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To Siouxsie, Mum, Dad, Chris, David, Galen,
Caspar, Lachlan and Katarina with love.

Beware those who speak of faith and the betterment
of the people yet say magic is the work of the devil.


[image: images]

[image: images]


Contents

Cover

Dedication

Title Page

Acknowledgments

Chapter 1: Magic is the First Evil

Chapter 2: And Character is the Second

Chapter 3: For We are Permitted Life

Chapter 4: Only as it Pleases Others

Chapter 5: Or those that Came Before

Chapter 6: There Being no Escape from what We are

Chapter 7: Or what We Once were

Chapter 8: Life Therefore Being a Prison

Chapter 9: To Punish and Protect Us

Chapter 10: For and from the Sin of Being

Chapter 11: Repentance Always Coming After

Chapter 12: And Always Too Late

Chapter 13: To Save Us from what has Already Happened

Chapter 14: Or End what has Begun

A Note from the Author

Copyright


With a salute to my vigilant reading group:

Paul Leeming (stalwart), eagle-eyed Mike Ranson, the as-yet-unmet Sandi Wakefield, the commentating Becky Unicorn, the effusive Phil Sharrock, the ever-busy Maggie Milne and the energetic Kevin Burge.

With thanks to Matt White, Nick White, Tom Martin and Kasia Martin, for their unstinting support.


CHAPTER 1:

Magic is the first evil

In the beginning, the blessed Saviours had rescued the People from the pagans and barbarians, and then built fortified towns within which to keep their new followers safe.

Each town had a standing force of Heroes along its walls to guard against any sudden attacks by marauders from without, and to keep any of the People who became distracted or disorientated within. For it was not unknown for a pagan magic-user hiding somewhere in the deep woods to attempt to cast a dark influence over the minds of the People. There was a story whispered among Jillan’s classmates that one such spell-caster had caused the People of New Sanctuary to rise up against their own Heroes, and that it was only a sudden and unexpected visit by one of the Empire’s Saints that had saved the town from being entirely lost – praise be to the Saviours for their foresight in commanding the Saints to travel between communities in order to administer ongoing care to the People!

It was said that the pagans and barbarians were brutal savages – many of them shape-changers – who were elements of the Chaos. In the olden days, it was from the Chaos that the Saviours had created lives of order and safety for the People. That had been so long ago, of course, that everybody now knew about it even if they hadn’t been alive when it had happened. The Empire of the Saviours was ancient and had always been – older than old Samuel even, and he was the oldest person in Godsend – older than Jillan’s grandfather, great-grandfather, great-great-grandfather, whoever he had been, and even the one before that.

Minister Praxis said that just as the Empire of the Saviours had always been, so it would always be; that the Empire was eternal. The only ordered life that existed in the world was the Empire and everything else was the Chaos. At the beginning of time, the Minister told his young students, the forces of good and order had come together as the Empire in order to prevent the Chaos and its dark pagan gods from ruling absolutely and from ultimately destroying the world. The Chaos constantly railed against the Empire and tried to tear it down, jealous that the People had been wrested from its clutches. Thus, every community needed its walls and Heroes, and all of the People needed to remain vigilant and guard their thoughts and minds against any unholy instinct or temptation.

Jillan had lived all his thirteen years within the walls of Godsend. Each morning, he would be sent off to the school at the centre of town, just off the wide and open Gathering Place. His mother and father – along with most of the other adults – would spend the day beyond the walls, his mother working in the fields and his father hunting with a skilled few in the woods. The adults were always escorted and protected by a squad of Heroes, although the pagans would rarely attack while the sun was in the sky. In fact, there’d never been an attack while Jillan had been alive. Minister Praxis said that the pagans had learned to fear the Heroes and preferred to use dark, sneaking ways rather than risk any sort of direct confrontation. Minister Praxis always looked at Jillan when he used the words dark or sneaking, but Jillan was never sure why. It made him uncomfortable and his face would flush. He’d feel guilty and afraid and Minister Praxis would smile and nod knowingly, reminding all the students how important it was to guard their thoughts against any secret and selfish desires sent to them by the pagans and the Chaos.

Jillan was afraid of Minister Praxis and didn’t like going to school to sit beneath the tall man’s glare every day. The boy knew he should be grateful to hear about the Saviours, because of what they had sacrificed and done to free the People from the corrupting grip of the Chaos, but Jillan’s mother would have to shout at him several times each morning before she could get him out of his bed. Sometimes he found himself wishing that the night and his sleep would last forever, and that the sun would never rise again. Then he’d realise such a desire was sinful – that it was dark and sneaking – for the night belonged to the pagans, and in wishing for a night that lasted forever, he was actually dreaming of the final triumph of the Chaos. Of course he wanted the sun to rise again! How could he not? If it didn’t, he’d never awake to see his school friends and parents, and he loved his parents dearly, more than anything else, even though he knew he should love the Saviours more.

Jillan was scared of his own thoughts and feelings sometimes. They could be sinful and threatened to get him into trouble, threatened to let the Chaos claim him completely one day. And the way Minister Praxis looked at him in class meant that the Minister knew. He had to know that Jillan had such thoughts. He saw it every time Jillan’s face flushed, and perhaps even sensed some of his thoughts, for those who were strong in their faith were gifted with an ability from the Saviours to see where and when the Chaos was at work. It was why all the other town elders listened respectfully to the Minister whenever an important decision needed to be made or whenever one of the People brought some grievance to the council.

‘Do I have to go? I feel a bit sick,’ Jillan complained as he sat eating breakfast with his parents. Then he brightened: ‘Maybe I can stay home today, and you could stay with me, Mother!’ Jillan used his most pleading eyes, the sort that usually persuaded his mother to give him his birthday present early or give him an extra helping of one of her wonderful puddings.

But his father was too quick for him today. ‘I’m not surprised you’re sick, spending all night cooped up in here. Fresh air is what you need, lad. You can get plenty on the way to school. You’ll feel right as rain by the time you meet your friends.’

Jillan refused to adjust his expression and kept his eyes on his mother. Her face became worried.

‘Perhaps he really is sick, Jed.’

Jed snorted and set down his mug of light beer on the table with a bang. ‘My sweet and trusting Maria, didn’t you see how he polished off that bread and honey? A boy with that sort of appetite can’t be so sick, now can he? It can’t be contagious whatever it is, since you and I are fine, so whether he spends the day sick at home or at school makes little difference. Better he spends the day in school then, learning his numbers and letters so that he doesn’t have to end up in the fields or woods like us when he comes of age.’

Jillan silently cursed – he should have thought to resist the bread and honey, but honey was his favourite. He knew he would have to change tack. ‘But I don’t want to work with numbers and letters, Father. I want to be a hunter like you! I’ve been practising with my bow and can hit a tree from forty paces!’

Jed, who was a bear of a man, nodded his head in approval and clapped Jillan heavily on the shoulder, all but flattening him. ‘Yes, son, you have the eye, but you do not yet have the strength to draw the sort of bow that can stop a wild boar in its tracks …’

Jillan eyed his father’s bow leaning in the corner by the door. It was as long as he was tall, and when he’d secretly tested himself against it just the week before, he’d been unable to bend it more than half an inch.

‘… and you cannot yet read the spoor of an animal, or navigate the trails of the forest. Look, it’s only another six months until the Saint is sent to Draw all those coming of age. Then you will be a man. I will begin to teach you to hunt, but it will be several years before you are ready to have a full longbow. During those years you will have to work at something to contribute your share to the community … and to support any wife you might choose to take.’

Jillan flushed and suddenly found the pattern of the table’s wood fascinating.

‘So learn your numbers and letters well and you might yet be offered work with Jacob the trader. He has no son and his back is too bent to load that cart on his own. You’ve always said you wanted to see other places, rather than being stuck out here in the far and wild reaches of the Empire. Well, the trader can offer you chances to travel, for you know well that he visits Saviours’ Paradise every month and sets up a stall there on market day on behalf of Godsend.’

‘And Jacob’s daughter, Hella, is a sensible girl.’ Maria smiled. ‘I hear she has the sort of eye for you that could hit a heart at forty paces.’

Jillan flushed even more furiously than before. ‘I’m going to school!’ he announced hotly and stood.

Jed took pity on him. ‘Maria, don’t tease him so. It’s all right, Jillan, all in good time. And the choice will be yours – we will not arrange and insist on such things as some other parents would. All right?’

Jillan nodded. ‘I have to go or I’ll be late. I need to get my slate and chalk for school. Can I be excused?’

Jed hesitated, debating with himself for a moment. ‘If you tell me why you were trying to avoid going to school.’

Jillan’s eyes widened in panic.

‘Jed, he’s distressed enough as it is,’ Maria warned. ‘This can wait.’

Jed kept his eyes on his son and lowered his voice to a growl. ‘Is Elder Corin’s son giving you trouble again?’

‘No, no!’ Jillan protested. ‘He’s just an idiot. I’m not scared of him.’

‘Then what is it? You know you can tell us anything. We’re your parents, and we love you no matter what.’

Jillan shifted his weight uncomfortably from one foot to another, and then back again. He glanced at his mother for help, but she only watched him with a mix of concern and curiosity. Finally, he couldn’t help blurting, ‘The Minister hates me! He always picks on me. And I haven’t done anything wrong, not really. But don’t say anything, pleeease, because that’ll only make things worse! It’s only six more months. It’ll be fine!’

A terrible anger came into his father’s eyes, an anger Jillan had never seen before and one that scared him more than Minister Praxis did. Jed seethed, ‘I knew that snake couldn’t be trusted to leave well enough alone!’

‘Jillan!’ Maria snapped, demanding his attention. ‘Get your things and be off to school. Now! I need to talk to your father. Don’t worry, all will be well.’ Her eyes blazed as she turned on his father.

Heart pounding and blood roaring in his ears, Jillan fled to his room. He grabbed slate board and chalk and then took up one of his special rocks from its niche in the stone wall of his bedchamber. His collection of strangely coloured and oddly shaped rocks had started when he was young enough to believe they had special meaning and magical properties. He now understood that his father only brought him such rocks when the hunters had failed to catch enough rabbits for everyone’s dinner pots. Nonetheless, today, he put the smooth red pebble that he associated with feeling brave in his pocket.

Jillan ran back through the small kitchen and eating area of their small house, hardly daring to glance at his parents, and out into the daylight. His mother’s voice filled his ears.

‘… if you really do love us, then you will leave it be. When we came here, you promised me you’d cause no more trouble, so that we could raise our son in some sort of peace and safety. You promised me, Jedadiah, and I mean to hold you to that promise!’

His father rumbled something in reply, but Jillan couldn’t catch it.

‘No!’ his mother rejoined in her high pitch. ‘That died in New Sanctuary, along with many good people. If you’re going to start on that again then – as the Saviours are my witness – you can do it without Jillan and me. I will not stand idly by while you put this family in danger.’

Jillan blinked as he tried to make sense of what he’d just overheard. What did his mother mean by when we came here? Had his parents lived in a different part of Godsend at some point before he was born? And how had they known of people in New Sanctuary, a place of such shame and blasphemy that its name was only ever whispered in conversation?

As far as Jillan knew, the only home he’d ever had was their small cottage squashed up against the wall of Godsend. The families who had first settled the town naturally occupied the large homes – complete with front and back yards – near the Gathering Place, and usually had a seat on the council. As the town had become more established and the population had grown, however, there had only been hurriedly built crowded homes available for the newer families. Jillan and his parents lived right up against the south wall, behind which were the midden ditches and cemetery, and just beyond which the wilds truly began.

People tended to avoid the south wall. Even the south gate was only guarded by a single Hero, since it was used solely for infrequent burials. It was usually only the very newest families who lived in the higgledy-piggledy warren of the southern part of town, yet while most families moved out as soon as they could, he and his parents had remained in their home even when the houses around them had become deserted and fallen into disrepair. Consequently, rather than thinking of his family as newcomers, he’d always assumed they lived where they lived because his parents liked their privacy. After all, people just brought interference and trouble, with their rules and disapproval. And he really didn’t mind the smell from the middens, at which so many people turned their noses up – he’d grown up with it and somehow found its damp earthiness reassuring.

Blinking, he realised he was almost out of the maze in which he lived and close to the busier parts of town. He slowed his pace, wanting to delay the moment when he would reach the school as long as possible. He watched a bird winging high across the sky and found his steps drifting after it. It led him back to the wall and he climbed the long stairs up and round to the Hero keeping a solitary lookout over the south gate.

Old Samnir the Hero nodded to Jillan in welcome and then turned his grey eyes back towards the wilds.

‘Anything moving?’ Jillan asked as he always did, taking his customary seat between two crenellations.

Samnir continued to scan the landscape. After a second or two, he replied gruffly, ‘Thought I saw one of the mountains move to the left earlier.’

Jillan smiled. ‘It did not!’

The Hero scowled at Jillan. ‘Know much about mountains, do you? Ever even set foot on one? Didn’t think so. And who are you to challenge a mighty Hero of the Empire? I should have you flogged, dragged through the streets and then hung on high for all to see, so that you might serve as warning to all those who allow the pagans to corrupt their thinking.’

Jillan’s smile broadened. ‘The creases in the corners of your eyes always deepen when you’re not being serious.’

‘Damn this traitorous face of mine!’ Samnir sighed. ‘It knows me too well. It means I can never play cards with any of the other Heroes.’

‘Is that why you’re always out here on your own?’ Jillan asked without much thought.

The Hero tightened his grip on the haft of his spear until a few of his knuckles cracked. He quickly turned his face back towards the cemetery and the forest. His voice became cold. ‘You are presumptuous, boy! I don’t owe you any answers. You should get along to school. I don’t want the Minister saying I’ve been keeping you from your studies.’

Jillan was crestfallen. Samnir had always seemed different to everyone else, less judgemental, less disapproving. The Hero had seen the world and wasn’t scared of anything, even keeping guard alone in a lightning storm. For a few years Jillan had dreamed of becoming a Hero just like Samnir – with a face as weathered and muscles as hard as rock – until he’d learned Heroes were never allowed families of their own, lest their willingness to do their duty be compromised by sentiment. Even so, they’d spent many hours in each other’s company over the years, whether in companionable silence or talking about other communities, trees, animals and all manner of things Samnir had seen – although, Jillan now realised, they had never spoken about exactly why Samnir chose to stay out here on his own. Until now Jillan had always felt safe in Samnir’s company, and the world had seemed to make a bit more sense each time he spoke to him.

Yet today something was different. Something had gone wrong. He’d managed to make his parents argue, and now he’d made Samnir angry. Perhaps he’d been fooling himself in thinking he and Samnir were friends. After all, what could a grizzled warrior and a thirteen-year-old boy have in common? Clearly, Samnir had merely been indulging him up till now, or being kind because he felt sorry for the boy from the southern part of town. Angry at himself, and resolving never to bother the Hero again, Jillan shifted in his seat and prepared to jump down and make for the stairs. The sooner he got to school, completed six more months of study and was Drawn to the Saviours by the Saint, the better.

To Jillan’s surprise, however, Samnir said quietly, his back still to him. ‘Wait.’ A sigh. ‘Why am I out here commanding nothing but the wind, when I was once a leader of men in the Empire’s army? Why am I in the remotest backwater of the Empire, when I once marched side by side with Saints in the campaign against the barbarians in the eastern desert? Why do I now oversee nothing but a graveyard of dusty bones, when I once guarded the temple of the Great Saviour himself?’ He paused. ‘Because I am like all other men, Jillan. Once, I thought I was better than every other mortal, that my proximity to the sacred heart of the Empire made me special, made me something more. I refused to see otherwise, even when my joints began to pain me as I rose from my pallet each morning and as the weight of my armour began to make my shoulders droop. I began to see younger and more capable men as a threat and began to say and do things to undermine them, even when it was not in the best interests of the Empire. I put my hubris and self-interest before the will of the Saviours, despite everything they’d given me. But the Saviours are all-knowing and saw the blasphemy in my heart.

‘I was asked to step aside, and when I refused I was exiled from the holy temple complex. I was denied all sight and sound of the holy ones. I was not worthy to be in their presence, you see. Even then, I was allowed a chance to redeem myself, for the Saviours are merciful even when punishing transgressors. I was put in charge of the Heroes on the walls of Hyvan’s Cross, a large community no more than a week’s march from the Empire’s sacred heart. Yet still I was ungrateful and in my anger sought to blame all those around me. The Saviours forgive me, but I took their name in vain on many occasions.

‘Saint Azual was forced to banish me from Hyvan’s Cross and after several other unhappy postings I ended up here, on the edge of the wilds. My fall from grace was caused by my thoughts, words and deeds, and they have taken me as far from the sacred heart as it is possible to get. I am all but become pagan, so far have I strayed and so corrupted am I.

‘Why am I out here?’ he asked, turning back to Jillan with wide staring eyes. ‘I have condemned myself to this place! Everyone finds their right and proper place in the scheme of things, Jillan, and this is mine. Ultimately, mortals are only ever victims of their own selves. I am the lowest of the low and must now spend my remaining days doing this lowly duty to the best of my ability, else I may as well leave the Empire altogether, join the pagans in the mountains and embrace the empty Chaos entirely.’

Jillan could not move, pinned where he was between the crenellations by the looming Hero. He’d leaned back as far as he dared, clinging desperately to the stonework with his fingers to prevent himself from falling fully thirty feet to the midden ditch and cemetery below. He dared not breathe lest Samnir’s wild and tortured gaze suddenly focus on him, rather than looking through him.

‘Do not become like me,’ the Hero whispered. ‘A ghost wailing in the wind. A being of so little substance and worth that even the spirits of the dead below shun his company and search elsewhere for the warmth of life. Promise me!’

Jillan nodded and swallowed fearfully. His assent seemed to appease the soldier, who blinked several times and then apparently came back to himself. ‘I’m sorry, boy. I didn’t mean to scare you.’

Jillan dragged himself up and planted his feet safely back on the walkway. ‘I-I still like you, Samnir. I don’t think you’re the lowest of the low,’ he mumbled, but then betrayed his words by running for the stairs.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow?’ Samnir called after him. ‘I’ll tell you more about the mountains if you like! They’re a stronghold for the pagans and the Chaos. They are a place so cold and inhospitable that not even the Saints will venture there alone. Boy! If you ever need my help …’

The Hero watched the boy go. He turned his bleak gaze towards the forest of nodding fir trees which stretched all the way to the distant mountains. A chill wind rattled his teeth and he hunkered down into his armour. If he was any judge, there would be snow early in the mountains, and that meant a long hard winter that not everyone would survive. The harvest had barely finished. What had happened to the autumn? So short, and gone like his youth. ‘Damn that boy! He makes me forget myself,’ he murmured.

Shaken, Jillan ran all the way to school. Everything had been turned upside down so far today, so he was eager to see the familiar faces of his few friends and have some sort of comforting routine restored by the school day.

The other children of Godsend stood waiting outside the large oak door to the school. They mainly kept together for shelter from the wind that whistled across the expanse of the Gathering Place at the centre of town.

‘I was worried you’d be late!’ Hella said with a dimpling smile.

Breathing hard, Jillan only nodded by way of reply.

‘What’s that smell? Middens are strong today!’ Haal, Elder Corin’s son, said loudly. His friends Karl and Silus snickered.

Haal was heavily built like his father, but where Elder Corin was something of a gentle giant, Haal used his size to get the other students to do whatever he told them. Jed had told Jillan that nature sometimes gave those who were slow of wit extra strength, as otherwise they would not be able to survive in the world. Jillan didn’t know if that was true or not, and it really didn’t matter either way, since Minister Praxis knew better than to be hard on the elder’s son for being dull and lazy. As far as Jillan could tell, Haal could be the stupidest and weakest person in the world but he would still survive more easily than others, and stupidly think to mock them while doing so.

Normally Jillan would have ignored Haal’s comment, for he’d been saying such things for years, but Jillan wasn’t feeling normal today. Today was not a normal day. Today was a day when parents argued, Heroes faltered and friends became angry. Today was a day when Jillan had confessed his fear of the Minister, told his dream of becoming a hunter, looked forward to being Drawn and worried about finding a wife one day. Today was a day when Jillan could no longer pretend to be a child. Today began the fight that would last the rest of his life.

He squared his shoulders, faced Haal and glared at him. Jillan was gratified to see uncertainty creep into the other’s eyes.

‘Jillan, don’t do this!’ Hella breathed, sensing Jillan’s mood and becoming nervous.

‘What you are no doubt smelling, Haal, is your own breath, for the rubbish that comes from your mouth is as foul as any midden. One wonders what you eat to be so malodorous and bloated. What festering garbage do you gorge on and where do you get it all from? You haven’t been sneaking out to the ditches in the dark of the night, have you? With such a creature abroad, no wonder the pagans fear to come near Godsend. The Chaos itself fears the enormity of your appetite, and that you will pig it down whole!’

There was silence. Even the wind stilled as if in shock.

‘What, Haal?’ Jillan sneered. ‘So stupid that you don’t even know when you’ve been insulted?’

Karl and Silus stood with their mouths hanging open. Their eyes flicked from Haal to Jillan and back again. All the other students instinctively drew away.

Haal’s face began to redden and swell, rage sparking in his small black eyes. Speechless with anger, he choked and spluttered. Then he lowered his heavy brows like a wild boar preparing to charge.

‘No! Don’t!’ Hella squeaked.

Jillan was strangely calm. Let the Chaos come then. It would either destroy him totally or he would put down his enemies. It was simple. It was clear. There was no doubt in him to confuse things or cloud his judgement. There was only focus, purpose and poise. He would not fail. The storm raged around him, but he stood in the still centre of its eye. He watched with a strange detachment as the eddies of power swirling around him began to buffet Haal …

The school’s large door suddenly swung open, showing only darkness beyond. It was a cavernous mouth yawning wide to consume its prey whole. A cold breath issued out of the portal.

‘Come in, children!’ creaked the voice of Minister Praxis. ‘Quickly now, for we should spend whatever time we may learning of the blessed Saviours for our own improvement.’

For once most of the students wasted no time hurrying into the darkness. Jillan suddenly came back to himself and staggered as dizziness overtook him. Hella reached out to steady him, her blue eyes fearful.

‘What happened?’ she whispered. ‘It was so strange.’

Haal still stood glaring at Jillan. He silently promised that things would be settled between them after school and then turned on his heel, followed by the pale Karl and Silus.

‘I-I don’t know,’ Jillan wheezed. ‘Maybe I’m coming down with something.’ Yet he forced himself to straighten and seem bright, so as not to upset her any further. ‘Come on then, let’s get inside. Otherwise, the Minister will decide we need punishing for being lazy.’

But Jillan’s thoughts were not so easily straightened. They swirled as if the storm was in his head and desperate for release. A pain started at his temples and it was a struggle not to wince. He concentrated hard on placing one foot after another evenly on the stony ground, and managed to force everything else into the background, reducing his headache to a dull throb. It itched and nagged at him, making his shoulders twitch every now and then, but he was satisfied that he had it largely under control. He managed a smile for his friend and pulled her inside the school.

Minister Praxis stood looking down at each of them. He was so tall and thin that he seemed unnaturally upright. His eyes were like water, sometimes colourless, sometimes taking on the hue of everything around them. Jillan felt as if he were drowning whenever the Minister looked at him. Everything else about the Minister was hard lines – an unbreakable brow, ruler-straight cheekbones and a spiked nose. He was the rod of discipline every community needed if it was to remain close to the will of the blessed Saviours.

‘Good morning, children!’ the Minister creaked.

‘Good morning, Minister Praxis!’ they chanted back, having to brave his gaze. Jillan could not help shivering, the back of his neck feeling wet and cold. He swayed slightly and his chair scraped.

‘Jillan Hunterson, do you know no manners?’ the Minister asked. ‘You others may sit.’

Haal made no effort to hide a smile. There was the shunting and scraping of chairs as the class settled behind their desks. Jillan looked down at his feet.

‘Well, Jillan Hunterson? We’re waiting. Or do you seek to keep us from our study of the blessed Saviours?’

‘Sorry, sir, it won’t happen again.’

‘Stop mumbling, boy! Are you trying to swallow your apology before it can be heard? Are you not genuine? Are you not honest? Lift your head up and apologise clearly to us all.’

His head and eyes never having felt so heavy, Jillan slowly raised his head and said, ‘I’m sorry.’ He hunched his shoulders slightly to hide the twitch that stabbed him in the middle of his back.

‘You know, I’m curious, boy. Is it a poor upbringing or dark and sneaking thoughts that are to blame for your ill behaviour? Well? Which is it?’

His mind a muddle, Jillan could think of no easy answer. The Minister’s question had him trapped. Either he had to blame his parents, giving Haal and his cronies the chance to smirk, or he had to confess to succumbing to the temptations of the Chaos.

‘I …’

‘He’s coming down with a cold or something! That’s why he’s shaking,’ Hella blurted.

Minister Praxis turned an ire-filled gaze on the bright-haired daughter of the town’s trader. He said nothing for a few moments as the class held its breath …

‘The Saviours gave him a tongue, Hella Jacobsdotter! If he cannot speak for himself in front of the Saviours’ own Minister, then what use is that tongue? And we must wonder what secret it is that prevents him from speaking. Beware, Hella, that you be not unwise in your selection of friends and choosing for whom you speak up. Do you understand me, or should I perhaps ask your father and the town elders to explain it to you?’

Her bottom lip trembling, Hella managed a nod and a stuttering, ‘Y-Yes, Minister. I understand. I-I’m sorry too.’

The Minister nodded and snorted at Jillan. ‘Sit down! You have already wasted enough of our time. You are not worthy of our attention a moment longer when we should be contemplating our blessed Saviours. Now, attend me, children, for some of you will soon be of an age when you will be Drawn to the Saviours by the divine Saint Azual. You will then be ready to take your place as full members of this community, when you can begin to repay us for the years of food, shelter and betterment with which you have been indulged … and with which some have likely been spoiled.’

Jillan resisted the urge to shift uncomfortably under the Minister’s glare.

‘The visit of the holy Saint to this humble community and the Drawing are to be much celebrated. There will be dancing in the Gathering Place on the night of the Drawing, but those who attend should be careful not to overindulge in the revelry, lest their judgement become impaired and the Chaos find entry to their thoughts. Those who are to be Drawn will see the holy Saint alone during the day. Whatever goes on between yourself and the holy Saint must remain a sacred secret of which you never speak, else the pagans learn too much and plot ways to intrude upon the sacrament. You will need to confess your darkest thoughts and then be tested to see if you are worthy of being Drawn. Some will inevitably be found to carry the taint …’

Jillan’s scalp itched and he dropped his eyes to the plain surface of the wooden desk.

‘The tainted will be cleansed by the Saint. It is not a pleasant process, but you must obey the Saint’s instructions without hesitation, lest the taint martial its strength and resist its removal. I will say nothing more of the testing and cleansing, for it is part of the sacred secret. Fear not, for the Saint will do much to remove the sacred knowledge from your mind in any event. Only allow yourself to be guided by the Saint, no matter what is asked of you, and all will be well. Do you all understand?’

‘Yes, Minister Praxis!’

The Minister nodded, for once pleased. ‘Nonetheless, we would do well to remind ourselves of the terrible sacrifices Saint Azual made in the name of the Saviours, so that we are sure to understand the great honour he does us with his visit. As the Book of Saviours tells us, he was once a child like yourselves, in a community like this one. But his community had become proud and wilful, seeking to decide its own future rather than be guided by the will of the Saviours. The Chaos had corrupted the minds of his parents, causing them to subject him to awful temptations in the dark of the night. His soul was in constant peril and there seemed none to hear him when he cried out for help or cried himself to sleep.’

There was the knowing look. There was the hot flush rising in Jillan’s cheeks.

‘One of you will now read to us from the Pages of Azual. Listen closely, children – without fidgeting – for I will test your understanding immediately afterwards. Hella, you seem eager to exercise your voice today so please approach the Book and find the proper page.’

Minister Praxis often asked Hella to give the reading, for he knew she helped her father with his record-keeping and therefore had a good grasp of numbers and letters. Many of the other students struggled with their reading, and the Minister could little bear to hear the sacred words of the Book of Saviours mangled in the mouths of the illiterate.

Hella went up to the simple lectern next to the Minister’s desk and lifted back the heavy cover with her two small hands. The pages were illuminated with gold and lit up her face. She looks like an angel, Jillan thought. He stared, entranced, as she found the marked page and began to read in a slow, deliberate voice.

‘And, in their wisdom, the blessed Saviours gifted a boy-child to the People of Downy Gorge. He was raised with the name Damon, as it was also his father’s name. The boy-child was a joy to his parents and all who saw him, for in his innocence he was beloved of the Saviours and therefore drew all hearts towards him as the sun draws a plant from the earth, and as a flame draws and consumes the fluttering Chaos creatures of the night. Yet the sun will oft cast a shadow through no fault of its own when any seek to block it. And even a newly grown plant will attract a blight, and that is no fault of the sun. In the same way, the corruption of the Chaos sought out the young Damon in Downy Gorge.

‘His father became envious of his wife’s love for their son. He was further envious of those who spent time with his son when he could not. Therefore, he turned on Damon, his beloved child, and kept him locked away in a small room in their home. Further, he forbade his wife from ever seeing their son, for he was intent on owning and loving his son completely. In the darkest hours of the night, when the influence of the Chaos was at its strongest, he then visited Damon and sinned against him.

‘Yet although the sun will set for a while, it cannot be held back. And so Damon was freed by his mother, who could not deny her proper motherly love any longer.

‘Terrified that his father would be lost to the Chaos completely, Damon went to the town council to denounce his father and any who would not bow to the will of the Saviours. Even then, in his heart, Damon forgave his father for his sins, for Damon’s was a selfless act, born of a care for the People.

‘Yet the town council had long allowed pagan magicks and blandishments to work upon them. They saw the world not as it was, but as they wanted to see it, for then they could be happy no matter what went on in the world and what happened to the People. They mocked Damon and criticised him for resisting the discipline required by his father. They called his claims spurious and spiteful. And then they demanded he recant. When Damon would not, for he only understood the ways of truth, the council passed judgement that he should be exiled and never be permitted to return to Downy Gorge; and this was despite the pleas of his penitent mother and father.

‘And so Damon was cast out into the wilderness, with nothing but the shirt on his back. Long did he wander, living off berries, mushrooms and plants, until he came to the sacred heart of the Empire. The Saviours were greatly dismayed to hear what had been done to the young and innocent Damon. Further, they were aggrieved to hear what had become of Downy Gorge and swore revenge, to push back the Chaos for the good of the People and the Empire.

‘The Heroes of the Empire were sent forth to protect the People, Damon at their head, for he knew the land well, but also because he wanted to do all he could to save as many inhabitants of Downy Gorge as he could. Despite the trials and tortures to which he had been subjected, Damon still wanted to offer the inhabitants forgiveness and every chance to repent. As an honest and faithful member of the People, he was intent upon following the example of the blessed Saviours, intent upon saving the People and Drawing as many as possible to the Saviours.

‘And so it was that Downy Gorge was overthrown, once honest Damon had shown the Heroes the secret ways through the walls of the community. Many were killed, for they were beyond saving; many were saved, and some few escaped under cover of darkness. Damon led the army of Heroes in pursuit and found out many pagan enclaves in the deepest parts of the forest. The fighting was terrible. The ground and rivers ran red with blood, and the fields were buried under the bodies of the fallen piled several deep. Yet, with the will of the Saviours to protect him, brave Damon prevailed. He cleared all the land to the south of the sacred heart, pushing the unrepentant pagans into the teeth of the mountains.

‘The People and land were thus saved and allowed to flourish anew. New settlements were established, called New Sanctuary, Saviours’ Paradise, Heroes’ Brook and Godsend, in thanks for the wisdom and actions of the blessed Saviours. In recognition of his honesty and faith in the face of extreme temptation and hardship, Damon was beatified by the Saviours and reborn as an eternal Saint, he who is called Saint Azual. He was further charged by the Saviours to keep the lands to the south of the sacred heart always under his protection, so that never again would the Chaos be allowed sway over the People of that region.

‘And so it was that the temple of Saint Azual was established at Hyvan’s Cross, so that the blessed Saint would have a fitting place to receive pilgrims from the region, and a place of succour to which he might return every few months once he had administered the holy sacrament of the Drawing to those coming of age in the communities of the south.

‘Here endeth the lesson,’ Hella finally pronounced and looked to Minister Praxis.

The Minister nodded slowly and gestured for her to return to her seat. His eyes swept the class, looking for any who might not be paying their fullest attention, and finally settled on Jillan.

‘Jillan Hunterson, what were the three miracles performed by Saint Azual when still known as Damon?’

Jillan only heard a rushing noise in his ears. He saw the Minister’s lips move but could not decipher them properly. He felt a pressure behind his eyes and before he knew it he was asking, ‘Sir, it is my duty to understand the reading better. Could you tell me if some of the pagans escaped into the mountains? And does Downy Gorge still exist?’

There was a quiet gasp from the class. Instinctively, they knew Jillan had crossed some line, had dared to go somewhere that was forbidden. They didn’t understand why it was wrong, they only knew it was wrong, and that that was all they needed to know.

The Minister’s face became as severe as they’d ever seen it. His cheeks were hollowed with shadow, his nostrils pinched and his lips bloodless. ‘You dare?’ he whispered. ‘You presume to question me, a Minister of the Empire? What corruption is in you, boy, that you are so fascinated by the pagans?’

The noise roared in Jillan’s ears now, but he was not going to let himself be trapped this time. ‘They are our terrible enemies, sir. We must know enough of them to know how best to guard ourselves against them. Do they survive still in the mountains?’

Menace in his voice, his eyes narrowed, the Minister said very quietly, ‘Our best defence against the dark and sneaking ways of the Chaos is a proper understanding of the Saviours’ will, and that is all we need to protect us, as you should already know, boy. A close study of the holy book and the guidance provided by the Saviours’ own Minister in Godsend is defence enough!’ Now his voice became louder and his words came faster: ‘Is that holy teaching not enough for you, boy, in your pride and arrogance? You are too inquisitive to keep your thoughts controlled and safe! Beware, Jillan Hunterson, for the Chaos lurks to either side of the righteous path of the Saviours’ will, and should you start to wonder whether the lights and glints to either side are a better welcome of a lost treasure, then you will all too easily step from the path and become lost forever!’ Spittle sprayed from the preacher’s mouth and caught the thin light that made it through the shutters. ‘If you were a better or more faithful student, Jillan Hunterson, then you would not so quickly forget the salutary lesson of Kaspar the Curious from the holy book! What is it that clouds your mind with forgetting? Well? You know yourself, do you not? It is a taint of corruption, is it not!’

The other students stared at Jillan in horror. Even Hella’s face showed doubt and fear.

The Minister was shouting and wild-eyed now. ‘You are too wilful for your own good, boy! Wayward like your parents, I say! It is that which makes you dangerously inquisitive. Until you learn the error of your ways, you are a danger to all your fellow students. They should shun you lest the taint spread to them also! Shun you, yes! Out, children, out! Go to your homes and pray for the Saviours’ guidance. Hella and Jillan, you will stay here with me and study the holy book and seek salvation. I will then talk to the council to see what we can do about having you isolated from the others until the blessed Saint comes to Draw the taint from you. Out!’ he shrieked.

The children scrambled to their feet in panic, a few crying out in fear as they were pushed and shoved by the others. Jillan blinked in shock, struggling to understand what was happening. Was he tainted after all? Was that the explanation for the trouble today and why everyone seemed so angry? And what did it mean that his parents were wayward? He looked at Hella, but she’d begun to cry and wouldn’t meet his gaze. Her shoulders shook, but he dared not go to her.

The Minister shooed the last of the children out and proceeded to pace back and forth in animated fashion. He stared at them every so often and mumbled to himself. He clasped his hands together and shook them in fervent prayer. Jillan’s shoulders twitched violently, but fortunately the distracted Minister failed to notice. Finally, the Minister stopped, some decision apparently made.

‘See what your corruption has done, boy! See how it has disrupted our proper study of the Saviours’ will. Do you see what a danger you have become?’

Caught between shame and denial, apology and refusal, Jillan found it impossible to speak. He managed to nod miserably, however, as his twitching became all but continuous.

‘Let us pray we are not too late! Confessing your own corruption is the first step towards salvation, boy. If you repent and then show yourself genuinely penitent, there is still some hope for you. The Chaos may yet be defeated, and the taint exorcised by the blessed Saint! All will then celebrate your return to us! So you must not despair, Hella Jacobsdotter, for to give up hope is to lack faith in the eternal Saviours. We must instead become stronger and more determined in our faith, for we need the Saviours now more than ever before! Show me that you understand this: repent of your despair, Hella Jacobsdotter!’

Hiccuping through her tears, and wiping snot from her nose, the young girl answered, ‘I repent, sir, truly I do. I try to be a good girl and learn the lessons as well as I can.’

‘That is good, Hella, that is good. Now, approach the holy book and read to us from the Pages of Damnation, so that we may better understand the horrors that the taint of corruption stores up for us. Let us hear of the pagan hell towards which the Chaos tries to lead us, a place that is buried deep, just as Saint Azual piled the bodies of the pagans several deep. It is a place of decay and corruption, where the Chaos feeds on the unwary and those who have strayed from the safety of the Empire; and it is a place of dark concealment where the Chaos secretly schemes and burrows in an attempt to topple the Empire, while all the while cringing away from the exposing light and shining glory of the blessed Saviours and their Saints. Come, Hella, and read for us, while Jillan sits racked and shaking with remorse! See how the corruption within him twists in pain now that it has been found out and must hear the purging words and truth of the Saviours’ will!’

Minister Praxis did not release them until the sun had begun to set on the world. He ordered them straight home, telling them to talk to no one – especially each other – and to let their parents know to expect a visit from himself and several elders later that same evening.

Tormented by guilt and visions of horror, Jillan stumbled sightlessly towards his house. He was exhausted, but there was something in him that wouldn’t rest. It was the taint, he was now sure. It was never satisfied and it burrowed in him like a worm. If he’d had a knife, he would have cut himself open to try and get it out. ‘After all, Sacrifice and duty safeguard the People against the Chaos, don’t they?’ he repeated to himself. He should be prepared to cut himself open to save all those he loved. It was the only way; otherwise, he would be a danger to others and allow the taint to spread.

They were waiting for him around the second corner. Something hit him across the back of the neck and then he was pushed forward.

‘Pagan!’ spat a voice behind him. It sounded like Karl.

Jillan staggered, having to run to stay upright and avoid pitching straight into the ground. He saw Silus ahead of him, the boy’s fists clenched and ready. Knowing he wouldn’t be able to stop in time, Jillan increased his speed and tackled Silus at waist height. The boy went over, banging his fists ineffectually against Jillan’s back. Silus landed with a whoof as the air was forced out of him. Jillan lifted his head up sharply and caught the other under the chin, snapping his head back. Then Jillan punched Silus hard in the face.

A large shadow loomed out of the darkness. It was Haal. With a grunt, he swung a heavy stick in a flat arc. In the dim light Jillan didn’t see it coming until it was too late. It caught him just above the right eye and knocked him back into the dirt. Blood filled his eyes and he groaned. He was kicked savagely in the side, but as he curled up in pain he managed to grab the leg of his attacker and topple him.

‘Saviours curse him! Karl, get him! Beat the taint out of him!’ Haal shouted.

And then the corruption finally broke free. The storm that had been trapped in Jillan’s mind blew up around them and began to tear at their clothes. Jillan saw only red as bloodied lightning arced and crackled out from where he stood. Deliberately, he directed the raw energy at Karl, and the boy screamed in terror as it struck him. There was a deafening detonation and then a concussion wave flattening them all, Jillan included.

In the aftershock the only noises to be heard were whimpers from Haal and Silus. Karl lay prone and unmoving. The smell of smelted metal and cooked pork hung over them.

Jillan struggled to rise and then sagged back to the ground, no strength left in him.

Quavering voices began to shout out in the night.

‘Here!’ Silus sobbed.

‘Magic!’ wailed Haal. ‘Murder!’

Jillan growled and the boys yelped and rolled away. His voice slurring with tiredness, he said, ‘Keep quiet or I’ll kill you too!’

They obeyed him and watched with animal-scared eyes. Jillan slowly got up, fighting against a wave of nausea and trying not to swoon. He only just kept a grip on consciousness as he took a lurching step into the dark. His eyes wouldn’t focus and his limbs were reluctant to obey him. It was like that night when he’d decided to try some of his father’s beer. His stomach turned over and he threw up against the stone wall of the nearest house.

‘Who’s there?’ challenged a man’s voice.

Jillan pushed himself away and tottered towards the next house, and the next. Suddenly, strong arms were sweeping him up off his feet and the forest smells of his father filled his nostrils.

‘It’s all right. I’ve got you. You’re safe now,’ Jed rumbled.

Gratefully, Jillan rested his head on his father’s shoulder. He wanted to cry, he was so tired. His eyes began to close.

‘No, no,’ Jed whispered as he strode quickly towards their home. ‘Stay awake!’ He shook his son gently. ‘Come on, tell me what happened, quickly, before we get home.’

He didn’t want to think about it, but there was no hiding. They would be coming for him. Tears began to run down his cheeks and he began to shiver. What had he done? ‘I am t-tainted, Father!’ he moaned. ‘They attacked me. I-I killed Karl.’

In a tight voice Jed asked, ‘Are you sure he’s dead?’

Jillan shook his head. ‘He wasn’t moving. Father, I am tainted!’

‘No!’ his father insisted with unexpected force. ‘There is nothing wrong with you. Karl was probably just unconscious is all. There’s no such thing as any taint. It’s the Minister filling your head with nonsense. You were simply defending yourself.’

‘B-but there were lights and a loud noise. I was rude at school. The M-Minister and some elders are c-coming to see you.’

His father held him tightly and began to move more quickly. ‘Listen to me!’ he whispered fiercely. ‘Whatever happened was completely normal, and never let anyone tell you otherwise, you hear me! They made it happen. There’s nothing wrong with you.’

Jed was running by the time their small house came into view. There were already welcoming candles in the window, and there would be a cosy fire inside.

‘Maria!’ his father shouted between heavy breaths. ‘Maria! I’ve got him.’

The door flew open and his mother came out, took one look at them and then hurried back inside.

‘Some warm tea or broth, Maria, quickly! Or even water if there’s nothing else ready.’

Everything began to blur to Jillan. There were shouts. Shadows. Images faded in and out. He was in the big chair by the fire. Lifted again. A blanket. His mother’s drawn face. His head resting against something hard. ‘Drink this!’ A spoon. ‘Jillan! That’s it.’ Light hurting his eyes.

‘… pack our things. We have to run!’ his father was saying.

Another spoonful, half the contents dribbling down his chin.

‘What are you talking about? There’s nowhere to go,’ his mother said with forced calmness.

‘There was some accident with a boy. Maria, you know the sort of accident I’m talking about. And you know what they’ll do to him. I won’t allow it.’

Another spoonful, the contents slightly too hot, but he was unable to do anything but swallow.

‘Jedadiah, do not panic! We must think. Listen, we will say things got confused. It happened on the way home, yes? Then who can be sure what happened in the dark? The children were tired and overwrought after a long day at school, and got overtaken by a night-terror. Many of the elders are sensible, despite what you might think of them. They will not want any sort of trouble here, not after what happened in New Sanctuary.’

‘No! You know what that Minister is like. And the Saint will know what happened. They always know! They will take Jillan away and he will be lost to us. We’ll probably never see him again.’

Another mouthful and he could taste again. His mother’s flavour-some vegetable soup filled his senses.

His mother was silent for a few moments. He could sense her anguish. ‘But we have nowhere to go, Jedadiah,’ she said with a tremor in her voice. ‘They will send Heroes after us. We have no horse. We will not even be able to get out of the gate unchallenged.’

‘Samnir will help!’ Jillan coughed, the room beginning to right itself.

His parents exchanged a glance. Suddenly, Jed was in the bedchambers and pulling blankets from the pallets. He grabbed sacks from the kitchen and began to fill them.

‘Jedadiah, no! Hear me! Stop this!’

Jed did not stop.

‘I outrank you in these matters; you will stop at once!’ Maria commanded in iron tones.

Jed slowed and then stilled. He gazed at his spouse, his face tortured even in the firelight.

‘You will listen to me, old bear. Listen and think! If we all leave together, they will start to search for us beyond the walls almost immediately. Yes, you know the forest paths better than most, but the other hunters will be set to track us. Jillan and I will not be able to keep up with you. They will ride us down within hours.’

‘So what do we do?’ the large man pleaded.

‘It pains me beyond words, beloved, but you and I must remain.’

‘What? How? He cannot go into the woods alone! He is just a boy!’

‘When they come to our home searching for Jillan,’ Maria insisted, ‘we will be here waiting anxiously for him to come home. They will then search the town for him all night, giving Jillan time to get away. It would be inconceivable to them that any Hero would let him out of the town and not report it.’

‘The Saint will know!’

‘But will not be able to get here in time to stop him getting away. As parents, what would we not be prepared to suffer by way of reprimand from the Saint? Nothing, beloved! And Samnir will have his own reasons for helping us, reasons I doubt we could not even begin to guess at. Always was a strange fish, that one.’

‘I should be there to protect my boy!’ Jed said helplessly, his shoulders bowing and his voice breaking.

‘You can protect him best by letting him go. He is almost of age, husband, no longer a boy. These events must show you that clearly, no? Do not seek to keep him a boy, therefore, else it prove his undoing,’ Jillan’s mother replied firmly, apparently becoming stronger as she saw Jed weaken. As fragile and small as his mother had sometimes seemed next to his hulking father, it was now she who stood over Jed and filled the room with her presence. Then, more gently, she said, ‘Now is the time for speed, beloved. Pack Jillan’s things into a leather bag while I get some provisions together. Quickly! Jillan, are you strong enough to finish the soup yourself?’

‘Yes, Mother.’ Jillan nodded, fresh tears in his eyes, knowing it might be the last time he ever tasted his mother’s wonderful soup. ‘Father, remember my rocks, please?’

Jed’s face became pained and he self-consciously turned away. ‘Of course, son.’

Maria began a constant chatter as she set about gathering dried meat, hard cheese and small apples into a cloth. ‘Jillan, make for Saviour’s Paradise, where there is a man who once knew your father and me. He goes by the name of Thomas Ironshoe, if he hasn’t changed it. Repeat his name so I can hear it.’

‘Thomas Ironshoe.’

‘Good. When he asks you what you want, tell him you seek Haven. Say it!’

‘I seek Haven. But what is Haven?’

Maria glanced at him. ‘I don’t know, and it is not important. Thomas Ironshoe will either take you in as his own, until your father and I can come and join you, or he will send you to other good people. No, don’t interrupt! Every second is vital. You will leave by the south gate and circle around to the north. Follow the road, but stay off it during daylight. Travel through the woods to the side of the road and always keep the road in sight. If anyone should meet you by chance, you are on a pilgrimage to Hyvan’s Cross, to worship at the Saint’s temple. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Mother,’ Jillan replied, although she was talking so quickly that he found it hard to follow.

‘Ready!’ Jed declared, thumping the bag down on the table and placing Jillan’s bow and quiver next to it.

Maria bundled the food inside the leather. ‘The bag is heavy, and when you tire you may be tempted to throw something away, but resist. The things in here will keep you alive on a cold night. Never lie on the bare ground, as it will leach the heat from you and you might never awa—’ Her voice caught at the last and she shut her lips tightly, not trusting herself to continue.

‘Enough, Maria,’ Jed said softly. ‘I will tell him the rest as we go.’

Maria nodded and finally managed a shuddering breath. She threw her arms wide and bent down. ‘Then come kiss your mother goodbye, my baby boy and young man grown! Look upon my face and remember its lines. Feel no guilt as it fades with time; just know that I will always love you and will always be thinking of you, no matter what happens or where you are.’

She hugged and kissed him till he couldn’t breathe, and even then he thought she would not let him go. Finally, she pulled away to wipe her cheeks and straighten up. ‘If they come while you are gone,’ she said to Jed, ‘I will tell them that he never came home from school and that you have gone into town to look for him, imagining that he is dallying somewhere with Jacob the trader’s daughter. Go now, for I need to replace blankets and food so it does not look like anything is missing. Go!’

Jillan stared back at his mother, not wanting the last look to come. No one was more beautiful than his mother, not even Hella. There were care lines at the corners of her mouth and hazel eyes, but they only helped to make her look loving and kind. She complained of white hairs among her long fair tresses, but to Jillan’s mind they caught the light like gold and silver. And then there was the look she had just for Jillan, a look she never bestowed on anyone else, not even his father, although there was a different, special look for him too.

But then the door to the house was closed and his mother was lost to him. He turned round and saw nothing but darkness. He waited for his vision to adjust and then trailed after his father, who shouldered the bulging bag and Jillan’s weapon.

‘You can walk on your own, yes?’ Jed suddenly thought to ask.

‘Yes, Father, if we can go slowly at first.’

They reached the stairs up to the south rampart and began to climb.

‘Who goes there?’ Samnir called from above.

‘It’s me,’ Jillan replied as loudly as he dared.

A pause. ‘Jillan? What are you doing out at this time?’

Jed and Jillan climbed in silence until they reached the walkway. The two adults nodded a wary greeting to each other and then Samnir looked to Jillan.

‘I need to leave, Samnir. I’m in trouble,’ the boy explained without preamble.

Samnir sighed. ‘Aye, I heard some sort of ruckus earlier and there are a lot of folk running back and forth all in a tizz. I don’t miss much from up here, you know.’

Jillan wondered if Samnir had actually seen and heard everything. ‘I need your help,’ he said simply.

‘Aye, and I promised it to you, lad, I promised it to you. My help you shall have, and I’ve already had your generous company and friendship in return. By my reckoning, a bit of excitement’s good for the town anyway. Shakes them up a bit and reminds them they’re still alive, if you know what I mean. You’ll be leaving through this gate with no one else the wiser, though I hate to see you go, lad, really I do. Still, leave you must, so follow me.’

‘Thank you,’ Jed offered. ‘You don’t know what this means.’

Samnir stopped and looked back at him with an unreadable expression. ‘Ah, I know all too well what it means, Jedadiah the hunter. But let us not think of such things, lest we tarry too long.’

A minute later Samnir and Jed were levering the heavy bar off the south gate. They swung one of the heavy doors inwards until there was a gap big enough for Jillan to squeeze through.

Jed rested a hand on one of Jillan’s shoulders and turned him back towards him. ‘Be brave, Jillan, for you are a man, as your mother says. Know that I am always proud of you, no matter what happens, or what you say or do. Always remember that there is nothing wrong with you, and that there are things far beyond the ken and experience of the simple people of Godsend or the simple words of the Book. Perhaps you will discover some of them and have an adventure of sorts. There is little advice I can give you about the Empire, my son, for to my great shame I have seen little of it. But I will tell you this: there are many bad and dangerous things that are not even deserving of a quick death. Even so, if you are ever to be a hunter, you must not hesitate to kill, else you be undone in that moment of hesitation.’

Jillan nodded silently, not really wanting to think of the death he was sure he had already caused. Karl’s collapse had been so quick, he could only wish he had hesitated longer.

‘Jillan, I would take it as a personal favour if you would take this blade with you,’ Samnir interposed. ‘It is from the Great Temple itself and will always find you should you call. It is freely given and therefore yours to command.’

‘Thank you, Samnir,’ Jillan said softly, the short ceremonial sword cumbersome in his hands.

An owl screeched in the woods and the night stilled as the predator’s shadow swept over the trees.

‘Goodbye, Jillan!’ Jed choked. ‘Your mother and I will see you soon. We will follow on as soon as we may.’

‘Goodbye, Father! Tell Hella … tell Hella that I … liked her a lot.’

‘I will, son, and I’m sure she already knows,’ Jed whispered and gave his son a fierce bearhug and an awkward kiss on the forehead.

Jillan looked at the dim faces one last time and then stepped out into the darkness. Long seconds later the gate closed behind him with a soft boom of finality.

Jillan followed the path past the noisome midden ditches and weaved his way across the uneven ground of the cemetery. He looked back once to scan the ramparts. There was no sign of his father, who had no doubt hurried home to play his part in the deception of the Minister and elders. Yet there was the silhouette of Samnir, a lone sentinel against the corruption of the pagans, the pagans among whom Jillan was now numbered.

Jillan wanted to run and scream to be let back in. He wanted to deny he had done anything wrong. He wanted to be forgiven for having asked Minister Praxis questions and for what had happened to Karl. Yet such things were far beyond forgiveness, he knew.

Instead, he peered tiredly at the higgledy-piggledy graves and wondered where they would put Karl’s body. If he’d had a flower, he’d have placed it in some open area. He half wanted to lie down with the dead himself, but this was not a cemetery for pagan bodies, so he dragged himself into the woods. After all, the bad things in this world were not deserving of a quick death, he’d been told.

Samnir watched the small figure disappear among the deep shadows beneath the trees.

He sighed and shook his head. ‘Damn that boy!’
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