I have given some thought to it. At first, I was minded to have your head struck off, as an example to all upstarts and mischief-makers, of which there are always a few in any domain. Then, since such a punishment was somewhat final and likely to be forgotten by many in a twelve-month, I was inclined to clemency, striking off only the offending hand and blinding the offending eyes.’


Kieron shuddered. Death was preferable to clemency.


‘However,’ continued Seigneur Fitzalan, ‘my daughter Alyx, who is not without a mind of her own, suggested a more ingenious punishment.’


Kieron’s mouth ran dry. The horrors already mentioned seemed bad enough. But, evidently, they were not sufficient to give Mistress Alyx the satisfaction she required.


‘So, prentice, you will endure the punishment that Mistress Alyx has recommended, since she is the offended party.’


‘Seigneur,’ said Kieron quickly, ‘I accept death by decapitation. It is just.’


‘Do you, now? The choice lies not in your province, boy. Think yourself fortunate.’


Kieron did not think himself fortunate. The axe was quick, whereas whatever Mistress Alyx had devised was likely to be slow.


‘I sentence you,’ said Seigneur Fitzalan, smiling faintly, ‘to attend Mistress Alyx upon her request, to execute such drawings as are necessary, and never again to raise your hand towards her in anger lest mine be raised fearfully against you … You are lucky, boy, that my daughter enjoys peculiar whims and also has womanly methods of twisting my resolution. Well, what say you?’


Kieron’s mouth opened and closed, but no words would come.


‘Loose him, father. The boy has suffered enough.’ Alyx gazed compassionately at Kieron. It was the first time she had spoken.


Fitzalan cast a despairing glance at ceiling. ‘When will I ever understand the ways of a woman?’ Then he signalled to the gaoler, and Kieron was released from the manacles.


He found his tongue. ‘I thank you, Seigneur, for the mercy you have shown.’


Fitzalan laughed. ‘Mercy, by Ludd! Speak to me of mercy when Mistress Alyx has taken her vengeance. Now get from this place and pray somewhat.’




9


The following day, Kieron presented himself at the castle as usual; but Mistress Alyx chose not to receive him. He returned to Hobart’s house dejected, convinced that Alyx had had time for reflection and that the commission was lost, seven hundred and fifty schilling and all. He supposed he ought to count himself lucky that he got out of the affair as lightly as he did. But he was truly mortified. He was mortified because he feared that his conduct might reflect upon Master Hobart, and that the old man might lose other commissions also.


He had related the entire story as accurately as he could, adding nothing, omitting nothing. He had expected that Hobart would be dismayed and also disgusted with him, would wish to beat him certainly, and quite likely would desire to end the apprenticeship.


He was right in that Hobart was dismayed. He was wrong in that Hobart would be disgusted.


‘My son, I see that Mistress Alyx used you cruelly. Forgive me. I know that she is a wilful woman. I did not know that she would abuse her position. It matters not if we are out of favour at the castle. I liked this commission but little, anyway. What matters most is that you survived the incident.’ He tried to laugh, but wound up with a fit of coughing that needed to be settled by usquebaugh. ‘In any case, we have the refined flax seed oil, for which the demand will be prodigious.’


Kieron was amazed. ‘You are not angry?’


‘Yes, I am angry that talent should be impeded by temperament. What is Alyx Fitzalan? Nothing but the daughter of Seigneur Fitzalan. That is her sole significance. But you, Kieron, are an artist and quite possibly a man of genius. It is unfortunate that you beat her – though I rejoice in the thought, having had some temptation myself – yet it is not disastrous. Fitzalan was wise enough not to pursue the matter. We shall live.’


‘Sir, I am grateful.’


‘Say no more, Kieron. Tomorrow we will fish for trout.’


But, on the following day a lackey brought a summons. The Mistress Alyx Fitzalan desired that Kieron, apprentice of Hobart, attend her with his drawing materials.


‘You will not go,’ said Hobart. ‘I will plead illness.’


‘Sir, I must go,’ said Kieron. ‘It is part of the sentence.’


As before, Alyx was seated at the clavichord, waiting for him. A book rested on the music machine. Kieron recognised it.


‘Good morning, Master Kieron.’ He was taken aback at her civility. Besides, he was not a master, he was only an apprentice.


‘Good morning, Mistress Alyx.’


She stood up and held out the book.


‘You were interested in this volume, I recall. It is yours.’


Kieron was shaken. ‘Mistress Alyx, you are most kind.’ He took the book, fingered it lovingly. ‘You are too kind. I—’ He stopped.


Alyx smiled. ‘Let us forget the past, Kieron. How would you like me to pose?’


‘As you will, Mistress. As you will. I can take many sketches and compound them into something from which Master Hobart will discern the necessary form.’


‘Kieron?’


‘Mistress Alyx?’


‘Call me Alyx.’


He was shaken even more. ‘Yes – Alyx.’


‘Kieron, no man ever before beat me.’


‘I am sorry, Mistress – I am sorry, Alyx. I thought you commanded me to forget the –’


‘Kieron?’


‘Mistress – I mean Alyx?’


She rose from the clavichord and came close to him. Her gown rustled, and there was a fragrance about her, a redness in her cheeks, a softness in her eyes. She did not now look at all like the ice-cold girl who had goaded him beyond endurance. ‘I treated you ill, and I am sorry. Yesterday, I cried into the night because I had been cruel and stupid, and I thought you would hate me. Do you hate me? If so, I must learn to bear it.’


Kieron knew not what to say or do. For reasons he could not understand, his heart seemed to be exploding in his chest. There was sweat on his forehead and a fire in his limbs. At length he found his tongue.


‘Mistress, I do not hate you. Truly, I do not. Something has happened that … Perhaps my mind is sick.’


She smiled. ‘You forget. Say Alyx. My name is Alyx. You shall use it always when we are alone.’


‘Alyx,’ he said idiotically. ‘Alyx.’ He could think of nothing else to say. The word seemed both familiar and strange, a magic word. An incantation.


‘Your mind is not sick, Kieron. At least, no more than mine … We are friends, now?’


‘We are friends.’ Kieron was trembling. He seemed to be standing outside himself. He seemed to be listening to the voice of a stranger … Why did she stand so close? Why was there a roaring in his head?


‘We are close friends?’


‘If it is your wish.’


‘Is it not yours?’


‘Alyx, I – I …’ There was nothing to say. Nothing that made sense.


‘Kiss me, Kieron. Your lips on mine.’ The book dropped from Kieron’s hand. He did not notice. Neither of them noticed.


‘Kiss me,’ she whispered. It was a whisper that drove all rational thought from Kieron’s mind.


He held her in his arms. He felt the life in her. He felt her breasts against him, the liquid warmth of her belly. He felt her lips upon his.


This was like to earn him the donjon, the lash, the irons, the rack, all manner of tortures. He did not care. The taste of Alyx Fitzalan’s lips, the touch of her body – he did not care.


Presently, they stood back from each other.


‘No man ever beat me before. No man ever held me so before. No man ever kissed me so before.’ Alyx seemed happy, even complacent. ‘I love you, Kieron.’


‘I am terrified of love,’ said Kieron. ‘It is a destroyer. But I love you also. I thought I hated you, but the hatred was a form of love.’


Alyx frowned as reality came back to her. ‘It is but a short-lived bloom, Kieron. Let us enjoy it while we may. The child Petrina is your destiny. Talbot of Chichester – a pale, sad thing – is mine … Does Petrina kiss as I do?’


‘Alyx, I know not, I do not – I have not …’ He floundered.


‘Hush, dear one. You gave me my answer … Until this time, you were but a prentice painter bullied by a thoughtless minx, taking advantage of her father’s power. But love is dangerous, Kieron. It makes us equal in each other’s sight; but in the eyes of the world the gulf between us is wide. Talbot and Petrina, and the customs of our people, hover about us like ghosts. We must be very careful, otherwise we shall be destroyed.’


Kieron managed to smile. ‘I will be careful, Alyx, if only because I must. I am afraid for both of us.’


She took his hand. ‘Be not too much afraid. If we keep our heads, all will be well.’ She laughed. ‘I surmise my father required Master Hobart to keep me distracted for at least a two-month. Is that not so? And you were to be the sacrificial lamb.’


Kieron shrugged. ‘It is so, Alyx. Indeed, it is so.’


‘Well, then,’ she said gaily, ‘who will protest if we stretch the two-month into a three-month? Not my father, not Master Hobart. Each would be delighted at the success of the stratagem. So, in public, I will be the haughty Alyx, whose aim is to humiliate you. And you will contrive to play the poor prentice who bears what he must for the sake of his master and his art and for the sake of his future. Can you bear this device?’


‘I can bear it.’


‘Good. Today, you will make sketches; but, tomorrow, we will ride again. Doubtless, you will fall off. The people will learn of it and be satisfied. Kieron-head-in-the-air – yes, I know what they call you – will be humiliated once more. Can you bear it?’


‘I can bear deception only for the sake of truth.’


‘Well spoken, my love.’ She came close and kissed him. ‘When we are alone – truly alone – you shall command me. I will kiss your feet, if it is your pleasure. I will stroke your hair and hold your body close to mine and rejoice in your touch.’


‘Alyx, do not make me cry.’


‘The tears will come later, Kieron – when I am taken to Talbot’s bed, and Petrina comes to yours. How shall either of us bear it then?’


He held her tight. ‘I do not know. I know only that we have a little time. For that I am grateful.’


‘A little time,’ sighed Alyx. ‘Only a little time. So sad … I want to learn about you. I want to learn as much as I can. Do you truly want to be a painter like Master Hobart? Or is there something else.’


‘Most of all,’ said Kieron, caressing her, ‘I want to fly. I want to conquer the air as the First Men and the Second Men did. I want to feel close to the stars.’


‘Kieron-head-in-the-air,’ she murmured, ‘I love you. You are nothing but a fantasist, a cloud walker.’
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Brother Sebastian gazed at Kieron, lying on his daybed, without any animosity or any attempt to inspire fear. Brother Sebastian, a pleasant-looking man of thirty years or so, concealed his ambition, his desire for power, beneath a benign exterior. He rarely bullied. He preferred to look sorrowful. People did not like to see Brother Sebastian unhappy.


Kieron’s broken leg twitched abominably. It had been set by Seigneur Fitzalan’s own surgeon. Nevertheless, Kieron remained convinced that the fellow knew little of his art. Already, when he stretched and measured his limbs, Kieron seemed to detect that the good leg was significantly longer. He would hate to exchange his present title for Kieron-game-leg. Besides, who would condescend to wrestle with a cripple?


Brother Sebastian was in a quandary. At the insistence of Mistress Alyx, Kieron had been removed temporarily from Hobart’s house and given a room at the castle. Alyx had roundly condemned Kieron to her father, for indulging in childish pranks, and had implied that Kieron had broken his leg almost deliberately in order to avoid making the sketches and rough compositions that were necessary for the commissioned painting. Why, therefore, let the prentice have an easy time of it? Better, surely, to bring him to the castle so that he could continue his work without delay. That would teach him that he could not evade important affairs merely by breaking a leg.


Seigneur Fitzalan gave his daughter a curious look. He was an intelligent man. Intelligent enough to realise there were certain things it were better not to know. Besides, the boy was useful. Alyx had been relatively docile since she had had the prentice on whom to vent her feelings. So Kieron had been given a room in the castle while his leg mended.


Thus Brother Sebastian’s quandary. Kieron, though a commoner, was now a person of some importance – temporarily, at least.


‘Tell me, brother, how came you to break the limb?’ This was a rhetorical question, because everyone in the seigneurie knew how Kieron had broken his leg.


‘Brother Sebastian, I was but flying a kite,’ said Kieron carefully.


‘A kite? You were flying a kite. I have been misinformed, it seems. I had heard that you were flying in a kite.’


Kieron thought for a moment or two. Brother Sebastian had flung back his cowl. His head was clean-shaven; his face, totally visible, seemed totally innocent.


‘It is true, brother,’ amended Kieron. ‘I was flying in a kite.’


‘It must have been an exceptionally large kite.’


‘It was, Brother Sebastian. It was a very large kite. I designed it.’


‘And who aided you in this project, Kieron?’


Kieron thought carefully. If he admitted that Aylwin had obtained the sail canvas, that they had both cut the willow rods and that Sholto, the smith, had been persuaded to make fastenings for the harness, it could seem like conspiracy.


‘No one, Brother Sebastian. It is true I coaxed the miller’s prentice to hold the rope. He is but a stupid fellow and fit for nothing but the grinding of corn. However, dull though he is, it pleased me to make use of him. I little recked that he would take panic when I rose into the air.’


The neddy stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘That must indeed have been a sight.’


‘Indeed it must, brother,’ said Kieron with unguarded enthusiasm. ‘There was a steady and strong offshore breeze, and I rose up from the beach, my legs dancing and seeking footholds where there were none. It was a wonderful feeling. I rose more than ten times the height of a man before the loop of cord was jerked from its hook.’


‘You were lucky, Kieron, that the sea broke your fall.’


‘That is why I waited for an offshore wind,’ explained Kieron. ‘That is why I chose to experiment on the beach.’


‘Experiment?’ Brother Sebastian raised his eyebrows. Experiment was a dangerous word. It smelled of fire.


‘Experiment in the sense of finding out how to handle the kite,’ amended Kieron hastily. ‘Nothing more.’


Brother Sebastian stroked his chin slowly. At length, he said: ‘The kite was made of sail-cloth and willow wands.’


‘Yes, brother.’


‘And the harness as you call it had metal fastenings which could only have been fashioned by the smith.’


‘Yes, brother.’


‘It was a very ambitious kite, Kieron.’


‘Yes, Brother Sebastian. It was a very ambitious kite.’


‘And you designed it alone?’


‘I designed it alone.’


‘Sholto did not know your purpose?’


‘No, brother.’


‘And the boy Aylwin helped you only by anchoring the cord and by moving as directed?’


‘Yes, brother.’


‘I am told you instructed him in the use of a pulley, by which means he could control the kite without great exertion to himself.’


‘You are well informed.’


‘Yes, Kieron. I am well informed.’


‘The pulley. It is a very simple principle.’


‘Simple principles can be dangerous, Kieron. You have been instructed in the Holy Scripture, have you not?’


‘Yes, brother.’


‘Men have burned for simple principles, Kieron. Remember that.’


Kieron wanted to rise from his bed and strangle this dull-witted neddy. But he had enough wit to say docilely: ‘Yes, Brother Sebastian.’


‘I have heard,’ went on the neddy, ‘that folk call you Kieron-head-in-the-air. Why should they call you that?’


Kieron thought quickly, gave a shrug, and laughed. ‘Since I fell from Mistress Alyx Fitzalan’s mare, they also call me Kieron-arse-in-the-muck. People amuse themselves as they wish.’ It seemed as good a time as any to remind Brother Sebastian that Kieron was permitted to ride with Seigneur Fitzalan’s daughter.


The neddy was not to be distracted. ‘You do not know why they call you Kieron-head-in-the-air?’


‘Brother, perhaps it is because I often look at the sky. The sky is a wonderful place. It is ever-changing. Its moods are always different.’


‘You are fascinated by the sky?’


‘Yes, Brother Sebastian, I am fascinated by the sky.’


‘And you wish to voyage through it?’


Now, there was a dangerous question. Kieron was immediately alert to its implications.


‘The sky, the firmament, is beautiful,’ he said carefully. ‘The artist in me is profoundly moved by its aspects, and by the subtle changes it undergoes throughout the seasons … To the greater glory of Ludd.’


Brother Sebastian crossed himself. ‘To the greater glory of Ludd,’ he echoed automatically. After a reverent pause, he continued: ‘But do you wish to voyage through it?’


Kieron’s leg was hurting, and sweat was forming on his forehead, and he did not know how long he could endure the damnable persistence of the neddy.


‘I can admire the freedom of the bird without wishing to sprout feathers. I am a man, Brother Sebastian, accepting the freedom and the limitations of men. I rejoice in my human condition.’


‘But, Kieron, my brother, do you wish to fly?’


‘Brother Sebastian, I do not wish to be a bird.’


Brother Sebastian sighed, and looked unhappy. ‘Your answers are less than direct.’


‘I am sorry, brother. I thought my answers were accurate and truthful. This accursed leg gives me pain. Perhaps I do not think too clearly.’


‘Perhaps so. I shall report our conversation to Holy Church, Kieron. Others, more competent than I, will consider it.’


‘That is well, Brother Sebastian,’ said Kieron, thinking it was far from well. ‘Perhaps my childish adventure was ill-timed.’


‘Kites are for children only, Kieron. Remember that. You are almost a man.’


‘I will remember it.’


‘Further, a kite is but a toy. But if a man should choose to ride a kite, it could be interpreted as a machine.’


‘I will remember that also.’


‘I shall pray for you,’ said Brother Sebastian. ‘You have a great future. Master Hobart tells me that you are gifted in your craft. Do not spoil that future, Kieron. Good painters are rare. Evil men are with us always.’


‘I will remember your words, Brother Sebastian, and I shall dwell upon your wisdom.’


‘Ludd be with you, my brother.’


‘And with you also.’


‘Farewell, then.’ Brother Sebastian departed. Hardly had he gone, when Alyx came into the room.


‘How went your discussion with Brother Sebastian?’


‘He is a fool.’


‘My love, I know that. But was he satisfied?’
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