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	Chapter One - The Herald


	West Africa


	 


	The sun glittered off the open gunports as the behemoth of the skies began its descent over the fabled city of Timbuktu. Home to the Empire's Forward Command, the son of the Emperor had come in person to inspect the troops, and to impart his own glory and honour upon the men and women desperately fighting for the name of Albion in these Godforsaken parts.


	 


	"Begin counting us in", Grand Captain Elijah Ramirez spoke into the web-like microphone before his throne-like position upon the bridge.


	"One hundred" echoed a voice from out of the tinny speakers, "Ninety-nine, ninety-eight"


	"Prepare to deploy" Ramirez bellowed and a half dozen underlings rushed out of the room, trained and ready to do his bidding.


	"Passing over the palace now" reported a junior officer, her black hair streaming down her back over her gold and black uniform.


	"Steady as she goes" Ramirez demanded


	"Steady, aye!" the barrel-chested black man gripping the spokes of the huge wheel rolled the words off his tongue


	 


	Imperial Prince Alexander Roberto Heinrich looked out through the reinforced viewing port and saw the traditional buildings of mud and brick give way to the splendour of the marble palace, built in the heart of the city where once the mosque had stood. It was an amazing sight, made the more so since the marble had been imported from Italia, the water was channelled through a network of canals from the Niger River, and not less than two thousand slaves had died in the two decades it had taken to build. As a grand gesture of the power of Albion, it was without equal, given the circumstances of its construction.


	 


	"Eleven, ten, nine, eight", the tinny voice continued to count down over the speakers but was drowned out by the sudden hullaballoo upon the bridge.


	"Deploy !" snapped Ramirez, and from a score of openings the ropes snapped down to the waiting crew below.


	"Power back !" a tall man, his head crowned in a golden topknot snapped


	"Powering to zero", the raven-haired female said calmly


	"Steering locked", the black giant eased his words into the ether


	"Take-up !", a second female officer reported from the forward viewing deck.


	 


	Below them, as they settled scarcely yards above the ground, a crew of hundreds of black slaves, ridden by their masters, had snagged the ropes, and were easing the gigantic craft into its berth.


	"Lock down underway" the second female reported


	She was stocky, not more than five foot tall, with the white blonde locks of an Icelander.


	"Locked !" she replied, as the ship steadied and settled slowly to a standstill.


	 


	Ramirez rose from his throne-like seat, and nodded slowly around to the bridge crew,


	"A good landing, ladies and gentlemen. We depart in thirty-six hours"


	It was tradition that they would have half that time to themselves, and even as the words were spoken, junior officers were approaching senior ones all over the vessel to have their cards marked. They would have exactly fifty-percent of downtime to themselves, but if they reported in more than ten minutes late they would find themselves in the brig. 


	 


	Alexander Roberto Heinrich turned away from the viewport, and walked slowly towards the Captain,


	"A smooth flight, sir, and a very smooth landing."


	Ramirez took the praise as befitted his station, and made no direct reply. Instead he asked,


	"Will Your Highness be dining in the palace tonight ?"


	"I think not", Alexander laughed, "Cousin Gunther is not an inspiring speaker, I wish to avail myself of the pleasure of his company as little as possible"


	What he meant was that the formal ball set for the following night would be enough of a drain, and he could do with some time to himself.


	 


	"You are welcome to dine with myself and the senior officers", the Grand Captain offered, and he seemed sincere.


	Alexander was impressed; Ramirez had the reputation of a surly, haughty individual and to be invited to his table was praise indeed.


	"If you mean that, sir, I would be most pleased."


	The Grand Captain was taken aback by the acceptance, but his offer had been made in truth, so he nodded quickly,


	"Yes, Your Highness. Midnight should find us ordering at The Lion and Lamb, if that is not too late for you?"


	Meals round here rarely began before nightfall, and at this latitude ten o'clock was the earliest one usually saw anything like a nightlife in Timbuktu.


	 


	"I will be there, sir. Make sure there is a seat for me"


	"I will scribe your name on it personally" Ramirez assured him.


	With a nod, Alexander took his leave and made his way along the companionway to the ramp, joining a small throng of officers and passengers as they headed down off the Xerxes towards the ground, incongruously green in this desert location. 


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	"I do not like it"


	There were a great many things that Imperial Duke Gunther Luis Leander may have speaking of, not least the arrival of his cousin within his viceregal city, but there was only one which was occupying his attention at the moment.


	"We do not know how it was done, sire"


	General Alberto Smith was a career soldier, a self-made man, owning the ribbon of a Companion of the Golden Cavalry, and what he did not know about war was not worth knowing...except that somebody appeared to know it.


	"A dozen patrols have perished in that area alone", Luisa Maria Valdez was all Galician, a strong woman of thirty, renowned for her wrestling, her cardplay, and not insignificantly her ability to read the enemy, who were numerous.


	 


	"I can read the dossier", Gunther was surly, upset with the news, not just because of the arrival of his more illustrious cousin, but because it caused great unease within him, "What I need to know is whether there were any common denominators ?"


	"It is hard to tell" Smith pointed out, "Each patrol was annihilated, their bodies not found until days, even weeks afterwards"


	"Tell it from the beginning", the Imperial Duke leant back upon his tiger-skin couch, about as expensive an import here in the heart of West Africa as one could get, Italian marble always excepted of course.


	"Patrol G-P-095", Luisa began, "They are assigned random numbers by Cyclops."


	"I am aware of that" Gunther grunted.


	"Of course. This patrol was on a routine mission to exterminate a Fulani rebel cell in an area we had recently pacified."


	"How well pacified ?" the Viceroy interjected.


	"Ten thousand slaves, and ten times that number dead"


	"Go on"


	"The patrol initially reported strange lights in the night sky - one of their reports even mentioned...'willo the whisps'"


	"Fancy ?", it was a question.


	"Description, I think" the woman officer replied without hesitation.


	 


	Gunther picked at an ingrown hair upon his chin,


	"Very well, how experienced was the commander ?"


	"Group Leader Sasha Johns had ten years in the field"


	"Here ?"


	"No, sire, eight in China, one in Georgia"


	"Georgia ?", Gunther raised his eyebrows; it was a particular Hell-hole


	"Yes sir. She transferred to here at her own request, upon attaining the Golden Lion"


	"I see"


	 


	That honour allowed the recipient to request a stationing that would further their own martial prowess. It was not a cop-out, even less a way out, and Sasha Johns had swapped one never-ending war for another. She had wanted to be in West Africa, and she had taken the chance with both hands.


	"What about her second ?" Gunther asked


	"Patrick Luis O'Donahue..."


	"I have heard of him..." the Viceroy interrupted, "I had not known he was dead"


	"We have not released the news to the broadcast stations", General Smith sounded somewhat apologetic, "It would be too severe a blow to morale if not handled in the correct manner"


	"A more glorious death is being arranged for him?" Gunther asked


	"The first occasion such a thing comes along"


	 


	The Viceroy nodded, gave up on his chin and nibbled at an olive,


	"How many of these incidents has there been ?"


	"Twelve" Luisa wondered why he was asking


	"All patrols completely destroyed ?"


	"Yes sire"


	"And none of these would qualify for inserting the Hero of Gondar into as a casualty ?"


	 


	"With respect, sire, every patrol was wiped out in an almost identical fashion. If we could not release news of O'Donahue's death for the first one, we could not for any other."


	"The incidents are that alike ?" Gunther furrowed his brow, and when he did so his brow was most deeply furrowed indeed


	"Almost identical" Luisa responded, "An initial report of strange lights, then mention in various idioms of beings of light..."


	"How so ?" Gunther rubbed at his head, "Various idioms ?"


	"Willo-the-whisp, faeries, angels, daemons, giant glow-worms..." the Galician explained.


	"I see..."


	 


	There was silence for a moment, then the Viceroy collected himself,


	"And now this ?" he said.


	"Yes sire, it is all part of the same pattern" Smith was confident


	"A dozen patrols, and now this ?" Gunther pressed.


	"Yes sir", Luisa was keen, certain.


	"Thirteen", Gunther sat back and stared into the overhead lights, "It was number thirteen..."


	 


	"Er, we don't think that was significant...not numerically, sir" Luisa managed after a moment..


	"You are a soldier, I am a governor", he stirred himself, "It does not matter whether it was significant, but if news gets out then the rebels and the disenchanted will find their own significance. I do not care about the number for its intrinsic value, but only for the galvanising effect it will have on destabilising elements here."


	"I see", General Smith finally managed a genuine smile, then frowned, "Do you think They know that ?"


	"Who is 'They' ?" the Viceroy asked, petulantly.


	 


	Smith and Luisa exchanged glances, then the general replied, seemingly addressing his reply to the Viceroy's maroon-slippered feet,


	"The Fulani are not doing this themselves, and there is no way that the Egyptian Caliphate have weapons so exotic and this powerful."


	"That is for certain" the Viceroy frowned


	"The rebels must be receiving help from an outside power." Smith finished.


	"Hmm...", Gunther lay back upon the pillow and massaged his temples, "Someone with the technology and the power, and the will to defy us..."


	"At a minimum", Luisa looked quickly at the general, who nodded his approval.


	 


	"Europa ? Halych ? Kazan ?" Gunther reviewed the other global empires with a technological level equal to Albion's, "I suppose that Brasil or Zanzibar could have afforded the technology, if not developed it."


	"We have done some investigation, sir" Luisa was almost apologetic.


	"I suspect there are no traces to anywhere, and nothing to indicate that the Fulani did not manage this for themselves ?", Gunther may have been an Imperial Duke but he had not attained his viceregal status by being stupid about international politics.


	"Nothing until tonight" Smith said


	"Ah.." a slight smile played upon the Viceroy's lips, "Somebody slipped up?"


	"Not quite, sir" Luisa managed.


	 


	Gunther looked back at the photographs set out before him, the scenes of devastation and destruction captured in silver by the overflight of Colonel Stavanger's Wildcats. Whatever had destroyed Fort Bastion was far from an ordinary rebel activity, far indeed from anything that any power ought to be able to project into the heart of occupied West Africa without leaving an obvious trail to follow. Many may hate the globe-spanning empire of Albion, but few could do this to it, and of those who could - how could it be done and not be obvious?


	 


	He stared particularly at a shot showing the armoury; it had been blasted apart, apparently from the inside, the radius of the blast levelling buildings, trees and railstock as it went. But there was nothing in that armoury that could have done that - even a perusal of the confidential Section 11 report, here before him, stated that. None of the Special Units had anything there, none of the Scientific Faculties had rented premises in the fort, none of the Shadow Organs had come near to it. So, only the enemy could have made the armoury blow up like that, and to do so they would have had to penetrate it...and if they could do that, then nowhere was safe.


	 


	"I do not think I will like your answers" Gunther commented soberly, "Please make sure they are accurate before speaking them. My mood is turning decidedly sour"


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	"A hundred whores !" Sub-Commander James Bach bellowed, and the whole assemblage collapsed into laughter.


	 


	Imperial Prince Alexander Roberto Heinrich thought to himself that it was a long time since he had felt as relaxed as this, a long time indeed since he had felt as free to laugh as this. He raised his tankard to his lips and took a deep draught, as the female Sub-Commander, Katerina Delilah Spinks, she of the raven hair from the command bridge of the Xerxes, took up the slack with her own story. 


	 


	Without listening to her words, Alexander watched her lips, imagining them on his member, and feeling it respond to his imagine, getting painful before he began to think of pigs and cows, and hens to cool off his ardour.


	 


	"Excuse me, sir"


	For a moment, the Imperial Prince feared he had been rumbled, then he saw that the red of the uniform of the man before him was not the garb of the waiters at The Lion and Lamb, but was the more resplendent uniform of the Imperial Messengers, part of the Red Guard.


	He sobered up immediately.


	 


	"What is it?" he turned away from where another officer from the airship was now beginning his funniest tale, "Is my father...!"


	"The Emperor is fine", this Messenger had the cool of a thousand cats, and the hauteur of a fair proportion to speak like that, "You are requested and required to present yourself at the Imperial Gate with immediate effect"


	"Immediate effect ?!" Alexander could not believe he was being spoke to this in this manner


	"If you questioned the order, I was instructed to quote a biblical passage to you - 'Every man of the children of Israel shall pitch by his own standard, with the ensign of their father's house'"


	 


	Alexander's blood ran cold, Numbers 2:2, there could be no doubting that the message came from his father, himself. He nodded, and the Messenger disappeared. The Imperial Prince reached across and picked up a silver salt cellar, banging it down. Most of those around him stuttered to a halt and looked at him in surprise,


	"I must leave", he said, and motioned for the Grand Captain to join him as he rose.


	"What is it ?" Elijah was coolness itself despite the half dozen beers he had imbibed.


	"A summons from my father. I would suggest that when you leave here, you instruct the Xerxes’ constables to issue a five-hour warning."


	Ramirez was silent a moment, then nodded,


	"It will be done. I will have the bridge crew on a three-hour whip."


	"That is wise"


	 


	Alexander squeezed his hand, and then was gone, leaving behind a perplexed but extremely worried Airship Captain.


	 


	- - - - - - - 


	 


	The Imperial Gate had once been a gate, but was now a slab-sided edifice of a building, constructed from imported granite, and with few adornments to show that it symbolised anything in particular from the Empire. 


	 


	The long low automobile drew up with a sharp exhalation of steam, the boiler spraying hot water onto the flagstones below, its egress spurting occasional puffs of superheated water into the atmosphere. One of the newest vehicles from the Imperial Pool, it had come at once upon the prince's urgent command.


	He stepped out now, dipping his hat to the chauffeur who nodded and withdrew a discreet distance into the shadow of some old mudbrick conglomeration. 


	 


	Alexander approached the steps and looked the pair of guards in the eye,


	"If you have not been ordered to expect me, I will leave now" he said.


	"We are expecting you, Your Highness", the more burly individual on the right stepped forward and yanked open the door, "Please go straight through"


	"Thank you"; courtesy was at all times the mark of one born of Imperial rank.


	 


	It was as well that he had that instruction for the entrance foyer was dark and uninhabited. Passing beyond into a corridor, he found warming light, and soon heard the agitated hub-bub of voices coming from behind a sturdy oak door. He raised his fist to knock and it was opened.


	"Cousin"


	Ramona Elise Carding was a bastard, but an Imperial bastard and whilst she enjoyed none of the privileges of rank, she had enjoyed almost all those of birth, and had risen within the shadow service to head up this viceroyalty. She motioned her better-born cousin into the spare seat around the mahogany table, and indicated to the technician before the televisual apparatus to do whatever it was that he did. 


	 


	Alexander sat transfixed as the one-foot diameter circle within the oak surround began to display pictures, live from a camera somewhere else. It was magic, as far as most people were concerned, but a whole Imperial organ was dedicated to it, of which the branch his cousin belonged to was simply the most...scary. As an Imperial Prince he felt that he could use that word, if even only within his own mind.


	 


	"What is...?" he began.


	But the pictures displayed their own message.


	"Holy Battle Rabbit..." said an old man opposite, the oath a favourite of a service that did not consider itself bound by any rules, even those of the Imperial Church.


	"Elven Battle boots !" another responded, rubbing at the bridge of his nose.


	Alexander took this for the noise that it was, and waited until somebody said something that had quality to it, as well as quantity. He was not surprised that it was Ramona,


	"We have seen the answer to questions we had only just begun to ask" she said.


	"This is directly upon our borders ?" Alexander could not keep the shock from out of his voice.


	"It is what is causing our borders to fall inwards", the old man had apparently now recovered his composure.


	"I do not understand" the Imperial Prince looked to his cousin in confusion.


	"The Viceroy has yet to inform you" she said.


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	Fort Hardcastle was seven hundred miles South of Timbuktu, upon the Black Volta river, and as advanced a forward base as Albion had across the whole benighted theatre. Home to a thousand men and women, it presented a bluff black-stone front upon the riverbank, cannons protruding like the snouts of fearsome beasts, mortars hidden within the main courtyards, ready to launch deadly hidden fire upon anyone so foolish as to attack.


	 


	But attack they did, from out of the trees, a dozen moving globes of light, with hundreds of half-naked natives running silent in their lea. It was eerie, that was the first thought of the sentries upon the walls, then to wonder what was causing the phenomenon, then to rush to ring out the alarms.


	 


	But it would not have mattered had they done so at once, for no gunfire could shatter the hovering lights, and no matter how many scores of natives behind them fell, the globes advanced inexorably.


	 


	- - - 


	 


	"There is no point !" Salvadore Hans Kant was the Imperial Chaplain of the fort, and despite his calling a committed pragmatist, "Your machine can do nothing to them, Commander. Fly yourself North and give the warning"


	Swift Commander Tomas Thorn looked at his boots, and then nodded,


	"Your wisdom is worth twice my valour. Die with honour"


	"We shall try", Jessica Parker was the Governor of the Fort, a woman in her forties, strong and weatherbeaten. She looked the Commander in the eye, and then they hugged like colleagues usually did not.


	"I see" said the priest.


	"God-speed" she whispered.


	But Thorn was already striding towards his aerial craft


	 


	The globes of light moved through the walls as if they were butter, and themselves a hot knife. In their wake, the natives crawled and clambered, slipped and fell, but were always ready to move up and take their comrades' places.


	 


	- - - 


	 


	"It does not work !" Lieutenant Severian Pole slammed a fist down upon the bastard apparatus, "I tell you Captain, it is a pile of junk"


	Herbert Kinsale moved past him and ran a hand along the transmitter.


	"It was never that much more than a pile of junk in the first place", he said, "Are you sure that we cannot repair it?"


	"I cannot repair it!" Pole stressed the first person singular, "If you can, sir, please be my guest"


	"No, I cannot" Kinsale rose up from inspecting it, "What is wrong with it?"


	"It doesn't work !" Pole was not unaware that the fort was under attack, and felt trapped up here in the tower.


	"Leave me", Kinsale settled himself into the only chair within the cramped room, "I will ponder on it"


	Halfway to the door, Pole turned and stuttered,


	"Sir...but sir that is insane !"


	"Thank you, lieutenant, I wish you well"


	Then he was alone, but not for long.


	 


	- - - 


	 


	"The Wildcat is away", Jessica moved into the tower room slowly, "What of this ?"


	She indicated the machinery all around that was singularly doing nothing.


	"Whatever they are doing, it is killing this" Herbert Kinsale gestured the fort's governor to a perch upon a unit of redundant equipment.


	"They are not....right" Jessica held her head in her hands, "The Empire cannot even conceive of this technology, I cannot see Kazan or Europa  managing it"


	"Or Halych or Brasil or Zanzibar or the Caliphate..." Kinsale slammed a piece of equipment back together, "Let us see what that does"


	"Indeed ?", Jessica was on her feet to watch as the commander replaced it into a series of relays that were deader than an emir's dinner.


	 


	For a moment nothing happened, then suddenly a cacophony of voices erupted over it.


	"You repaired it ?!" Jessica eyed him with newfound wonder.


	"No", Kinsale shook his head, "I changed its function. We can receive again but never send."


	"Oh..." she was crestfallen, "What good is this ?"


	"Listen to them" he advised.


	 


	Together they listened, and learnt. They were not alone in being destroyed. . .


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	"Ten forts", General Alberto Smith spoke in a voice that the night had deadened, "All destroyed, all over-run with no survivors"


	"But this time we have something to go on", Ramona Elise Carding rarely came within spitting distance of the Viceroy, but the shadow service had certain powers reserved to it in emergencies, and however much he may despise her birth, the Viceroy had no choice but to have her at this meeting.


	"Cowards..." Archbishop Paolo Jansen was unrepentant in his condemnations, seeing it as his duty to hand down scorn upon the weakness of others.


	"Do not be a fool", Gunther found his voice, "The pilots will have been ordered to leave, and will have seen enough firsthand to know that resistance was useless"


	"What more could one pilot and one aerial machine do that was not being done already ?" it was Luisa Maria Valdez who spoke, as ever at her general's right hand.


	 


	"These lights..." Samuel Guy was an octogenarian, and though he might look his age he did not act nor feel it, heading up the Merchant Community within Timbuktu, and an ever-present in the council of the Viceroy who respected his tremendous knowledge and great experience.


	"A trick..." the Archbishop was scathing, "A clever trick"


	"So clever that guns could not fell them?", Commander Tomas Thorn had been admitted to this council as an observer but few were going to deny him his right to speak, "So clever that a direct hit from a mortar killed only those natives standing behind?"


	"Then it was not where it seemed to be" the Archbishop snapped.


	 


	There was a moment of silence, before the Viceroy spoke again


	"Cousin, is that feasible?"


	Startled to be addressed in such a friendly fashion, it took Ramona a moment to realise that the enquiry had been directed at her,


	"At the limit of theory, some speak of light-patterns, cast from behind but created some distance ahead"


	"Explain that?" Samuel Guy was never reticent in coming forwards


	"Light can be weak as well as strong... Imagine a thousand weak and pale beams, on their own they are nothing, but project them towards a common area and the beams will merge and strengthen. This could give the appearance of there being an object, made up of light, at the conjunction of the beams..."


	 


	"Science..." the Archbishop protested weakly.


	"Were there a thousand natives standing behind them with light-beams ?" asked Samuel Guy.


	"That would appear to be the problem, sir" Ramona deferred to his age.


	"And the lights never dimmed no matter how many natives we killed.", Thorn had been there, so his words carried weight, "We could kill natives, we could cut great swathes through their number, but the lights moved ever onward."


	He was clearly shaken by the experience.


	 


	"We are left with answers that we do not like", Gunther summarised, "Let us hope that our cousin's mission is successful"


	"Let us pray" said the Archbishop.


	And this time nobody challenged him.


	 




Chapter Two


	 


	"Approaching the drop zone", Sub-Commander Katerina Spinks studied the gyroscope carefully, "This is where the Wildcats said we should be."


	"Draw back on the engines" Grand Captain Elijah Ramirez intoned.


	The behemoth that was the Xerxes began to stall in midair, no great problem at this height, but one which would keep it temporarily at the position it now held relative to the ground.


	"Your Highness, it is time", he spoke through the speaking tube directly to the gondolier hung crazily beneath the airship, a place where pleasure-seekers would dare to go, or where observers would feel right at home as if aloft upon a crow's nest. None of them, though, would have the external door open.


	 


	Imperial Prince Alexander Roberto Heinrich looked around the men and women crowding the small space with him. His mission of inspection and invigoration had rapidly turned to one of daredevil proportions, suicidal proportions if he had paid any attention to the priest who had given him his blessing prior to take-off.


	"Mark" he said, not addressing an individual but as a signal to synchronise their timepieces.


	"Quickly, your highness", the strain in the Grand Captain's voice was evident; whilst this manouevre would hold the airship in position in long enough, it was not one that could be easily repeated if they did not rapidly take advantage of it.


	"You all have your orders"


	 


	Prince Alexander threw himself out of the open doorway, followed a moment later by first one, then another, of the chosen. Before long a dozen figures could be briefly seen in the Moonlight, before they fell and every man and woman was left to their own devices. For his part, the prince simply followed the procedure. He had done this twice before on much less hazardous occasions, once back in Albion itself across the Atlantic, and once over the Highlands of Scotland. He put every iota of his being into the operation, and some time later was drifting to a dignified, if jolting halt, upon the plateau below.


	 


	As he cut the strings and gathered up the parachute, he looked around. On all sides the land dropped back into the jungle, deadly trees and open swathes of swampy water. That was why it had been so important to land here, on the high ground, where survival was better assured. 


	 


	This was near to one of the lost forts, perhaps one of the lesser ones, Fort Antioch, a bluff outgrowth of rock upon a cliff edge overlooking the Bagoe River. It was one of the many lost the previous night, and a target that had been picked almost at random - almost in that the larger edifices had been ruled out beforehand.


	 


	"Here, sire", a bald-headed woman stomped across to him, daggers whirling in her hands, an intense frown upon her face, "Where is the fort?"


	"Was", he said, and pointed to the West, off the plateau and at a junction of a couple of waterways.


	"That is a fort ?" she sounded dubious.


	"It was a fort", he corrected her, "It is now just a pile of rubble"


	 


	"That is what my eyes tell me", the speaker was tall, rangy and sported a single stripe of hair down his scalp, "It is just a pile of rubble"


	"It was not yesterday morning" Alexander told him.


	"As you say, sire", the voice did not sound at all convinced.


	 


	"Where in Tarnation are we?", the speaker this time, still dragging his parachute behind him, was a wiry Irish man, "If this is not Hell's own waiting room itself..."


	"It is that Liam", the tall man said, with a rare spark in his eye, "But men still live here"


	"Men are stupid", he finally cut himself free from the knotted strings he had been trailing, "Men live in the most benighted places..."


	"Then you are in the right place", the woman bared her teeth in a semi-grin.


	 


	"Enough of this", Alexander had let it go on long enough for them to let off steam, but there was a mission to complete, and discipline needed to be reimposed, "Let us get on..."


	 


	They began to move out, picking up the others as they went, moving slowly down the slope towards the jungle.


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	The main railyards were some distance to the North of Timbuktu, so as not to spoil the aspect of the vice-regal city. Usually moderately busy with importation of foodstuffs, goods and luxuries from the coast, today it was a heaving mass of belching, burping machinery. Not only was every siding full of locomotives, box-cars and wagons, but a whole stream of flat-bed cars had come in, upon them iron monsters who were now contributing their own smoke, steam and noise as they were worked up, and slowly driven out. Albion had taken losses on a scale all but unprecedented in modern times, and this was their response. 


	 


	Ramona Elise Carding stood upon the observation platform of the Imperial Gate and watched them come. It was inevitable, of course, but she was far from certain that it was a useful, or even a sensible response. The battle-wagons came in two sizes, first the cottage-sized trapezoids leading the way, guns bristling from their sides, an observer in a conning tower of sorts, their segmented tracks clanking around the outside of the whole side-section of the vehicle. Then there were the true leviathans, comparable in size to the chapels that the Imperial Church had built in every town the Empire had ever conquered. Slower than the trapezoids, these were forming a separate column to the rear, their tracks gigantic but only one-fourth the height of the vehicle, their body-shape more than of a wedge, sloping up from the front to twin gun ports at the top where large-calibre muzzles protruded. As they came nearer, it became obvious that their sides were bristling with smaller guns as well, and the true enormity of their main weapon became obvious. The conning tower on these vehicles was squatter, wider and boasted twin machine-gun mounts, offset to either side on traversable platforms. A crew of five could be seen at the head of each leviathan, but in battle the number would be smaller, depending on the type of enemy encountered. Inside the smaller battle-wagons, a crew of a dozen laboured intensely, within the larger ones were upwards of a score of men and women. 


	 


	She conceded that it made an impressive sight, awe-inspiring in the literal sense of the word, but the enemy was not here in Timbuktu, but hundreds of miles away to the South...though she conceded that that might not be the truth for all that much longer. Her pondering having left her in, if not quite two minds, now at least one-and-a-half, she blanked her mind and concentrated on taking in the visual display that was rapidly proceeding towards her. Smoke, steam and dust was being blow to the East by a friendly wind, and the proud pennants and banners flying in their multitude from each battle-wagon were snapping and flapping in a most encouraging manner. The trapezoids were a dull green, shading into yellow and brown patches, an attempt at camouflage by a Quartermaster who was clearly not sure exactly where they would be seeing action. The wedge-shaped battle wagons were gigantic blocks of moving darkness, a matt black effect contrasting with the black field of the Imperial Ensign, if a dull black can contrast with a shiny black. 


	 


	They were not, of course, coming to the city. The vibrations alone would probably have brought half of the older buildings down. Rather, they were approaching the outer ring road, and even now turning to parade around the Eastward side from where they would head South towards Fort Striven, thirty miles away. From there it would be up to the Elite Marshal whose pennant flew from one of the rearmost leviathans to decide how to deploy them, always taking into account the advice of the Viceroy that was. The Viceroy, for his part, was seeming to be pleasantly open to taking advice from his council, so as things currently stood Ramona was happy with the arrangement. War, though, had a habit of changing things at a moment's notice, and she had her own agents within the Elite Armoured brigades, especially for this reason. They would report in time, if necessary.


	 


	"Mistress"


	The old man had emerged from a doorway, hidden behind the stack of a giant chimney, and approached her slowly.


	"Wolfgang ?", she turned, a little surprised, "Is there a problem ?"


	"Not enough that they would call you", he admitted, explaining why the telephone embedded in another recess of the chimney stack had not been the means to call to her, "but young Francis called from Downer Field."


	Ramona walked across to her elderly lieutenant, all thoughts of the battle-wagons sliding from her mind,


	"Whilst he calls here, his superiors call the palace, and the Viceroy deliberates with General Smith over whether there is anything they need to tell us."


	"Yes", Wolfgang was already heading towards the doorway, continuing to talk in his certainty that she was accompanying him, "He reports that of the twin Wildcats that went out early this morning, only three have returned."


	"Have the others landed at forward airfields ?", she asked, disappearing now into the doorway herself.


	 


	The stairway inside was spiral, lit by occasional electric lights, not a few of which were flickering, and boasting a single hand-rail nailed into the wall.


	"He does not think so. One of the Wildcats that did return was badly damaged...seared he called it, as if it had been too close to a fire."


	"Or a bright and burning light ?" she raised her eyebrows.


	"Yes.", he saw no reason to point out that this was her words, not those of her agent in the Imperial Airforce; she would no doubt keep the two things separate in that great mind of hers, "Francis is not of course admitted to the command tower or the officer's mess, so all of his observations are made from the hangars."


	 


	That was a valid point - Francis was eighteen, a trainee engineer in the Airforce, and the second cousin of a shadow service operative; recruiting him had been easy, given the usual complications that attended such missions, but his youth and relative low-birth had its downside.


	Every pilot in the Imperial Airforce was an officer, usually of some noble rank, though it was possible to transfer from the Airship Service or even from Commercial Airflight if one had shown the necessary prowess. The command tower would be where the Station Commander and the Grand Captain in charge of the aerial wings would be discussing things. The officers mess would be where all the pilots were.


	But even so, Francis had done them a valuable service in telephoning in his observations. If it turned out to be nothing of import, it was still valuable in that it told them that the young man remained both willing to operate under these conditions, and able to do so.


	 


	They stepped off the stairway into a small office, where Wolfgang eased himself into a battered armchair beside a coalfire, and Ramona closed the door, then put the kettle on the stove.


	"What do you think has happened ?" she asked him.


	Wolfgang leant back and drew a pipe and pouch of tobacco from out of the folds of his jacket, carefully beginning to stuff the brown flakes into the bowl of the former,


	"My instinct says that the Wildcats ran into something."


	"Mine does also", she banged around, spooning tea leaves from the tin into two earthenware mugs, and sniffing at the milk in the bottle, "and I do not think we should wait and see whether my dear cousin decides to take us into his confidence once again."


	"How do you mean ?", the old man said, tapping down the tobacco.


	"Was I being obtuse?", she turned and smiled at him, "I meant that we should not take an absence of information from the palace as a sign that nothing is wrong. If my cousin does not contact us over this, I think we should still look into it ourselves."


	"It would not be the first time he has left us out of the loop" he agreed.


	"Or simply been plain wrong in his assessment", she said, turning back towards the stove.


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	He had waited until nightfall, moving slowly through the grassland away from his shattered machine as the sun had slipped beneath the sky. He knew he was lucky, more than lucky, but whatever had done the damage to his Wildcat had not been like anything he had heard of before. Something had come from nowhere, burnt up his engine, but left him unhurt. With a great deal of luck, and he dared to say a great deal of skill, he had managed to bring the thing down on a relatively flat service at as low a trajectory as he could manage. He had seen from the air that others had not been so lucky, spinning down in an uncontrollable descent to smash upon the rocks below. But he had always prided himself on his dead flying skills, having learnt on gliders at his uncle's estate in his youth. 


	 


	Born thirty years ago in Cornwall, Lucas Tremayne was the grandson of a count, a noble enough birth to gain him admittance to the flying arm of the Imperial Airforce, his application boosted by his uncle's letter of support. His first few years had been spent in desultory campaigns in the Caribbean, flying against rebels, against smugglers and against the occasional slaver daring to operate without an Imperial license. Since then he had served in Georgia, in Abyssinia, and now for two years had flown his Wildcat out of bases in West Africa, fighting the never-ending war on the only front where the Empire of Albion never seemed to make gains.


	 


	Now, he crept silently towards the treeline. The grass had been good for landing the shattered aerial vehicle in, but was no good at all for hiding him in anything like the long-term. The only reason that nobody had come looking for him yet was that there were easier pickings on the rocks below, and he had every intention of not being up here when they did come.


	 


	His uniform was a dull green, though on parade it was a shiny leather black like many of the services who claimed descent from the defunct Imperial Guard. Out here, black would have doomed him, and those in charge of day-to-day things were well aware of this and had issued a green combat suit, a colour it was hoped would blend in equally well in forests or woodlands as in grasslands or fields. He did not know if it had helped - maybe there were Fulani watching the wreck, and he had evaded them. Maybe there were not and his precautions were more than was necessary, but since he did not know which was the case, it was obviously better to be safe than sorry.


	 


	Reaching the tree line, he pulled himself over a fallen log, and finally had the cover to defecate, an urge which had been growing more uncomfortable with each passing hour. Finished, he knelt against a tree trunk and observed the gathering darkness. If the lights came, he would see them from far away, but before the lights, the Fulani had always been hunters, warriors to be feared and he had certainty that they could move stealthily in the darkness. 


	 


	His service pistol had been lost in the crash and it would have been far too risky to try to prise it out of the shattered footwell, risky and obvious if anybody had been watching. Now he crawled around and gathered sticks, stripping the bark and sharpening their points with the knife on his belt. A pointed stick was exceedingly primitive, but sometimes the Fulani themselves were armed with little more, for all the vaunted support of the Egyptian Caliphate. He waited until the Moon was obscured by clouds, and began to feel his way through the trees, deeper into the forest, biting down on a primitive urge to turn and run back into the open. Survival was never easy, and required strength in all things. He could just about remember his father saying that to him, before he had gone off to get blown to bits in Georgia when he was seven; but now he chanted it to himself like a mantra, inside his mind of course, for only a loon would talk aloud in these circumstances.


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	They had made camp in the ruins, sleeping during the day, taking it in turns to watch, although there seemed nothing around to pay attention to them anymore. Even the corpses seemed to have gone - that was the most eerie thing of all. The fortress was a shattered ruin, its inhabitants almost certainly dead...but they were not here.


	 


	When dusk fell, Prince Alexander Roberto Heinrich gathered the rest of his group together, excepting only Liam who remained on watch. They crouched in the lea of what had once been a gunport, the massive artillery piece now strangely twisted and thrown upon its side, the roof collapsed in a shower of rubble all around it.


	 


	"Where to now?", the bald woman had her knives sheaved on either hip, "I take it, we're not staying here?"


	"There's nothing here", the speaker was black, his muscles seeming to have been carved beneath his flesh


	"We report on what is here", Alexander snapped, "- the devastation, the lack of bodies..."


	"That's just freaky", she was young, lithe and sat with her back to the blasted gunport.


	"It is what the Emperor needs to be informed about."


	 


	That more or less killed their arguing; nobody was about to argue Imperial will with the son of the Emperor himself.


	"We've been all over this place", the young woman tried a different tack, "Everything is the same - blasted rock, twisted metal...and no bodies!"


	"Yes" Alexander's voice was soothing; he recognised a dangerous level of tension when he heard it in a voice, "To be brutal, its impossible that the Fulani moved them all..."


	"Or ate them all", the black man smiled a glistening white arc.


	"That too", Alexander conceded.


	 


	"Are they not dead after all?", Liam strode over, handing over the watch to his rangy comrade with a stripe of hair.


	"It is one possibility", Alexander had been thinking about it all day, when not sleeping, "Maybe they surrendered..."


	"To the Fulani ?!" Liam was incredulous; long practice had shown that such an action replaced a probable quick death in battle, with an almost certain lingering death by torture.


	"There is obviously a lot more going on than we understand", Alexander was not one to be intimidated, "These lights..."


	"Beings of light are they ?" Liam had been pondering this in his solitude.


	"Daemons ?" whispered the young woman.


	"If they're angels, we're fucked !" the black man laughed..


	The young woman scowled at him.


	 


	"There are many theories", Alexander's voice was stern, "We are here to ascertain the facts."


	"Then we do move out", the bald woman smiled in her own private victory.


	"Ten minutes", the Imperial Prince acknowledged, "We are going to try to backtrack the enemy."


	 


	Nobody said anything; in any ordinary circumstance the idea of tracking a Fulani warband back to their camp would have been madness. These were not ordinary circumstances, but whether that made it better or worse, none could say.


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	"We do not know", Imperial Duke Gunther Luis Leander had got tired of saying this in the last few hours, first to General Smith and his advisors and now to the full council.


	Ramona Elise Carding glared at her cousin across the table,


	"You had a duty to inform us."


	"I am sure you had your own methods of finding out", Samuel Guy looked at her with a measure of annoyance.


	"The point is taken, sir" Ramona chomped down on her anger, "Do you know more than we do?" she asked the Viceroy.


	 


	"Let us stop this", General Alberto Smith was tired, not only of all this bickering, but in his body, having been awake since the early hours when he had been overseeing the detail of Prince Alexander's mission.


	"Yes", Luisa Maria Valdez as ever backed up her commander, "The details are uncertain, but the simple fact is that the patrol was ambushed and the three who escaped were lucky."


	"God's will", Archbishop Paolo Jansen did not like remaining quiet for long.


	"As you say", Gunther nodded a politic nod at the churchman, "Luck is God's gift to the brave."


	"And the unlucky ones?" Ramona frowned deeply.


	"God's will is multi-faceted", the Archbishop smiled across the table.


	 


	"What do the survivors say about the ambush?" Samuel Guy sipped at a tall carafe of iced water before him.


	"Nothing useful", the Viceroy said reluctantly, "One moment they were flying in formation, the next there was a blinding flash, most of the Wildcats fell away, and the few survivors staggered off home."


	"Source of the blast ?" Wolfgang Kessler rarely attended these meetings, but had been brought along by Ramona.


	"No source" General Alberto Smith had read all of the reports numerous times, "There was no visible point of origin."


	"What about the damaged machine?" Wolfgang pressed.


	"What of it?" Gunther stared at the old man across the table, seated at his bastard cousin's right hand.


	"It was seared - hit but not destroyed", Ramona picked up the thread, "A full report would be appreciated"


	"I have it here", Smith tossed it across to her.


	 


	"Sire", an Imperial Messenger hovered on the edge suddenly, his red uniform shining in the reflected light of the dimmed gaslights, "I need to deliver this."


	"Approach", Gunther rose from his seat and took the sealed envelope.


	He read it slowly and dropped it on the floor


	"What ?!" Ramona rose from her seat.


	"They are attacking" he said, his voice but a whisper.


	"From the South?" General Alberto Smith rose also to his feet, concern etching his tired features.


	"No..." Gunther leant heavily upon the table


	"No ?" Ramona cast an urgent glance at Wolfgang who rose and moved towards the shadows.


	"No..." the Viceroy repeated, "They are attacking New Lisbon..."


	 


	*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*


	 


	New Lisbon was one of the coastal enclaves held by the Empire on the Southern Coast. Massively fortified, it was deemed impregnable by experts who should have known better, but who had nothing to go on but their own experience, and the long history of the Empire behind that. Huge ramparts crowned with guns of all calibres towered up on the landward side, a series of enfiladed rampways leading through giant gates into the city within. On the seaward side, massive moles curved out towards the sea, artillery positions encased within them, large railguns able to run along their length to give added firepower. 


	 


	At the centre of the city stood the citadel, a fortress within a fortress, its walls as impressive as those on the outer lines, a garrison of a thousand Elite Guard encamped within. Not that they stayed there much of the time, of course. Abidjan, despite its formidable appearance, was a trading post, and the land to a hundred miles around was seen as its natural hinterland. Small forts, more akin to the keeps of medieval times, guarded the roadways, whilst heavily armed parties roamed the area, negotiating with natives on the one hand, seizing what they wanted on the other. The former trade consisted in a large part of ivory, cocoa and diamonds, the latter almost entirely of slaves who were herded into New Lisbon, and sold at the great slave market on the docks. A healthy specimen could fetch as much as a thousand crowns, to be resold no doubt at ten times that once he or she arrived safely across the ocean in Albion itself. A few enterprising traders bought for the European market, but that had collapsed almost entirely since the rise of Europa a century ago, Albion's rival now controlling the trade through the interior desert and having revitalised the markets of Tripoli with their conquests. 


	 


	At night, gigantic searchlights swept both the landward side, and out to sea, occasionally picking up figures moving furtively in the darkness, or a ship trying to run past the outer moles without being detected. The former would be seen off with the sharp bark of artillery pieces, the latter with the boom of naval cannon from one of the cruisers moored at the harbor edge. There was rarely a quiet night in New Lisbon. 


	 


	This was not least because a twenty-four hour vigilance meant that it was always somebody's rest period, and off-duty soldiers and sailors mingled at every hour of the day and night with merchants, shipmen, and the type of adventurers that an outpost like this always attracted. The taverns, brothels, opium dens and theatres did a roaring trade twenty-four hours a day, whilst the cinemata showed the newest films imported from Albion proper, those with sound having supplanted the once-ubiquitous silent film over the last decade. The markets of the city were always open, the boast of the trader that anything could be bought for a price a true one, although for the more exotic orders a customer might have to wait twenty-four hours whilst the item was bought, or stolen, by the stall-holder. 


	 


	Justice was administered under the Uniform Code of the Empire, "One Law for all His Majesty's subjects" as the words carved into the local courts proclaimed. Constables in the black-and-gold uniforms favoured by the local administration patrolled the city streets, breaking up brawls, hauling the collapsed drunks away to the tank, and shooting people as a last resort. The Uniform Code was a clear guideline; those involved in brawls would be held overnight, and then released on their own sufferance - if they came back again within a month for the same offence, it would be a week behind bars and three months parole, if again within this period a month behind bars and six months parole. Fighters, soldiers, sailors, adventurers even should not be unduly punished for doing what came naturally, but if they persisted in breaking the peace they would either learn or end up at the highest end of the penalty scale. By the same token, a collapsed drunk would be sobered up, fed and returned to society the next day. Persistent offenders would come before the courts to have their ability to manage their own lives judged, and if found wanting would be sentenced to a period of hard labour, a certain cure for drunkenness as the mines, quarries and timberyards that served as the destination for such a sentence were a long way away from any city, and prisoners did not get paid enough to use the officer's taverns, even if their entry into such an establishment would not have resulted in them being beaten to death.


	 


	- - - - - - - 


	 


	When the attack came, nobody noticed at first. Even when the alarm was raised and the guns on the outer ramparts began firing nobody took a great deal of notice. It was an almost nightly occurrence, and the sounds and life of the city all but drowned them out anyway. People began to wonder when the number of guns engaged increased until it seemed that the entire outer defences must be engaged, but the small crowds that began to drift towards the viewing platforms were enervated with a sense of excitement, the prospect of seeing a really big Fulani force be blown to bits before their eyes.


	 


	It was only when the first explosions began to occur behind the ramparts that the city as a whole took notice. It had been decades since an enemy had managed to land a shell inside the city itself, and at first there was a kind of nervous excitement, with people laughing that this would be something to tell their children about, that they were there when for the first time in ages the city came under bombardment.


	 


	Then the outer gate blew apart. Everybody noticed that, and suddenly excitement gave way to fear. 


	 


	- - - - - - - 


	 


	Inside the citadel, City Governor Maximilian Christopher Schenk, of the famous London Schenks, was beginning to know the same feeling himself. Combined with a not unnatural worry for the defences of the city, and indeed the safety of his own person, was the fear of being the first in a glorious line to fail in such a dishonourable fashion. True his great-grandfather, the last of the great Dukes of Middlesex, had been beaten by Europa at the Battle of Trier, but that was not only a century ago, but was against a major power, and had been, at that dark period in Albion's history, just one in a number of defeats that had come the one upon the other. But to be in charge when a major Imperial bastion such as New Lisbon fell...to natives ! That was unthinkable. He had already ordered his personal slave to bring him the cyanide.


	 


	In the meantime, he was going to do all in his power to prevent the eventuality from occurring, and to save the good name of the Schenks, even if he himself were tarnished in the process. In this endeavour he was, however, hampered by a distinct lack of knowledge. The reports coming in from the front were often garbled, frequently panicked, and usually terminated in screams or a horrifying gargling that did nothing for the telephone operators nerves. Those reports which were coherent seemed to have been sent in by children, or the insane, unable to properly describe what they were seeing. He was beginning to think that there was nothing for it but to go and see for himself.


	 


	The destruction of the outer gate sealed his mind on that one, and he hurried down from the Operations Room to the vast courtyard below. A score of armoured wagons were in the process of working up, great gouts of steam and smoke rising into the air. Most rested upon six thick rubber tyres, though a few had a tracked section behind. All were encased in armour, bristling with guns, and crowded round with Elite Guards busy readying themselves for the task ahead. 


	 


	"Sire", the Grand Captain in charge of the squadron stepped up to him, "We have got news that the enemy have broken into the city."
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