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			Bargain struck and bargain made,
Let our foes be ever afraid.


		


	

		

			Prologue


			The crow flapped tiredly onwards. There was precious little air movement in the desert, meaning the bird had to labour fitfully through the sky. Its dark feathers absorbed the ferocious heat of the sun. It knew it wouldn’t be long before it simply dropped out of the sky. It knew it shouldn’t be there. The land of the sun god was no place for a creature of blood. It was a blasphemy of sorts to venture uninvited into the kingdom of the Court of Light, a blasphemy that would all but guarantee the bird’s death. After all, the crow was not only a creature of blood, but also black in colour – and that was anathema to the glorious sun god. Only those who reflected Sinisar’s glory were truly welcome here. All others were punished by the hot and waterless environment until they overheated, their blood boiled, their flesh withered and was destroyed, and all that was left was white glistening bone, bone that would shine in the sun and be another jewel in the sun god’s crown.


			Yet the crow continued to flap on. It had come too far to have any hope of going back. And the force that had possessed it would allow it no other choice but to continue, even unto its end. Images of clouds and a water valley somewhere in this vast emptiness were imprinted in the mind’s eye of the crow. The force insisted all would be well if the crow could but keep going. It would reach Haven. It would never want for anything again. It would be like coming through death and finding paradise. It but had to keep its mind and eye fixed on Haven. It must see all, watch all. Nothing in Haven must escape its gaze. The force would spy on all that went on.


			Flap. Flap. The ground was a meaningless maze of broken boulders. Flap. Were its eyes misting over? Those couldn’t be low clouds. Not here. The sun god would never allow such an occlusion of his majesty and bright heaven. Flap. Flap. There must be an imperfection in its eye, yet everything seemed clear when it looked away from the clouds. Flap. A false image born of being forced to hold so obsessively to the picture of the valley in its mind? Flap. They came closer. Then it was above the clouds. It descended rapidly, stretching its beak wide to catch blessed drops of moisture.


			The crow tried to go into a long spiral to slow its descent, but it caught a downward draught and was suddenly tumbling, wrapped up in its own wings. Utterly exhausted, it did not have the strength to save itself. Yet where it should have slammed into the ground and been undone, instead it fell into the very valley it had envisioned the entire way across the desert.


			Now it caught a thermal and righted itself. It desperately flared its wings and tail, but it continued to tear through the air at an alarming rate. Several feathers were ripped free and it screeched in panic.


			The crow tried to pull itself up and away from the ground hurtling towards it. It was impossible. It tilted forward and went into a swoop, spearing downwards even faster so that it could then pull up gradually in a smooth arc. It feared it was too late. It was going to drive its beak and head straight into the ground and turn itself into the sort of wreckage other crows would come and pick over.


			It skimmed between two rocks, the tips of its feathers brushing perilously close to the rough surfaces. Up! Yet it was still in the downward part of its arc. It stuck to the trail towards the valley floor, so that it had a better chance of levelling out. Nearly there! The ground raced up towards it, stones like teeth looking to tear out its guts. At the last it despairingly flung itself to the side and bounced twice on the surface of a fast-flowing river, before being dragged under.


			It flailed back up and was swept round a bend and into a shallow. It thrashed and hopped, one damaged wing making it pirouette in the wrong direction for a moment, before it finally clawed its way up onto the relative safety of a flat rock.


			It cawed in anger and pain as the force demanded it get moving again. The crow wanted to take its time drinking and lunging for a few of the water insects here. It needed to nurse its wing. But the force would not relent, and drove it up the riverbank.


			This young human. See him, crow! Find him. Bury your beak in his eye. Mix the blood you carry with his. Drink his blood. It will restore you more than anything else can. Then you will return to me, crow, and bring me that blood. Move, crow!


			The crow knew it was being ruined by the force. It hated the force but had no way to fight it. The crow wanted to die now, but was denied even that choice. It held its wing awkwardly off the ground and skipped towards the place that had the scent of humans. It would find the young human and hopefully be killed by it. Humans liked to kill, didn’t they? They killed each other in huge numbers upon battlefields. So much carrion for crows and their ilk. Better to come near a human than to be captured again by the terrible thing that had created the force that commanded it. The thing had eclipsed the heavens so that the crow had been unable to tell up from down. It had plucked the crow from the sky, forced blood into the crow’s mouth and then drawn blood from the crow in turn. The force had then compelled the crow to enter this living nightmare, and now the crow only wanted its own death. The crow prayed to the Geas for death, if the source of life would allow – or could gift – such a thing. Better to find this young human.


			As if in answer to its prayer, jaws suddenly clamped around the bird and dashed it against the ground, killing it instantly. The large black wolf spat the bird out and backed away, hackles rising. It snarled, drawing back its muzzle to bare its teeth. There was something wrong about the bird. It was tainted with the magic of the enemy. The wolf had thought Haven would hide them, but the one predator both humans and wolf feared had found them once more.


			


			Every moment of existence in this realm was a nightmare for the Speaker and his small tribe. The nature of the place forced them to adopt a permanent and meaningless form. As meaningless as that form was, however, it somehow engendered fear in the other creatures of this realm, particularly the humans, and this saw the humans harass and attack the Speaker’s tribe with unexpectedly harmful bits of shining metal. The humans were so primitive and limited! Even communication with such base creatures was nigh on impossible – the ugly gurgling and gesticulation that seemed to be the language of the humans was a torture for the Speaker’s tribe to endure. ‘Desert giants!’ was the most often repeated sound that the speaker could discern when confronted by the aggressive humans, but whether it was a form of question, command or accusation, the Speaker had no way of knowing. He suspected it was a challenge of some sort, for conflict had invariably followed when, in the early days, the Speaker’s tribe had rushed up to the humans in an attempt to welcome them.


			Now his tribe hated them. Yet these humans were by no means the most dangerous beings of this realm – there were half-images and ideas of things known as Saviours in the simple minds of the humans. It was these Saviours who seemed to direct the humans, in part through force of will, and in part through establishing a wider dynamic of community and behaviour among them. At first the Speaker had thought these Saviours a mere fantasy or necessary delusion of the humans, but after millennia of the tribe battling the humans here, in the land of this realm’s sun god, the one who was Ba’zel had found them. The whole issue had been forced by the one human the Speaker had ever encountered who would not or could not yield to the Saviours. That human could never excuse the nature of the rest of its kind, of course – especially when he had led Ba’zel to the Speaker’s tribe! – yet that one human did cause the Speaker to wonder how different the humans might be if they were free of the Saviours. It hardly mattered, though, for Ba’zel had found the Speaker’s tribe.


			Those known as the Saviours were precisely the sort of threat to the realm of the Speaker’s tribe that the Believer had foreseen. The Believer had long ago divined that there would be those seeking to transcend their own nature at the expense of the existence of other realms. As per his nature, the Speaker had questioned the truth of the belief, as had other Speakers. They had asked for evidence, logic and meaning. Inevitably, that had seen the Deliberator and Convocation rule that the various tribes of the Speakers be exiled to the adjacent realms so that they could find that evidence, logic and meaning, on behalf of the Convocation, and guard the way into the Convocation’s realm against any threat.


			And with the coming of Ba’zel, the threat was made real. The exile of the Speaker’s tribe to this realm had manifestly been as wise as it was deliberate. The Speaker and all other Speakers would say so on behalf of the Convocation forever more, or as long as they were permitted to exist. They would speak the reality of it and give the realm greater definition, meaning and substance, all the better to stand against the threat.


			The Speaker looked up into the heavens of the sun god. A ragged shadow moved across the sky above the blood oasis that was the way into the Convocation’s realm. An idea that was crow-seeking-Haven came to the Speaker. It was a harbinger or herald of the coming conflict. It was not just an omen – it was material sign of the conflict beginning. The Saviours approached. It did not matter, therefore, if that one human would not or could not yield to those Saviours, for all human existence would be ended in the coming conflict. It was inevitable now, all too real and soon to be made manifest. A shame, in a way, for that one human had made the Speaker wonder, the only moment of surcease in the nightmare that was this realm.


			


			Lhara picked her way through the twisted forest. She stayed close to the path she had taken before, for everyone in the village knew there were hidden drops and partially covered sinkholes hereabouts, although the eldest in the village liked to tell stories to scare the children about individuals occasionally being snatched by malevolent forest wights or being bewitched by the dark fey. Most of the villagers avoided this ancient warren because they did not understand its sacred nature and thus, in their ignorance, feared it. Ludicrous stories of child sacrifice conducted by the pagans in the time before the Saviours were even whispered between the old men who sat nursing flagons of ale in the village inn all day. Lhara thought such tale-tellers and rumour-mongers were simply addle-brained, or were jealously looking to undermine the status of Old Sheela, the village wise woman who understood the mysterious whys, ways and workings of a man’s heart, childbirth, fertility, nature, remedies and the forest. For as they advanced in years men became increasingly self-possessed and full of themselves. They did not like to be beholden to, guided by or instructed by any woman, even if it was a woman who had brought them into the world and more than likely overseen their upbringing. It was just the essential nature of men, Old Sheela had explained to Lhara when the young woman had made the trip to the wise woman’s hut deep among the trees. And of course Lhara wanted a love charm to win back the heart of Jol, the handsome carpenter’s apprentice who had drunkenly betrothed himself to the conniving baker’s daughter, Wilhemina! It was a tale as old as time. Even so, Old Sheela had smiled with compassion and told Lhara to seek out the old altar to the god of love, which was to be found in a grotto in the twisted forest.


			‘Who is this god?’ Lhara had whispered in fearful excitement.


			‘Pasca the Passionate, dear one.’


			‘Pasca? I have not heard that name before.’


			‘No surprise, child!’ Old Sheela had snorted. ‘The jealous Saviours commanded that they be the only object of the People’s love. All word and thought of the Passionate One was stricken from the minds of the People. The Saints sought out those of the Unclean who had knowledge of the old god and silenced them for ever.’


			‘Then how is it you … ?’


			‘Old Sheela has her ways, child, Old Sheela has her ways. Now, the way to the old altar is as indirect, wild and full of misstep as love itself can be, so attend closely.’


			Lhara had found the secluded grotto and the intricately carved altar, some of its lewder depictions making her blush. She’d then prayed fervently, baring heart, soul and bosom, as Old Sheela had directed. She’d begged and promised, prostrated herself and writhed in misery, offering all she had. Finally she was spent, and lay panting with a hand resting against the long shaft of the shrine.


			‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I enjoyed that,’ murmured a male but otherworldly voice with a timbre that set Lhara’s insides vibrating.


			Lhara gasped and looked up into sensitive violet eyes. A diaphanous youth wearing a glorious helmet of sun-metal stared down at her and drank in her soul. His face and barely concealed body were drawn in firm strong lines, but his beauty was so impossible that she did not believe she truly saw it, even though she looked upon it. She could not hold it properly in her mind.


			‘I will give Jol to you, Lhara, if you will vow to worship me and me alone for the rest of your days. You will constantly offer up thanks to me and never hesitate to do what I ask. Otherwise, I will be unable to guide you and lead you to your heart’s desire.’


			‘I swear it, holy Pasca, oh, how I swear it! Instruct me, radiant lord, for I am yours!’


			‘Then hear me, Lhara, and do as I command. Take this candle of runes and black blood and light it tonight as the flame of your love, passion and lust. Set it outside the wall behind which Jol sleeps. Its heat will gradually overwhelm and consume him. It will burn away all other preoccupations and distractions he might have. Trust me in this, Lhara, for all will be well. When it is done, return to me and I will instruct you further.’


			Lhara had hurried away and done all precisely as the god had directed. She’d placed the green-flamed and sickly sweet candle by the wall and retreated back to her own home. In the early hours of the morning the whole village had been awoken by terrified shrieking, shouts of anguish and a loud crackling roar.


			‘Fire! Help!’


			‘Blessed Saviours, protect us! Bring water!’


			‘Save her!’


			‘Hold him back! Jol, there is nothing you can do in there.’


			‘You don’t understand! I love her!’


			‘More water!’


			The carpenter’s workshop had become an inferno, and the villagers had only just managed to prevent the fire spreading to other adjoining buildings and then the whole village. It transpired that Wilhemina had chosen to bed with Jol that night. He’d been woken by the sound of the growing blaze and run to fight the flames while assuming the stirring Wilhemina would get herself to safety. Yet, tragically, the baker’s daughter had been overcome by thick smoke before she’d been able to escape. It was only when Jol had been forced out of the building by the conflagration that he’d realised his beloved Wilhemina had not made it out with him. He’d been devastated. Lhara had run to console him, but in his grief he’d hurled her away from him. Lhara had been ushered away by well-meaning neighbours and Jol had fallen to his knees to scream his heartbreak and rage to the heavens.


			As the sun had risen on that terrible morning, it had revealed all the villagers standing silently before the blackened ruins of the carpenter’s workshop. They stared, or bowed their heads as mourners at a graveside.


			Old Sheela moved among the older members of the community, making sympathetic noises and whispering here and there, eliciting nods of agreement.


			‘So awful. Only tragedy can come of an unsanctified union between a man and a woman. They were not married, eh?’


			‘The baker’s daughter should have been tending to the bread ovens, not stoking Jol’s own fire.’


			‘Consumed by their own sin, undone by their waywardness.’


			‘Her parents should have kept a better watch on her.’


			Rejected, horrified, feeling confusion and guilt, Lhara had fled back to the twisted forest. She entered the grotto now, tears streaking her cheeks and at a complete loss as to what to do.


			‘Sweet lord, what have I done?’ she wailed. ‘I never meant to kill her. Never!’


			And he was there, wrapping her in his strong arms, comforting her, crooning to her. ‘Lhara, remember the oft-spoken truth that all is fair in love and war. If what you have done is crime at all, it is only a crime of passion, and none are condemned for such. You did not properly know what you did. You were innocent. You were true to yourself and your heart. You were true to your love for Jol, true to him. You heard the elders pass their judgement that the fire was the price the baker’s daughter paid for her sin. It was she who erred, not you. She should never have been there. It is an important lesson to the whole village. Once Jol has remembered himself and his love for you, it will all be as if it never happened. It never happened, Lhara, it never happened.’


			She sniffed hard, and hiccuped. ‘But he cast me aside. He wants no part of me, holy Pasca!’


			‘There, there, Lhara. Do not take on so. He is not himself right now. He hates himself for what he has helped cause, and does not think himself worthy of your love. It will take him time to earn that love. Yet do not fear, for I will whisper in his ear and all too soon he will be keen to press his suit. You must be gentle with him and show him understanding, Lhara. Can you do that? For then you will be married.’


			‘Truly, lord?’ she dared hope, looking up into his eyes. ‘You will do all this for me? Oh, thank you, holy lord!’


			‘You will have children. You will be happy and fulfilled, dear Lhara. How could I treat those who worship me any differently?’


			‘Can it be true?’


			‘And in return your firstborn will be mine.’


			She shrank back from him. The blood had drained from her face. ‘No,’ she whispered.


			He loomed over her, eyebrows lowered and a self-satisfied grin upon his face. She had never seen anything so hideous in its perfection. ‘Oh yes, Lhara. You have sworn to do precisely as I ask, remember. A vow made to a god is no small matter, you know. It is as binding as your need for air and sustenance. It is as binding as your love for Jol, and his future love for you. It binds you absolutely.’


			‘Have mercy, lord, I beg you.’


			The god tutted in disappointment. ‘None of that, dear one. It would be bad faith on your part. Jol would want nothing to do with one who is so unfaithful, now would he?’


			‘I will forswear myself to you.’


			The god’s face became wicked with displeasure. ‘You must know I cannot allow that, dear Lhara. If one follower was permitted to forswear themselves, where would it ever end? Pretty soon every follower would be at it, wouldn’t they? Would you have the gods exist to serve the whims of mortals? That is against the natural order of things. At best it is utter madness, at worst the most unforgivable blasphemy. You will doom yourself, Lhara.’


			The young woman shook in terror. ‘Old Sheela will protect me!’


			The god laughed humourlessly and shifted into the guise of the wise woman. ‘We are one and the same, child.’


			‘You tricked me!’ Lhara pleaded. ‘It is all false. My vow was not a true one. I unsay it!’


			‘Come now, be reasonable, child,’ the avatar croaked. ‘I have given you all that you wanted. Be grateful that I do not ask for more than your firstborn. The child will be well looked after, far better than you could look after it yourself. It will become a demigod of sorts, in my name. You should rejoice that it is your own offspring that has been chosen. You are blessed by the god of love. And think of the consequences otherwise. Think of what would happen if people found out what you had done.’


			‘I have done nothing. It was all you!’


			Old Sheela shook her head sadly. ‘We both know that is not the case, don’t we, dear one? Imagine what would happen if Old Sheela let it slip to the elders that you had come to see her just before the fire and asked about ways of winning Jol’s heart and removing all impediment to the fulfilment of your selfish desire. Imagine what would happen were they to find the remains of the black candle among the ruins. They would know you for a witch, would they not, Lhara? What then? Jol will be lost to you. There will be no wedding. You will never have children, for I will also see to it that your womb withers inside you. The villagers will either burn you for your crimes or brand you and drive you out of the community. None will ever help you once you are marked. You will die alone and in misery.’


			‘You are evil!’ Lhara cried, hands pulling at her hair in distress.


			‘You are hardly one to accuse others of evil after what you have done, are you, dear Lhara? Mortals are only ever victims of the evil that they themselves do. How can I be evil when I only want you to be happy? Believe me, I want none of those terrible things to happen to you. I would truly be a monster if I did. No one would grieve more than I if you were to be condemned by your own kind. You see, I am compassionate. Lhara, remain faithful to me and I can offer you forgiveness, for such is within the power of the gods. Repent and all will be as it was before. Obey me as your god and your life will be blessed. Jol and happiness will both be yours. Genuine and wondrous love like you have never known. Your world will be a paradise. Never will you have known such joy and contentment. I can offer you all of this if you will just speak to others in my name and spread my holy word. You will be a high priestess of the god of love. Simply repent your crimes here to me now, Lhara. Do not be too proud. Do not hate yourself either. Simply love yourself, your life, Jol and me, for they are all the same. Will you repent?’


			Eyes wide, the trembling young woman spoke the words. ‘I-I repent, lord.’


			Her legs collapsed under her, but the god – who became Pasca the Passionate once more – caught her and held her up. His smile was infinitely kind and reassuring. ‘See now, that wasn’t so bad. Return to the village, dear one, and all will be well, you’ll see. Know that you are much loved.’


			Shaking, Lhara turned away.


			‘Oh, and Lhara?’


			‘Yes, lord?’


			‘You don’t think you should be thanking me for all that I have done for you? A god could get to feel quite unappreciated otherwise.’


			‘Th-thank you, lord.’


			‘And Lhara?’


			‘Yes, lord?’


			‘Remember to worship me regularly, won’t you?’


			‘Yes, lord.’


			‘That’s a good girl. Run along, then. Remember, I’ll be watching over you, always.’


			


			The god watched and nodded to himself as the girl fled from the grotto. Another community of followers would soon be his. ‘Alright, you can come out now, whoever or whatever you are. I knew you were there the whole time.’


			A fearsome being emerged from the back wall of the grotto and the god turned to face it. The eavesdropper was statuesque in bearing – an overly large and crenellated skull supported by a frame of spindly and stone-like limbs.


			Pasca’s expression became schooled and then shifted into the mischievous visage of Anupal, Lord of Mayhem. ‘Why, Thraal, you old sweetheart, there you are! You don’t know how I’ve missed you. Really. The sleepless nights I’ve had. I’ve been beside myself with worry about what might have happened to you, truly I have.’


			Elder Thraal became preternaturally still.


			The Peculiar winced and took a cringing step back. Through gritted teeth he said, ‘Thraal, be a dear and suppress the power of your presence, would you? Even with this helmet on, it’s quite a strain.’


			‘You have stolen a Disciple’s helmet. You are crowned by your own sin. You betrayed us, did you not, Peculiar?’


			‘Look, just reduce it a little, yes? I’m your biggest fan, you know that, but sometimes there’s just no talking to you. Ow!’


			Thraal abruptly reined in his presence. ‘Speak.’


			The Peculiar pulled himself back up and took several long moments to straighten his helmet and smooth down his robes. ‘There, that’s better. Honestly, Thraal, there is no need to be such a grump. You’re just sore that the mortals gave you a kicking and brought your fancy Great Temple crashing down upon your big heads, aren’t you? Don’t worry, I understand how disappointed you must be with how things turned out, especially after all the effort you put in. And for your information, the Disciple I borrowed this helmet from no longer had any use for it. Of course, should he, she or it require the helmet again in the future, I will not hesitate to return it. Alright?’


			‘You sought to claim the Geas for yourself rather than fulfilling your agreement with us. Do not deny it, for it was seen through the being Ba’zel.’


			‘So!’ said the Peculiar huffily. ‘I hear nothing from you for an absolute age – not a missive, or a letter, or a token of affection, or even an omen in the sky – when I’ve been frantic with concern, and then I get this! One accusation after another. Not a single How have you been, Peculiar? or You’re looking well, Peculiar. No, just harsh recrimination and talk of fulfilling agreements. Did it never occur to you that if I was trying to claim the Geas then I might have been doing it for you? Did you not stop to think that I might have wanted to gift it to you, because I knew how important it was to you? After all we’ve meant to each other, as well. How could you? Quite frankly, dearest Thraal, I’m hurt. I’m not at all pleased with you. No, I’m not.’


			‘Your words are meaningless. You seek to obfuscate, misdirect and confuse. You do this to hide the truth of your betrayal.’


			The Peculiar’s mouth hung open and his hands covered his pained heart. ‘You haven’t heard a word I’ve said to you, have you? So cruel! I see it now. I mean absolutely nothing to you, do I?’ His bottom lip quivered for a second, but then he tightened his exquisite jawline and squared his shoulders bravely. ‘Very well then, elseworlder, if that’s the way you want it, that’s the way it will be between us from now on. If you wish to speak of betrayal between us, then it is of that we shall speak. There was no betrayal on my part, for as per our agreement the boy and rock woman were brought to you at the Great Temple. In the process, the plague was ended. My end of the bargain was completed. It is you who has not delivered on your end. Where is my seventh chamber of sun-metal, eh? All was lost, including my other six chambers, when you succumbed to the mortals. By your failure, it is you who has betrayed me. I am hugely disappointed, elseworlder. In fact I am livid and demand to know when reparation will be made.’


			‘Nothing has been lost, Peculiar. The chambers remain and are easily uncovered. We did not fail in any way. The location of Haven is now revealed to us and we are closer than ever before to claiming the Geas of this realm as our own. All is as we planned and willed it. These are the final moments of the convergence. There is nothing of consequence that stands in our way.’


			The Peculiar’s eyes narrowed. ‘And did you plan and will it when Samnir the Sand Devil decapitated four of your kind in front of all humanity?’


			Elder Thraal blinked slowly. ‘It was of no consequence to us.’


			‘I still demand reparation.’


			‘As do we,’ came the smooth reply.


			Without turning his head at all, the Peculiar sprang backwards and landed lightly atop a tall stalagmite. He folded his conjured wings against his back and crouched like a gargoyle. ‘What manner of reparation? What would you have of me, elseworlder, and what do you offer in exchange?’


			‘The terms of the agreement made when we first came to this realm still stand. You will ensure that the pagan gods remain divided.’


			A shrug. ‘Shouldn’t be too difficult. In return, you will grant me the freedom to move through the world as I see fit.’


			‘As long as you do not interfere with our plans and intentions.’


			‘Perish the thought. And you will supply me with the seventh chamber.’


			Elder Thraal nodded his assent. ‘And you will give me egress, Peculiar, to the nether realm.’


			The Peculiar paused. He tilted his head. ‘Nether realm?’


			‘You thought we did not know of it? All is known to us.’


			‘Elseworlder, if such a place existed, you would not want to go there, trust me.’


			‘Trust you?’


			‘Alright, alright! But why the nether realm? Even I avoid it as far as possible. Spend more than a few moments there and it will draw all life energy from you. It is death and ending. Surely you elseworlders, ancient as you are, have more to lose by it than most. Some gates are not meant to be opened, even by beings who have travelled the cosmos! Some spells should never be cast. Some words should never be spoken. Some thoughts never thought. Some ideas never conceived. They will destroy everything.’


			‘The nether realm was used temporarily to prevent our will. We will not permit that to happen again. Now we are properly aware of the nether realm, our will becomes manifest and inevitable there. It will be ours and will be defined by us.’


			‘Well, rather you than me.’ The Peculiar shuddered. Then he pursed his lips, a glint in his eye. ‘Elseworlder, do you think I would make a good Saviour?’


			Elder Thraal was caught out by the question for an instant. ‘You are corrupted, Peculiar. Illogical and flawed. You could not be a Saviour.’


			‘What you call corrupted, illogical and flawed is what the rest of us call having fun. Learn to live a little, elseworlder. You know, let your hair down … if you had hair. Try not to be so pompous and stuffy. Laugh when someone calls you baldy or something like that.’


			‘Fun is the symptom, sickness and expression of inner conflict. If our young display this instability for too long, they are executed and returned to the Geas.’


			‘Wow. Tough crowd to please, eh? Alright, forget that. What will you offer in exchange for me taking you into the nether realm?’


			‘Lead me into the nether realm, Peculiar, and we will not consider you our enemy in the longer term. When we are done with Haven and its realm, we will leave its rule in your hands.’


			‘Let me guess. When you’re done with Haven and its realm, there’ll be precious little left to rule.’


			‘What remains will be yours.’


			The Peculiar sighed. ‘Better than nothing, I suppose. Very well, elseworlder, take my hand and I will lead you into the nether realm. Remember, it was you who wanted to go there in the first place, so no complaining that I never take you anywhere nice and that I don’t know how to show a girl a good time. And don’t go getting any ideas just because I let you hold my hand. No kissing when it’s our first time stepping out together, and I have to be home before dark.’


			‘Your words are—’


			‘Meaningless, I know, I know. You could try saying something nice sometimes, you know. Also, have you ever thought of experimenting with colour more? A pretty blue scarf worn around your head would help frame and set off your features. Perhaps even wear it over your face entirely, so that you don’t scare anyone we meet. I’ve got my reputation to think of, you know. Ow! What have I told you about suppressing the power of your presence? I’m already beginning to regret this. I just knew you’d be trouble.’


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 1:


			From the end, the beginning


			Something was wrong, very wrong. He’d woken up in his small bedchamber in his parents’ house in Godsend. Although the child in him was glad to be back, the rest of him was sure – no, certain – that he shouldn’t be there. He saw his collection of coloured stones in the niches of the wall. He reached for a red one and, touching it, felt better somehow.


			He heard movement in the kitchen and smiled despite himself. His mother Maria would be making breakfast already, boiling water for the tea and laying out bread and honey, his favourite. He quickly got out of his pallet.


			Beware.


			He froze. He could not have heard the taint speaking. The taint was gone. It no longer existed. It had surely been a fading whisper of the dream from which he’d just woken, an impossible dream about living in Haven. Nothing more.


			This is the dream, Haven the reality.


			Jillan splashed ice-cold water from a jug onto his face and washed with a flannel. It brought him fully awake and allowed him to shake off the last of the lingering dream. Shivering, he hurriedly dressed and left his bedchamber.


			‘There you are, sleepy head.’ His mother went onto tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek. ‘Why, you get taller every time I see you. To the table, Jillan, or you’ll be late for school.’


			Jillan frowned. His mother seemed smaller than he remembered. There were dark hollows around her eyes. When had she grown so old? And there was something different about the kitchen too – it was as warm and cosy as usual, but more cramped somehow.


			Jed looked up from the table and smiled at him. ‘Hurry up or there’ll be none left for you. A hunter needs to keep up his strength, you know.’


			Jillan went to his chair and sat down, gazing at his father. The man had a full beard and seemed just as bear-like as ever, but he didn’t fill the whole room in the way he once had. There was something more grizzled about him too. With a start, Jillan realised he wasn’t having to look up at his father – their eyes were level.


			‘No appetite, dear? Jed, his forehead’s warm too. Maybe he’s ill. He should stay home with me today.’ There was a mixture of maternal concern and desperate hope in her voice.


			Jed hesitated. ‘You might be right. Besides, the school’s not going anywhere, is it? It’ll still be there tomorrow. Would you like to stay home today, Jillan?’


			That wasn’t right. His father should be telling him that the fresh air would do him good, that he didn’t want to stay in this stuffy little house. That he should stretch his limbs and see his friends. That he shouldn’t mope around with his parents, who were, after all … were …


			Dead, Jillan.


			Jillan swallowed hard. Jed could no longer meet his gaze. ‘Mother, Father, I do not think I can stay here. I love you, but there are things I must go and do.’


			‘It’s too dangerous,’ Maria pleaded.


			‘Mother, Hella is out there, you know that. How can I not go to her?’


			Maria began to sob quietly, but nodded in acceptance, even attempting a smile through her tears. Jed rose and put an arm around her. ‘You’re right, lad. You should go. Your mother loves you too much, is all. She wants to protect you. But if we kept you here with us for ever more, the Empire would go unchallenged and would win. We’d never be able to forgive ourselves. So you go, lad. Go on, and make us proud.’


			‘Take something and have it on the way then,’ Maria encouraged.


			As Jillan started to help himself to a generous piece of bread and honey there was a heavy bang on the front door. They all jumped.


			You’ve already spent too long.


			‘Who is it?’ Jed demanded.


			There was a moment of silence. The hairs on the back of Jillan’s neck rose.


			‘He’s here,’ Maria whispered, and was suddenly pushing Jillan towards the other bedchamber, where there was a small shuttered window.


			Flee!


			A barely human but sickeningly familiar voice came through the door and filled the house, the speaker’s mouth apparently right against the wood. ‘Give him to me, Jedadiah, and I will not snuff out the spirit of you and your life mate.’


			‘Go!’ Jedadiah mouthed urgently.


			‘What about you and Mother?’ Jillan begged.


			‘We will hold him here while you escape out the back,’ his father said firmly.


			‘We can face him together. I’ve beaten him before!’


			Stupid.


			‘No, Jillan!’ his mother said fiercely. ‘He is far more powerful here than when you knew him. As one of the living, you can have no hope of standing against him here. Go, for this place is not meant for you. Escape and find Haven once more.’


			Jillan was bundled into the back bedchamber, and then he was squeezing through the narrow window and into the murk beyond. He fell head first to the ground, just about saving himself from serious injury but jarring nearly every bone in his body. His right wrist was agony. He shut his eyes against the pain and then fought his way up …


			


			… and came awake in the small dwelling he shared with Samnir in Haven. The wolf loomed over him. It had his right wrist in its jaws and was shaking it.


			‘Ow! Alright!’


			The wolf released Jillan’s arm and sat back on its haunches. It licked a drop of blood off the side of its muzzle and seemed to grin as it watched him with glowing orange eyes.


			Jillan cradled his wrist and lay back on his pallet for a few seconds to gather his thoughts. The dream – or nightmare – lingered at the edges of his mind. It faded, but he could not shake the deep sense of disquiet it left him with. He sat up. The wolf was gone, and now there was only a dull ache in his wrist. He struggled to separate memory and dream.


			Hear me! came a dying whisper.


			Then there was nothing. Just as there should be. Kathuula was gone. Azual had died long ago. The Great Temple had fallen. They were safe now, here in Haven. All the same he felt he should tell someone of the dream, even if it was just to have them reassure him it was nothing.


			‘Samnir!’ he called, but there was only silence from the other rooms of their simple stone dwelling. What time was it? He couldn’t tell from the dingy light in his bedchamber. And it was never too late or early for Samnir to be keeping his vigil among the upper crags of Haven, so the commander’s absence did not tell him anything either.


			He got out of his pallet, splashed water from a bowl onto his face and dressed. As usual he left his rune-inscribed leather armour where it was because it only caused people to stare and whisper when they saw him wearing it. He didn’t want to be special or different any more. He just wanted a normal happy life with Hella. Once they’d been through the wedding ceremony – he shuddered at the thought of it because Hella wanted everyone in Haven, if not beyond, to attend – they’d hopefully be left alone to get on with setting up a home, perhaps having children one day, looking after Jacob in his old age, tending a garden, preserving fruit and vegetables to see them through the winter, and doing all the other trivial things that constituted sharing their lives together and finding contentment based on fitting themselves to the rhythm of the seasons and the way time passed in the world. It wasn’t an unreasonable ambition, was it, after everything they’d been through?


			Ash would smile knowingly and shake his head whenever they shared an ale of an evening and Jillan spoke of his plans to the woodsman.


			‘Jillan, my lad, there’s about as much chance of you finding a quiet life for yourself as there is of us not having more after this first drink. One thing always leads to another, you see, surely you’ve learned that by now. Everything’s connected, isn’t it, thanks to the Geas. Take this wedding of yours—’


			‘Please, let’s not!’ Jillan would groan.


			‘You think you’re going to get away with an intimate affair among friends, do you? No chance. Hella understands everyone will want to be a part of it, partly because they all owe you something, but partly because it will help bring everyone even closer together. With the Empire gone, the People need celebratory events like this if they are to rediscover a sense of community and belonging. In a way, you owe it to them, having taken everything else away from them.’


			‘B-but—’


			Ash would laugh. ‘Yes! That means you’ll have several million people coming to the wedding. Look on the bright side – it’ll mean a lot of presents – although how you’re going to feed them all, and where they’re going to sleep, I have no idea. I’m not sure my brewery will be able to cope. It’ll be good for business, though. I’ve got Jacob bringing in as much extra ale as he can on that wagon of his every week. And you don’t think the gods will let anything this big pass without them getting in on the act, do you? I can see Wayfar wanting to conduct the ceremony himself, Gar being your usher and Sinisar being in charge of decorations and entertainment. As for Akwar, I was thinking we could put him in a bridesmaid’s dress. What do you think? It’ll be wonderful. There’ll be all sorts of squabbling and drama.’


			Jillan would try to share the joke but would find himself feeling sick. ‘I need another drink.’


			‘You see? It’s just like I said. One thing always leads to another.’


			Jillan stepped into the main room. It was empty. The fireplace was cold. The bread that Jillan had left out the night before had not been touched. Apparently Samnir had not come home at all, which was fairly unusual even for him. Jillan worried for his friend, who – although restless at the best of times – had seemed especially troubled or preoccupied of late. Jillan had tried talking to him about it on the few occasions they’d exchanged words in recent weeks, but the commander had waved all questions away. Thus far Jillan had respected Samnir’s privacy, but this latest dream – and his every instinct – told him it was probably time he forced the issue.


			Jillan took the stale bread from the table and then lifted his bow and quiver from their place by the door. During their early days in Haven there’d been little need to hunt, for curious deer and rabbit had wandered right up to them, but now the valley’s wildlife had learned to make itself scarce whenever there was a human around.


			He ducked beneath the door frame and stepped out into the early morning. He breathed deeply – the clean air usually refreshed him and put a spring in his step – then coughed for the amount of woodsmoke in the air. With new people coming to Haven all the time, and the onset of autumn introducing a chill to evenings, the number and size of the cooking fires in the valley was increasing. A sawmill of sorts had even been established to ensure there was a steady supply of wood for fires and for building shelters. Where once there had been swathes of trees upon the upper slopes of this part of the valley now there were only rows of stumps, like the crooked teeth of a giant.


			‘Something needs to be done,’ said a gruff voice.


			Jillan turned his head and saw Tebrus, head of the group of Unclean that Jillan had invited to join the people of Godsend before the town’s fall, climbing up the slope towards him. ‘Good morning to you too, Tebrus,’ Jillan replied. His stomach rumbled discontentedly, so he bit into his heel of stale bread. Between mouthfuls: ‘Let me guess, when you say something needs to be done, you mean you want me to do something about it.’


			‘Unless you want my people to take things into their own hands.’


			‘Alright, what is it?’


			‘You know the deep pool down a-ways, where my people put out their fishing lines? Some of the newly arrived Heroes have built lean-tos at the side of it and taken to washing their clothes and bathing there. I even caught one relieving himself at the edge.’


			‘Did you politely explain—’


			‘Aye, there was much polite explanation, and polite pushing and shoving, and then Bruban politely broke the head of one of the Heroes. If Hella hadn’t happened along—’


			‘Hella got involved?’


			‘Aye, she did. If Hella hadn’t happened along and used her Geas-given power to command an end to the scuffle, then who knows where things would have ended up.’


			‘But the matter’s now resolved, yes?’


			‘Nay, lad, nothing of the sort. The Heroes are still there befouling the pool. They give evil looks to all that come close. Something has to be done about them. My people came to Haven precisely to escape such men and their Empire! We fought and lost many a loved one because of those stinking Heroes—’


			‘Tebrus!’ Jillan interrupted sharply. ‘Don’t speak like that. You know full well that these Heroes were not responsible for what the Saviours forced them to do. Saying otherwise is just the sort of prejudice the Unclean have always suffered because of the Empire. You should know better!’


			Tebrus ground his teeth. ‘Not responsible?’ he said quietly. ‘They knew what they did. How is it that the commander managed to make a stand where others did not, eh? I’ll tell you how, Jillan. He is a man of conscience, that’s how. Not like these animals who are now being allowed to desecrate Haven with their filth. They are ruining everything Haven should be.’


			Jillan struggled to keep an even tone. ‘And have you spoken to Samnir about this?’


			Tebrus hesistated. He became uncomfortable. ‘I am loath to bother him with such a matter.’


			‘Tell me the truth.’


			The man frowned. ‘Do not make me say anything against the commander, lad.’


			‘I won’t take it that way, Tebrus. I need you to tell me the truth.’


			Tebrus held his eye. ‘Perhaps he is not himself, but he does not seem to care about such day-to-day matters any more. And why should he? He is a man of war, Jillan. When I have previously spoken to him about such things, he has told me to settle all as I see fit, with his backing.’


			Jillan absorbed this. ‘And Captain Gallen?’


			‘He is a Hero, Jillan. He looks after his men. Don’t get me wrong, he is an honourable man, it’s just that … it’s just …’


			Jillan sighed. ‘Alright, Tebrus. I’ll see what I can do.’


			He half wished he’d stayed in his pallet, nightmares or not. Waving goodbye to Tebrus, he headed down towards the valley floor, where the main community of five hundred or so souls had settled around a lakelet. Hella lived with her father Jacob in several rooms off the back of a newly built warehouse, not far from the central Gathering Place. A good number of families had their homes arranged nearby, including a weaver, a farrier, some fisherfolk, planters and hunters, a metalworker, a stone mason, a carpenter, a wheelwright and a physicker. Further along the edge of the lakelet was a noisome tanner and candlemaker. Ash ran an inn in a sleepy hollow on the other side of the water, and just on from there was a makeshift barracks for the few remaining Heroes of Godsend and the several hundred Heroes who had elected to join them directly after the fall of the Great Temple. A punishment chamber had recently been constructed, at Samnir’s insistence, and Duras the mason and Halson the carpenter had just started to put up a small school for Haven’s dozen or so children.


			Looking down upon their community now, Jillan felt a sense of satisfaction. This was the place Godsend had never managed to be. Here there were no battlements to confine the inhabitants. There were no bullying elders telling the People how they must live. There was no cruel Minister giving dire warnings, spreading fear and demanding the constant confession of the People’s sins. There was no Saint to censor thought. This was how things were meant to be.


			‘Jillan! Down here!’ called Captain Gallen from beneath the wooden roof that permitted meetings in the Gathering Place no matter the weather.


			Jillan joined the soldier, who was paring an apple with a knife, and accepted the offer of a slice of fruit. ‘Thank you.’


			‘You’re welcome,’ replied the captain with uncharacteristic cheeriness. His hair was unkempt and he hadn’t yet shaven. ‘I was out stretching my legs while it was still relatively quiet. I was half hoping to catch you too.’


			‘Really?’


			‘Yes. About Ash.’


			‘Ash?’ Jillan repeated guardedly. ‘What’s he been up to now?’


			‘Well, given he’s been in the punishment chamber for the last two days and nights, he hasn’t been able to get up to anything at all. Surely you knew?’


			‘What happened, or shouldn’t I ask?’


			‘Oh, it wasn’t anything too bad. There was a bit of a to-do in the inn when one of my men raised a toast to the gods, harmless like, you know, just a turn of phrase. Ash took exception, apparently, saying the gods had never done anything for him and that he wouldn’t have anyone drinking their health in his place, unless they wanted to be thrown out. It was his right, of course, being the owner of the place and all. And he has that kindly giant of his, Dor, to knock sense into people when they’re not understanding things properly. Anyway, one thing leads to another, there are accusations of blasphemy, the Unclean side with Ash and start yelling that my Heroes think they own the place, that they want to build the Empire all over again, and so forth. Some pushing and shoving starts –’


			Jillan covered his face with his hands.


			‘– and the commander is suddenly wading in among them and laying Ash out cold. Didn’t think anyone could lay a finger on Ash, what with his sense of timing and all, but there you are. Everyone backs off, including Dor, for there’s nothing more terrifying than the commander when he’s decided on things. The commander picks Ash up by the scruff of his neck and carries him like that all the way to the punishment chamber. Locks him inside.’


			‘So where’s the problem?’


			Captain Gallen pulled a face and took a breath through his teeth. ‘Well, it’s tricky, you see. Ash has been screaming blue bloody murder that the commander has no right to come onto his premises and attack him like that, let alone imprison him. We have no idea how long the commander intends to keep Ash locked up either, but the longer he does the more people are going to side with Ash, especially now he’s sobered up. Some are getting restless about the inn being closed, and my men are pressing me about their regular ration of grog. I’ve confined a few of the wilder ones to barracks, but they feel aggrieved, seeing as how little of the altercation in the inn was down to them.’


			‘And there’s still this problem of the ongoing tension between Tebrus’s people and your men, Captain. What of that? There are Heroes camping by the deep pool. Why are they not in barracks?’


			The captain nodded tiredly. ‘Yes, I heard about it. The barracks are full and they had to find shelter as best they could. Don’t worry, I’m having new accommodation built as we speak. These newcomers are hard to deal with at first. Most have left General Thormodius’s army, but a number are from even further afield.’


			‘They are deserters?’


			‘It’s not entirely clear. Some, perhaps. Others say they have been given permission to leave. Most readily accept my commands, but a number are more … recalcitrant. I know, I know, it’s messy, but I’m getting it under control. Beyond that, the trouble lies with the Unclean. Nothing we say or do will ever help them to like us.’


			‘Can you blame them? Especially when you still call them Unclean?’


			The captain considered for a moment. ‘I suppose not. Yet who is to say they have any more right to be here than us Heroes, some of whom also fought on behalf of Godsend, need I remind you?’


			‘No, you don’t need to remind me. Alright, you make sure you’ve got these newcomers in hand and I’ll talk to Tebrus about avoiding further antagonism.’


			‘And could you … well … er?’


			‘What?’


			The captain was slightly shamefaced. ‘Ask the commander about releasing Ash?’


			‘What? You’re joking!’


			‘Jillan, he’s more likely to listen to you. If I raise it, I’ll effectively be questioning his orders. I’ll be lucky if my jaw’s left in enough pieces to ever ask him another question again.’


			‘He’s not that bad!’ Is he?


			The captain scrubbed a hand over his face. ‘No, you’re probably right. I just haven’t been able to get through to him lately. It’s like I don’t know him any more.’


			‘Perhaps you don’t. Perhaps none of us do.’


			‘Will you try, though?’


			‘Of course. But first I have to see Hella. Otherwise she’ll think I’m neglecting her, and that’s the last thing I need.’


			The captain smiled sympathetically. ‘You’re a lucky man, Jillan my friend.’


			‘So Hella keeps telling me.’


			The soldier laughed and waved Jillan away. ‘You deserve each other! Go with the gods, my friend.’


			Jillan ran down through the community to Jacob’s house. Hella was already waiting for him on the doorstep, arms folded in mock anger and her foot tapping impatiently. ‘Oh, so there you are. I was beginning to think you were going to leave me to organise this wedding all on my own.’


			‘I overslept, dreaming of you!’ he replied quickly, running up to her and half going to a beseeching knee.


			‘Get up and apologise properly,’ she said, yanking him up and kissing him deeply. ‘That’s better!’ she murmured. ‘Did you really dream about me?’ He whispered in her ear and she blushed fiercely. She slapped his chest. ‘I don’t think that’s even possible … is it?’


			‘It’ll be fun finding out.’


			‘Once we’re married, Jillan – if we’re ever married, that is.’


			His smiled slipped. ‘What do you mean?’


			‘We haven’t even begun to decorate the inn for the celebration. My father’s finally managed to get material to dress the place, but Samnir’s gone and locked Ash up. You’ll have to sort it out, because I just don’t have time. And it’s men being stupid and fighting all the time!’


			‘I know.’


			‘No, I don’t think you do! You seem to be avoiding anything to do with this wedding. You’re hardly involved. I can never find you. You’re always off hunting, dreaming or commu-u-u-ning with nature, or whatever it is you do when you disappear!’ She stopped, worried she had spoken too harshly. She looked into his eyes with silent appeal, needing him to understand. ‘Jillan, can’t you see there won’t even be a wedding feast at this rate? Every time father brings in a new wagonload of supplies, most of it gets taken by Captain Gallen and his men.’


			‘What? Surely they can hunt for their own food.’


			She tilted her head and said quietly, ‘You really don’t know what is going on, do you? The captain says his men are too busy training, helping with the heavy building work and going out on patrol. Heroes have always been fed by the communities they protect. It’s like a tax.’


			‘But we don’t need protecting.’


			‘Jillan! Try not to be so dense. My father needs a lot of Heroes as guards when he goes out to trade on behalf of Haven. The desert isn’t safe, you know that, with its tribes, giants and who knows what else. And if he ever ventures beyond the desert, there are thieves and bandits. If we stop feeding the captain’s men, there will be no more guards and then there will be no trading at all. It’ll all fall apart.’ There were tears in her eyes now.


			He felt helpless. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll get married one way or another, I promise.’


			‘Don’t tell me not to worry! Do something! Why won’t you do some­thing? It’s like you don’t even care. Don’t you want to marry me?’


			‘How can you say that? Of course I do! It’ll be alright.’


			He reached for her, but she pushed him away, tears running freely down her cheeks now. ‘Jillan, look around you! It’s autumn already … We were meant to be married at the end of summer. And I will not marry you in winter, when it’s raining and the mud will ruin everyone’s best clothes. If we don’t get married soon, then … then …’


			‘No, don’t say it. Hella, I’ll make it alright. Trust me.’


			‘There are more Heroes arriving here every day. We haven’t got room or food for them!’


			He wanted to argue that they couldn’t very well turn people away, that they couldn’t send them back into the desert to die. But he dared not. ‘I’ll talk to Samnir and we’ll work something out.’


			‘Promise?’


			‘Dearest Hella, together you and I have brought down an empire. We’ve seen the blessed Saviours themselves killed in the Great Temple. There are gods that are in our debt. If the heavens and the entire world must be moved so that we can be married, then move them I shall. If all of creation must wait until we have exchanged our vows to each other then, believe me, I will make it wait. Nothing can stop us from being married. If I must command winter and Akwar to hold off on the rain and snow – so that your dress is not ruined – then so be it.’


			She gave him a small smile. ‘That’s very romantic.’


			‘With all that we have done, surely getting married is not an impossible challenge for us?’


			She sniffed and moved into his arms so that he could hold her. ‘It’ll be alright, won’t it?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘I’ll see you tonight? You’ll come to dinner as usual?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘You can bring Samnir if you like.’


			‘… I’ll ask him. I’ll talk to him about Ash and the new arrivals too.’


			Hella reluctantly disentangled herself from his arms, kissing him on the cheek as she did so. ‘You go, then. I need to open the shop, or the people will be complaining to Father about me. The carpenter’s wife likes to bend the ear of anyone who will listen.’


			‘Can’t you – you know – command her not to gossip?’


			Hella’s brow creased. ‘Jillan, if I started commanding people about what they can and cannot say, or think, then I’d be no better than a Saint. You know I don’t want this power I have. You shouldn’t …’


			He put his hands up. ‘It was just a joke – a bad one. I didn’t mean anything by it. I didn’t want to make you mad.’


			‘You shouldn’t joke about such things.’


			‘I’m sorry.’


			She sighed. ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m being over-sensitive.’


			‘You’re worried, that’s all. It’s okay.’


			She gave him a sad little smile, said ‘I’ll see you later then,’ and turned and went back into the house. Everything would be fine.


			Something is wrong.


			The Heroes and the Unclean would find a way to get along. There’d be no more trouble at the inn. Ash would be contrite and Samnir would set him free. Samnir would talk to General Thormodius and a limit on the numbers coming to Haven would be organised.


			You should never have brought the People here.


			The wedding would go ahead and he’d finally be able to spend his life with the woman he loved. Hella would be happy and Haven would thrive. He refused to listen to anything else.


			Lost in a reverie, he was upon Ash’s inn before he realised it. All was dark inside and the building appeared locked up tight. He left it behind him and marched on to the barracks that housed Captain Gallen’s men. Whereas in the summer the accommodation had seemed functional but almost homely, now it looked badly used and slightly squalid. Damp had risen from the ground and got into the wooden planks of the quickly erected sheds. The walls were warped, buckled and sagging. Roofs were no longer level. The ground had been churned to mud, allowing water to collect in puddles and then to become stagnant and blurred with insects. There was a bad smell in the air from the latrines, and a brown cloud spread into the water where the barracks squatted next to the lakelet.


			Jillan was grateful to turn away from the sight and disappear down the stone stairs to the underground punishment chamber. Yet the welcome awaiting him there was hardly any more pleasant.


			‘Where the hell have you been? Some friend you are!’


			‘They only just told me you were here. Ash, are you well?’


			Jillan took a small lit lamp out of its niche in the wall and carried it over to the wall-to-floor bars and metal gate. A crazed face loomed out of the dark. ‘What does it look like to you?’


			Jillan gasped and took an involuntary step backwards. ‘What happened to your face? I hardly recognise you.’


			‘That maniac Samnir attacked me in my own home, that’s what. Almost blinded me in my left eye. He’s the one who should be in here, not me!’ The woodsman rattled the gate angrily. ‘Get me out of here.’


			‘I-I haven’t got the key.’


			‘Well go and get it.’


			Jillan took a steadying breath and stepped towards the bars once more. Weak though the light from the lamp was, Ash retreated from it. ‘I doubt it’s going to be as simple as that. What did you do this time? You’d been drinking, right?’


			‘I may have had one. What of it? He assaulted me!’


			‘As you are so fond of telling me, Ash, one thing always leads to another. You must have had a fair few if even your famed sense of timing was too confused to save you.’


			‘I don’t have to justify myself to you!’


			Jillan was silent for a second. ‘Do you even remember what happened?’


			The voice that came out of the dark was suddenly more reasonable. ‘Jillan, my friend, I haven’t eaten for two days, nor has my slops bucket been emptied. It’s so cold I haven’t been able to sleep. I am probably still suffering shock. And no one has sent for the physicker to be sure that I don’t lose my eye. How could I hope to have any sort of reliable memory after all that? I’m not even sure what day of the week it is. Beyond all that, though, by what right am I kept here? I came to Haven hoping to be free of unfair punishment and cruelty. I’d hoped to escape the senseless rules and laws of self-important men. Instead, I find I am persecuted here far more than I ever was under the Empire. I almost wish things were back as they were, for at least there was some order under the Empire.’


			Jillan couldn’t keep the shock from his voice. ‘You can’t mean that.’


			‘Can’t I? Everyone knows I shouldn’t be in here, but they’re too scared of lord high and mighty to say anything. Where is he, anyway? He’s sitting up there somewhere, with his head in the clouds, isn’t he? Looking down on us and judging us all. Who is he to judge us? Who is he to judge anyone? He was known as the Sand Devil when he fought out here for the Empire, did you know that?’


			‘I’ve heard the stories,’ Jillan said quietly.


			‘He was a killer. A monster. And now he gets to play holier-than-thou worse than the Saints ever did.’


			‘I’m going to talk to him, but –’


			‘No. Don’t say anything on my account, Jillan, friend though I know you are. If you get on the wrong side of him, you’ll be the next one to end up in here. I wouldn’t want to see that happen to you. Hella would never forgive me, eh?’


			‘– but it would help if you were inclined to apologise.’


			Aghast. ‘You’re kidding.’


			‘Not really.’


			‘I won’t give him the satisfaction.’


			‘Ash, Samnir may have been a bit heavy-handed, but it sounds like he prevented a fight from starting. Surely you’re aware of the tension between Tebrus’s people and the Heroes. Your inn is where they inevit­ably rub up against each other.’


			‘And Samnir attacking me like that sets a good example to them, does it? I don’t think so. It’s out-and-out hypocrisy. Jillan, I know you want to be everyone’s friend all of the time, but sometimes it just isn’t possible. The test of a real man is making the tough decisions. You shouldn’t be trying to side with Samnir on this one. Everyone knows he was out of order.’


			They are imperfect beings. Their corrupt nature is already seeing them destroy themselves. There can be no saving them.


			Jillan felt dizzy. He leaned against the wall and massaged his temples. The voice had not belonged to the taint. Was he going mad? It had almost sounded like Ba’zel, yet it had not been him.


			There was the sound of a foot on the stairs. Nausea overtook him as he was assailed by the memory of Saint Azual finding him in a punishment chamber just like this one in Saviours’ Paradise.


			He is coming for you, warned the taint.


			In a panic Jillan reached for the magic which he’d sacrificed in the confrontation at the Great Temple. There was the briefest flicker and then only emptiness.


			‘Jillan, are you alright? You look ill.’


			Then the newcomer was upon him. A broken-nosed Hero carrying a plate and a cup. A nervous explanation: ‘Come to bring the prisoner his breakfast. And a tot of rum to wash it down with, just as you requested, Mister Ash.’


			Jillan looked to Ash in confusion. ‘You said they weren’t feeding you.’


			‘Not as I’d like, no.’


			‘Why are you doing this? Why lie to me?’


			‘How else am I going to impress the wrongness of my imprisonment upon you?’


			The emptiness was dragging Jillan down, just as the blackness of Kathuula had drowned him in the shrine in the nether realm. He had to get out. His limbs were heavy and wouldn’t obey him properly. He pushed past the Hero and staggered up the stairs, almost tripping. He reached the air outside, went to his knees and dry-heaved the apple and bread he’d eaten just that morning.


			‘Nice to see you too!’ Ash called after him. ‘Check on Dor for me at the inn. He’ll forget to eat properly if he’s not told. Say hi to Hella.’


			With a trembling hand, Jillan wiped his mouth. What was wrong with him? He was acting like a young child afraid of the dark. Yet the sense of claustrophobia down in the chamber had felt so real. Escaping had been like climbing up out of his own grave.


			‘I need to see Samnir. Get a grip on yourself. You haven’t woken up properly is all. Everything’s fine. Come on, get up.’


			The sound of his own voice somehow reassured him and he got to his feet unsteadily. As embarrassed as he was rattled, he moved away as quickly as his wobbly legs would allow. He made it to the sleepy hollow occupied by the inn, went to the veranda and gratefully sank down to collect himself. He slowly got his breathing under control. His head was a muddle. Was this how the Peculiar used to feel? Jillan imagined himself with a sword of sun-metal wrapped tightly around his head. It clamped down on his thoughts and stopped others from getting in. It seemed to work. Haven was the reality, not dreams of his parents’ house or the visions down in the punishment chamber.


			‘Who’s there?’ boomed a voice from inside the inn. ‘I can smell you. Jillan, yes? Do not try and take Ash’s things. I will not let you. Go away, or I will be forced to squeeze you.’


			‘Dor,’ Jillan croaked painfully. He cleared his throat and tried again. ‘Ash sent me. He asked me to check you’re eating properly.’


			‘I am not stupid. Ash has warned me not to listen to others. You will bring Ash here. I do not want you here without Ash. I will squeeze you if you do not go away.’


			‘Do you have enough food, Dor? Are you hungry?’


			Dor’s voice became suspicious. ‘You are trying to find out how much food I have. You want to trick me and take from me. GO AWAY!’


			There was proper rage in the giant’s voice. Jillan pulled himself back up and prudently moved away. He had seen Dor squeeze people before. It had been a horrible sight. The giant’s massive grip had tightened remorselessly on an unfortunate Hero who had thought to protest at the price Ash was charging for drinks. The man’s collarbone had been crushed, and worse would have undoubtedly followed if Ash had not ordered Dor to stop. Dead customers were bad for business, the woodsman had patiently explained. As it was, no one had complained since, even when Ash had all but doubled the prices the following day.


			Jillan reflected that Samnir might have been fortunate that his first punch had knocked Ash cold, as it had probably meant the woodsman had been unable to answer any dull question from Dor as to whether Ash needed any help. If Dor and Samnir had got into some sort of struggle, the inn probably wouldn’t have been left standing. Would Samnir even be allowed into the inn in the future? What would that mean for the wedding? Jillan could not imagine getting married without the old soldier there. Would they have to change the venue for the celebration? Hella wouldn’t be at all happy about that.


			With new doubts and fears nagging at him, he started the long climb up out of the valley. It was a more difficult ascent than usual, for he was taking a different route from his normal one. Yet the physical exertion, and the need to concentrate on the immediate task at hand, did him some good. The further behind he left the community, the more his troubles seemed to recede. By the time he reached the upper slopes and the cleaner air he was panting and perspiring, but stronger in spirit and body than he had been for some while. He paused to catch his breath and looked down on the stirring community. Inevitably, he could enjoy a different perspective on things from up here. Then he was entering cloud level and the moisture in the air gently cooled his brow. He could see why Samnir liked it up here.


			After a minute or so, he found the path up to the crag from which his friend liked to keep a watch. He followed the way up, came through the clouds and emerged into the overly bright world of the desert sun.


			Squinting now, he scaled more steps. He was reminded of taking the stairs – what seemed a lifetime ago – to the top of the southern wall of Godsend to see the lone Hero who was stationed there in all weathers. The Hero would tell the boy wonderful and terrifying tales of the world beyond their small town, before the boy would have to run all the way to school to face the hateful Minister or risk being late and incurring the school teacher’s wrath. The time with the Hero had always been a refuge of sorts from the day-to-day life of the community.


			He smiled now as he clambered up to Samnir. ‘Anything moving?’


			Samnir continued to scan the desert, apparently already having heard and recognised Jillan’s approach. After a second or two the commander replied gruffly, ‘Thought I saw one of those large sand dunes move to the left earlier.’


			‘It did not!’


			Scowling, Samnir turned his grey eyes towards Jillan. ‘Know much about sand dunes, do you? Didn’t think so. And who are you to challenge your elders and betters, eh?’


			Jillan’s smiled broadened. ‘The creases in the corners of your eyes still deepen when you’re not being serious. You can’t hide it.’


			‘Damn this traitorous face of mine!’ Samnir sighed. ‘It knows me too well. It’s no doubt why I never beat Captain Gallen at cards.’


			Jillan looked out across the desert. There was a broken jumble of pink and orange rock ahead of them and all the way to the distant horizon, while there were drifting sands to the far left and right. There was a heat shimmer in the air, but no other sign of movement. ‘Barren.’


			‘Yes and no.’


			‘Really?’


			‘A crow came out of the blue sky yesterday.’


			‘How is that possible?’


			‘It was clearly in distress, its flight was so erratic. It all but fell through the clouds and down into Haven. Dropped like a stone. Can’t have survived.’


			‘What would it be doing out here?’


			‘An interesting question, one I have given some thought, but nothing obvious has occurred. And beyond the crow, there are scorpions, sand snakes and all manner of scurrying, burrowing and slithering things out there. There are desert giants, and no doubt rock creatures. The desert tribes too. And do not forget the lord of this land, Sinisar himself, King of the Court of Light. There are many beings and lieutenants at his command. So, you see, the last thing this place is is barren. Yet it has the appearance of being barren. It is almost a disguise. Much is hidden here. Much lurks just beyond what we see. And is that any surprise, when this land is ruled by the god of the light by which we see? If he wishes us blind, then blind we are. If he wishes us to see a mirage or some heated vision, then that is what we see. If he wishes us to wander without direction until we die of thirst, passing all unknowing on many an occasion within feet of a source of water, then it is a small matter for him to maze both eye and mind. I would wish this place were barren, for I fear it is far more dangerous than that.’


			‘You sound like you do not like it here.’


			Samnir gave Jillan a grim little smile. ‘Perhaps I do not like it anywhere, Jillan. I see the world through a soldier’s eyes. When I look at Haven, I see a valley that is impossible to defend, a valley surrounded by more than human threats and enemies. How could I ever like it here?’


			Jillan frowned. ‘But Samnir, we’ve won. There are no enemies about to attack us. We don’t need to worry about building defences any more.’


			The soldier gave him an exasperated look. ‘Do you really believe that?’


			Jillan looked away, unsure how to answer.


			‘Are you like the rest then? You think I’m deluded and paranoid?’


			‘It’s not like that.’


			‘Really? I was wondering how long it would take them to send you to me. How long it would be before they decided someone needed to help me see reason. Because the way I see it, it’s the rest of you that are deluded.’


			Now Jillan met his gaze without flinching. ‘I told you, it’s not like that. I’m not accusing you of anything, although that’s what you seem to want.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Why must you fight everyone and everything all the time? I’m your friend.’


			Fury flashed in Samnir’s eye and his jaw tightened. For the briefest moment Jillan thought the man wanted to kill him, but then it was past. ‘You ask me why? It’s what I am. It’s what I have always been. It is the nature of our bloody existence.’


			Wide-eyed, Jillan shook his head and took a careful step back, suddenly very aware of the drop to either side of him. ‘It doesn’t have to be, Samnir.’


			‘Don’t be a fool, Jillan. You’ve seen them down there. The constant squabbling and grabbing of resources. It’s only a matter of time before they start fighting each other, before someone is accidentally killed. They’re all looking out for themselves, and the devil take the hindmost. You’ll never change them.’


			‘No!’ Jillan breathed, but feared his friend was right.


			‘More and more of them are pouring in to grab their share. Word has spread that you’ve discovered paradise, and they’re all coming to claim it for themselves.’


			‘No. General Thormodius will stop it.’


			Samnir threw back his head and laughed dreadfully. Tears were in his eyes. ‘And there you have it. The way of the soldier. Fighting, walls and armies. Do you see it now? And you ask me why!’


			Jillan turned and fled, in his haste coming perilously close to the edge.


			‘Jillan, come back!’


			He didn’t want to hear the words. He didn’t want to be told things were even worse now than they had been under the Empire.


			You know it’s true. Will you at least listen to me now?


			The guilt was too much. They were in Haven, home of the Geas. The People had their freedom at last.


			You should never have brought them here. You should never have tried to find Haven in the first place. Now the elseworlders know where it is. They’re coming for it. He’s coming for you.


			Everything would be fine. He’d promised Hella. The Saviours were gone. Saint Azual was dead. The gods would protect them.


			Well, there’s a first time for everything.


			‘Be quiet, damn you!’ He hardly saw where he was going as he slithered down the steps and slope, didn’t care any more.


			Oh, you’re talking to me now. That’s some sort of progress, I guess.


			‘I destroyed you. You don’t exist. You can never be trusted. You used me. You tried to kill us all.’


			The taint sighed. We used each other, Jillan, you know that. It is the way of things, is it not? You use Hella for comfort, and she uses you for the same. Such usage is often called love by the People, is it not?


			 ‘You are the Chaos. Kathuula. The Dark Geas. The exact opposite of love.’


			Perhaps. I am a part of you, though. I am the fierceness you see in Samnir’s eye, that which keeps you all safe. I am the magic you wield to keep your enemies at bay.


			Jillan stumbled into the desert and ran with slipping steps through the sand, no idea where he was heading. ‘I don’t want this magic!’


			Come, do not be so disingenuous. You wanted it plenty when you had to face Saint Azual, Anupal, that idiot Akwar and Saint Praxis. It has saved you on countless occasions. In fact, your entire reason for coming to Haven that first time was to secure greater magic for yourself so that you could fight the elseworlders, was it not? You cannot deny it. This is all of your own making. It’s a bit rich, not to mention ungrateful, to say you now do not want it.


			‘I don’t want it any more! Why can’t you just leave me alone?’


			


			‘Damn that boy!’ Samnir growled to himself. He shouldn’t have been so hard on him. It wasn’t fair to take his frustrations out on Jillan. Yet he’d become more and more restless of late, and he was finding it harder to control his temper. Ash was lucky not to have suffered worse than a black eye.


			What was wrong with him? Were they right? Was he really deluded? Did he see enemies where there weren’t any? Did he need to have enemies and something to fight? After all, what use was an old soldier without enemies? None. He was just a tired old man who should sit quietly in the corner of the inn nursing an ale, only speaking when a youngster needed a story.


			Was that it, then? Was he fighting against old age? Against himself  ? If he was fighting himself, he would only end up destroying himself … and perhaps those around him. Not for the first time, he wondered if he should leave Haven. They didn’t need him here.


			He watched Jillan disappearing into the desert. Should he go after him? No need. Jillan was more than capable of looking after himself. He wasn’t a boy any more, after all. Jillan was a man now, soon to marry the woman he loved and set up home for himself. And the young couple wouldn’t want Samnir hanging around, always in the way.


			There was nothing for him in Haven. He should leave. But where would he go? He’d pretty much seen the world, and it was much of a muchness. He could go and hunt the gangs of thieves troubling the roads of the various regions, but once he’d disposed of all of them, what then? Perhaps he should go and climb a few mountains and see Torpeth. The holy man might give him some advice, although there was as much chance that the pagan would dance like a loon in answer to his questions and offer him a handful of pine nuts.


			By all rights he should be asking the gods for their wisdom rather than a dirty naked holy man. Yet he could not bring himself to pray to the fickle gods of humanity. He did not trust them, blasphemous though the thought was. He had something of the devil in him, then. It must be why he was forever restless. The Sand Devil in him would not let him rest or know peace.


			It was the Sand Devil that whispered to him that there were enemies out there, waiting for him to drop his guard. They watched Haven with an envious hatred. They lurked just beyond the ridges of the sand dunes, they crouched in the shadows of rocks, they tunnelled below them, they crept about in the corner of his vision.


			It was only because of the Sand Devil that he had not already left Haven. It had told him something was coming. He felt it in the air, as if everything was stretched tight, as if everything buzzed and sang with it. He felt the pressure of it at his temples, like a niggling and constant headache. It was why he was so irritable and aggressive, even with his friends. His nerves and instincts screamed at him to do something. His fist tightened around the hilt of his sword until the knuckles cracked.


			Something was coming for them. Something evil and terrible. He felt it in his gut, as if he’d been kicked or made to eat hot coals. There was a malevolence out there. Feeling sick, he realised he should not have let Jillan go into the desert on his own. Was it too late to follow him? There was no sign of him now.


			He scanned the desert intently. There was something coming. Eyes locked with his own. The breath caught in his chest. He could not pull his gaze away and the distance between them suddenly became foreshortened. Pull away! She was right up to him now, the brightness of her blues eyes mesmerising in her dark and ravaged face. Her breath shared his own. She touched him, her body offering to share itself. Her thoughts began to join with his own. He would not have to be alone any more.


			‘My beloved Samnir! At last I have found you.’ She smiled. ‘You have watched the desert so intently, as if to bring me here by desire alone. How you must have yearned for me!’


			He shook his head. No! ‘I-I do not know you,’ he heard himself saying thickly.


			‘Please do not send me away. I give myself to you and ask nothing in return. I will not even ask you to love me as you once did. I only ask that you allow me to remain. Will you take me in?’


			‘Why?’ he struggled.


			‘It is too much to bear otherwise. Surely it is enough that we now have each other?’ Her cracked lips touched his own. ‘Take me in, I beg you.’


			He’d been looking for something … for someone … in the desert. What had it been?


			‘You have found it, my gentle Hero. That for which you have always searched. That of which you have always dreamed. It is yours, if you will but take it. Will you take me in?’


			Her thoughts shared his own. His eyelids drooped. She offered him comfort and companionship. She offered him rest. Rest at last. ‘I will take you in, my beloved Izat.’
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