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The Path of the Hawk


Ballas swung an uppercut into the first guard’s jaw, clashing his teeth together. A second guard swept a knife at Ballas’s face, but the Hawk seized his wrist and twisted and pulled, flinging the guard over the balustrade. Then something cracked against the back of his skull. Sparks blossomed in the Hawk’s vision, drifting and glittering. Stumbling, Ballas turned as a cudgel swept forward and cracked his eyebrow. Roaring, Ballas grabbed the guard’s tunic and, shifting his weight, brought his boot down on the man’s knee. The joint broke loose, detaching with a muted pop, and the guard fell, yowling. A fourth guard remained, clutching a short-sword. He looked very frightened, very confused. He had entered the bed-chamber with three companions, spurred on by a hunger for glory. Now, he was alone.
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PART ONE




PROLOGUE


The crows are to blame.


Thronging the cluster-reeds, flapping and cawing, they are frightening the fish. The silver trout are hiding somewhere under the surface, maybe tucked in the gloom of the overhanging riverbank, perhaps cloistered in the weeds sprouting from the riverbed.


Wherever they are, they refuse to show themselves. The boy has tried various types of bait, from maggots to sweetcorn, and still they lie low, fearful of the dark birds.


Yes; the crows are spoiling everything.


Laying the rod on the grass, the boy troops along the riverbank.


It is a hot day, the sun warm on his bare shoulders, the sky clear. The previous night, he had dreamt of a day such as this. Standing on the riverbank, he had fished the river, catching trout after trout. In fact, he fished as no man had fished before: each time he cast off, a trout had snapped up the bait as soon as the hook was on the water. No pause, no delay. Just cast, snap and a slow reeling in. It had happened again and again, until his catch lay in a waist-high heap, scales gleaming pink-silver.


Of course, dreams are not prophecies, but theatre stages on which a fellow’s wishes and fears are enacted. But he likes to think they contained a grain of truth, a hint of premonition.


So it was that, when he woke and went to breakfast, he said to his mother, ‘How many trout do you want for supper?’


‘You are going to the river? Take care, then,’ she had said.


‘But how many? One, two, half a dozen?’


She pretended to think. ‘One will be enough.’


‘I will get two,’ he said. ‘There is no reason we should starve.’


At this rate, he will not catch anything. Except sunburn. Striding toward the cluster-reeds, fifty paces away, he waves his arms and shouts.


‘Aiy, you lot – get lost! Go on, back to your nests, you toe-rags!’


The crows are unperturbed. He is not surprised: they are stubborn creatures, difficult to frighten. Few things alarm them – certainly not his cries and gestures, nor the grinning scarecrows in Farmer Heatle’s wheatfields, nor the local customs of sprinkling crowblood and powdered cats’ bones into the soil where crops grow.


Drawing closer, he spots a cloud of flies hovering over the reeds.


Small wonder the crows have not fled. Something dead is trapped amongst the thin stalks. A drowned dog, perhaps. Or a sheep drifted down from Bulkin’s Weir. It hardly matters. As long as the dead thing remains, the crows will not go away. Whatever it is, the boy will have to move it. An unpleasant task, no doubt. Most likely, the thing will be rotten, maggoty and foul-smelling enough to make a rat vomit. It might well fall to pieces in his hands, too. But that is of no odds. If need be, he will cleanse himself in the river.


Ten paces away, he spots a patch of colour in the reeds. A flash of scarlet. The colour of death, of mutilation. Then something flashes gold, catching the sunlight.


Intrigued, the boy picks up his pace. Five yards away, and the crows bundle off, settling on the ground a little further downstream.


The boy halts at the reeds. Looks down.


It is a man. Or rather, a man’s corpse, trapped where the reeds sink into the water.


The boy has seen only one dead body before. His grandmother’s, lodged snugly in an open casket on her burial day, preened and powdered, radiating tranquil acceptance. The fellow in the reeds is in his seventh decade, his grandmother’s age, more or less – but there the similarities end. He does not appear contented. He looks as though he would scream, were it possible. Decaying, his flesh slithers off his skull in greasy clods whilst that which remains bears traces of monstrous ill-treatment. His nose has been sliced off, as have his lips. His teeth are shattered and his tongue, lolling from his mouth, has been halved lengthwise to resemble a serpent’s. Embedded in his eyeballs, there are darning needles, glittering; all that remains of his sheared-off ears are gill-like furrows.


The corpse wears scarlet robes. This is important, thinks the boy. Important, too, is the pendant around his neck, a gold triangle on a fine-linked chain. Both garb and adornment signify something, although he cannot say what.


Something stirs in the corpse’s mouth. Something sleek, trembling in the darkness.


A bubble rises, popping on the surface. Then a trout slithers out, slopping over the man’s cheekbone and plunging into the water.


The boy yells and this time, the crows skirl away, shrieking toward the wheatfields.


By noon, the riverbank teems with Papal Wardens. The law-keepers are impressive in their black tunics and helms, and their sheathed swords give the boy a tiny buzz of excitement. They are important men, engaged in important business. Stitched on their tunics are elongated red triangles, similar to the corpse’s pendant. The boy’s father has explained what the insignia represents and the boy understands that the corpse is not that of any old man, but one of the most powerful individuals in Druine.


‘Aye, he vanished a month ago. Snatched off Grimlarren Moor, his guards slain. Gone without a trace,’ says a Warden, his grizzled face thoughtful. ‘No ransom was issued, so we wondered why he had been taken. I suppose we have our answer now.’


Hands on hips, the boy’s father stands close to the Warden. ‘Blessed Master Helligraine,’ he murmurs, shaking his head. ‘Is that it, then? He was kidnapped purely to what – suffer?’


‘To be punished,’ confirms the Warden. ‘There are many heathens in Druine, deluded souls who do not tread the true path. Mercifully, they hold no sway – all they can do is lash out like idiots, making stupid gestures like this.’ He pats the side of a cart. The Master’s corpse lies on the back, hidden under a tarpaulin. Its journey from the river was not uneventful: rotten from flesh to bone-marrow, it had shed a hand, and a foot, and entrails had leaked from its belly, slopping onto the grass. ‘It was revenge, born of frustration. You ever seen a hen-pecked man kick his dog, for he dares not square up to his wife? This is the same thing, more or less.’


‘They say Helligraine was a good man.’


‘One of the finest to ever walk the corridors of the Sacros,’ says the Warden. ‘He will be in Paradise now. The Four will have led him through the Forest, and he will be reaping the rewards of a life well lived.’


Evening comes and the boy sits at the table in the kitchen, taking his evening meal. As soon as the Wardens were gone, his father had throttled the plumpest chicken, which his mother served with onion gravy and potatoes flavoured with mint. Now, they talk about the corpse, for there is little else they can think of.


The boy says, ‘He was a good man. One of the finest to walk the corridors of the Sacros.’


His father and mother look at him.


The boy blinks. ‘That is what you said, Father. And the Warden.’


‘It is not wise to speak truthfully in the company of those men,’ says his father, laying his knife upon his plate. ‘Utter an ill word about the Masters, and you will be hanged. And all words, the honest ones, about those scarlet-clad weasels are ill. To a man, they are filthy, corrupt, greedy pieces of dung. They set taxes, declare wars and force us to live under the cruellest laws imaginable. I’ll give you an example. You know what they believe, don’t you?’


‘About the Pilgrims?’


‘Yes. Tell me.’


The boy glances uneasily at his mother. ‘Thousands of years ago, four men were told by the creator-god to walk through Druine and as they went, they healed the sick and told people how they ought to live. Then they met on the top of a mountain called Scarrendestin. That is what the triangle on the Warden’s clothes means. It is supposed to be the mountain.’


‘Go on,’ says his father.


‘On top of the mountain, they Melded, which means they joined together to become a single holy being. Now, when folk die, they are sent to the Eltheryn Forest, which is a horrible place, full of demons. But if you are a good person, the Four protect you, and lead you to Paradise.’


‘You can see it is all nonsense, can’t you?’


The boy hesitates. ‘Is it?’


‘It is horsesh—’ Catching himself, the boy’s father grunts. ‘It is horse manure, from top to bottom. A fairytale, nothing more. But if you do not believe it, or pretend to, the Masters will have you killed. And before they kill you, they will torture you. Do you remember how Helligraine was all chopped up?’


The boy nodded. He doubted he would ever forget.


‘The Masters will do worse, far worse. So even though you and I know they talk nonsense, we must keep it to ourselves. You understand?’


‘Yes, Father.’


The boy’s father pats him on the hand. ‘Good lad,’ he says, picking up the knife and skewering a lump of chicken.




CHAPTER ONE






And so to Druine …


I will keep this entry brief, for I have written extensively on this subject elsewhere.


I was born and bred in Druine, such was my misfortune. It would take several volumes to describe everything detestable about this crumbling, bankrupt country, so I shall point out only its most striking flaws.


It is governed by the Pilgrim Church in general, and the Blessed Masters in particular, twenty-seven clergymen who reside in the Esklarion Sacros in the country’s capital city, Soriterath. My feelings concerning religious leadership are well known, but can be summarised thus: when dealing with practical matters – that is, everything required for the smooth running of a country – one must not put one’s faith in faith. By all means, entertain yourselves privately with thoughts of gods, demons, faeries and hobgoblins, but do not rely upon such fictions to guide you in matters of state. When a hospital must be built, or taxes set, or laws laid down and enforced, you must be led by common sense, nothing else.


Of course, this runs contrary to the principles of Druine. There, The Book of the Pilgrims is the cornerstone of civilisation, a collection of folktales and myths, transfigured into an allegedly historical chronicle of divine events occurring two millennia ago. We all know – and have been bored tearful by – the story of the four men who climbed a mountain and became the Four.


As mythologies go, the tale is exceptional only in that it is prodigiously uninteresting. Whilst it is common for religions to pillage old stories, changing them here and there and proclaiming them as their own, it is rare for any creed to choose the most tedious, implausible and insultingly banal as the basis for their beliefs. One would swear that the Church had been created as part of a wager, struck up by giggling drunkards in a tavern, to pass the time between cock-fights.


Yet the Church must be praised in one regard: in the Penance Oak, it created a symbol recognisable throughout the globe. Like the best symbols, it is essentially simple: a gigantic oak tree, upon whose branches are nailed the heads of those who have committed the sin of sorcery. It catches the eye and inhabits the mind; whilst everything else created by the Church ought to be forgotten, this image alone deserves to persist …


Extracted from A Guide to the Nations by
Cavielle Shaelus








When did it begin? wondered General Standaire, commander of the Hawks.


It was impossible to be certain; it had crept up on him, by imperceptible degrees, this tendency to dwell upon the past. No one could deny he had spent his life well, enlisting in the Druinese army at twenty-two, and serving loyally for the next thirty-four years. He had risen through the ranks as swiftly as an arrow launched skywards; he had fought in countless countries, gaining countless decorations. Most importantly, a quarter-century ago, he founded the Hawks, the Druinese military’s elite regiment.


The Hawks were not a conventional fighting unit. They were never found upon battlefields; they existed not within the crimson uproar of outright war, but the dark crevices of intrigue. Spying, sabotage, assassinations, and other less definable practices, were their meat and drink. Subtle, secretive, as intangible as a shadow’s shadow, they were a vital cog in the machinery of the Church; and whilst the commonfolk knew of the Hawks by reputation, none knew exactly what they did, or how they did it. The regiment was a living mystery, as enigmatic – and feared – as any entity in folklore or superstition.


The Hawks were barracked at the Roost, far out on Kelledin Moor. It was there, two days earlier, a Papal Messenger had arrived with a letter addressed to Standaire. It read:






General


Meet me where the marble ships sail to and fro, an hour before dawn, in two days’ time.


Secrecy is all.








Although the document lacked a signature, it bore the distinctive red seal of High Office, indicating it had been written by a Blessed Master. The missing signature aside, the letter was strange for a couple of reasons.


First, a Papal Summons always entailed a meeting in the Esklarion Sacros, the holy building where the Masters conducted business. Why, then, was Standaire ordered to meet the letter’s author a mile and a half away, at a war memorial in a seldom-trodden quarter of the city?


Second, and surely related to the first, there was the matter of secrecy. Meet me, the letter said, implying it had been written by a single Master, acting alone – one who did not want his scarlet-clad brethren to know about the summons.


During the long ride from the Roost, the general asked himself, Why? over and over, without reaching a satisfactory conclusion.


Now, he would find out soon enough.


He stood in a small city square. Alleyways extended into darkness on all sides, cutting between grim little shops with boarded-over windows, moss-tufted stonework and fungus-speckled eaves. The war memorial suffered from the same neglect. A marble block, six feet high and ten along, it was sullied by patches of dark grey mould. Although he was not a sentimental man, Standaire began wiping away the mould with his sleeve, slowly revealing the frieze beneath.


As he worked, he recalled the events commemorated by the memorial. Thirty years ago, a fleet of battleships dropped anchor on the south-eastern coast of Druine. They hailed from Vohoria, an island nation fifty miles across the Saelfus Ocean. The Vohorin soldiers disembarked and an invasion began. Although the Vohorin forces were small, just some ten thousand men, they made good progress for the first week, venturing fifty miles inland, defeating regiment after regiment of the defending Druinese. Stationed a hundred and fifty miles away, Standaire, then a mere foot soldier, did not see battle. But like everyone else, he heard the rumours: the Vohorin were so unexpectedly successful because they were employing sorcery. After every battle, only charred corpses remained of the Druinese combatants, and the men had perished not on the battlefield, but in their encampments as they took their nightly rest. Initially it was thought the Vohorin had used some clever fire-spreading device, explosives perhaps, but the few survivors reported something quite different: the men simply burst aflame as they stood talking, or lay sleeping. Eventually, the magic was traced back to a sorcerer named Jurel Kraike, an aide to the Vohorin Emperor Grivillus. Upon Kraike’s assassination, the Vohorin, knowing they stood no chance of victory – they were too heavily outnumbered – fled back to their homeland …


And the Needful Scourge began.


Rubbing away the last blotch of mould, Standaire contemplated the frieze. It was split into three parts. The first showed the Druinese warships chasing the enemy back to Vohoria, the second Vohoria’s destruction, the third the warships’ homeward journey, their triumphal flags flying from the mast-tops.


Rendered in stone, it looked like a simple, hygienic operation. But Standaire knew different: he had been there, after all.


The Church-decreed objectives of the Scourge were clear: slaughter every man, woman and child, torch every building, grind salt into every square inch of soil. Do not destroy Vohoria; obliterate it.


And they had done so. For three years, the Vohorin streets frothed with blood, and the sky hung black with smoke. Standaire, along with countless others, ceased to be a soldier, becoming instead a mechanism of destruction. The Church promised that the carnage was not sinful; on the contrary, it was a holy act, one so profound it purified the soul, and those soldiers who died in Vohoria would gain immediate entry to Paradise. After all, Kraike’s sorcery was so obscene in its effects, so contrary to laws both holy and natural, it could only be of demonic origin; to fight the Vohorin, the Church claimed, was to fight evil itself.


Yes, Standaire had played his part. He had fought, and fought well; he had killed, and not once had he disgraced himself by showing mercy.


Once Vohoria had fallen, he had sailed back to Druine. The atmosphere aboard the warships was strange, he recalled. The soldiers were dazed, as if they had woken from a dream – or a long nightmarish hallucination. As they coasted over sunlit blue water, they could not connect themselves with their deeds in Vohoria: immersed in constant violence, in butchery and near-barbarism, they had become different people, animals of a sort. Some were stricken with guilt; others were merely numb. As for Standaire – he harboured no extraordinary feelings either way. He had done his duty, that was all.


At the time, he paid it no thought. Now, in his fifty-sixth year, he brooded on it, as he did many things. He was getting old, not for a man, but for a soldier. How long could he continue serving the Church? How long, until he was let out to pasture? And when the time came, what would remain of him? The army had filled every hollow atom of his existence for most of his adult life. Was there a civilian Standaire, waiting to emerge? One who occupied himself with— with what? Standaire had no idea how ordinary people passed the time. Did they lounge in taverns all day? Go to the theatre? Keep a garden? He supposed they must do; there was little else in life, once one’s work had ended. But none of this appealed to him. More, the mere thought of such gentle idleness revolted him.


He glanced at the various alleys, seeking movement. Nothing, except rats and the occasional stray cat.


He was not the same man who sailed to Vohoria. For a while, it had seemed he belonged to that peculiar breed of man who remained youthful almost until the point of death. But three years ago, his age started to show. His chestnut hair grew grey; creases appeared on his face, arriving as suddenly as fissures threading the ground after an earthquake. His hard, sinuous strength was diminishing; his movements were slow, and every morning he woke to find his body sleep-stiffened, his muscles sore and joints cracking. Worse, he was plagued by weariness, a constant fatigue that sleep could not cure. He fought against it, but it was always there, the unavoidable heaviness of mortality.


‘Dwelling on past glories, General?’


Standaire blinked, and looked away from the memorial. A stooped figure emerged from an alley, clad in a long woollen coat, despite the night’s warmth. Sweeping back its hood, it revealed a face older than old – a relic of sagging, rumpled skin, the scalp hairless, the eyes shadowed. Hunch-shouldered and hook-nosed, Blessed Master Faltriste resembled a preybird, a scraggly vulture skulking on a branch in some heat-blasted wasteland.


‘Your holiness,’ said Standaire, bowing.


‘Are you well, General?’


‘I am well enough. And yourself?’


‘I am unravelling, one thread at a time. But I am glad you are here. Let us be seated.’


They sat upon a wooden bench next to the memorial. Faltriste was silent, staring emptily ahead. Then, ‘I apologise for the unorthodox nature of your summons, General. I was not sure if you would answer. My message carried the whiff of intrigue, did it not?’


‘It did, your holiness.’


‘But you have spoken of it to no one?’


‘Not a soul.’


‘You are a good man, General.’


Standaire caught the tang of wine on Faltriste’s breath. Was he drunk? No, the general did not think so. But he seemed troubled, and perhaps supped a goblet or two to steady his nerves.


‘I must be back inside the Sacros before dawn.’ Faltriste looked at the sky. ‘So I will be brief. If I begin to ramble, you must slap me across the face.’ A faint smile, tinged with sadness. ‘Do you recognise the difference between the Church and its custodians? You understand that the Church is an institution dedicated to implementing the Four’s will yet men like myself, the Masters, are merely servants of that higher cause? And we are not the Church, only the means by which it exists?’


Standaire said he did.


‘And if someone within the Sacros were to act against the Church, you would do what was needed?’


‘It would be my duty,’ said Standaire. ‘Is there such a person?’


‘There is always such a person. Normally, they are capable of causing little damage before they are exposed. But in this instance …’ He coughed; the wine-tang grew stronger. ‘You will recall that nearly a year ago, Blessed Master Helligraine was abducted from Grimlarren Moor whilst riding to the Theosophical Library at Graenletter. His guards were killed; he disappeared. We searched high and low for him; assuming he had been taken by bandits, or rebels, we waited for a ransom demand. None came. Then, a month later, his corpse was found in Blackstyre River.’


‘It was a dark day for the Church,’ said Standaire.


‘The darkest in living memory,’ confirmed Faltriste. ‘Helligraine was the holiest man to ever tread the Sacros corridors. Devout, intelligent, compassionate – he deserved his scarlet robes more than anyone. Of course, the populace learned of his disappearance; such things cannot be kept secret. But certain details were kept secret, secret even from you, General.’


He gazed at his hands, interlaced upon his lap.


‘No one outside the Sacros knew Helligraine would be crossing Grimlarren on that day, at that hour. Originally, he planned to make the journey by boat, mooring at Linklatre in the evening then sailing on to Graenletter the next morning. The night before he departed, however, the Church Elementalist predicted storms and Helligraine, never fond of sea-travel, decided to travel overland, on horseback. This change of plan occurred at the last moment; no one knew of it, except the other Masters. Even Helligraine’s guards were kept in the dark, until they set forth. So, we must ask: Who could have informed Helligraine’s kidnappers of these new plans?’


‘An aide, perhaps?’


Faltriste shook his head. ‘They did not know, not until Helligraine had departed. Too late, certainly, to arrange the ambush. Who else, do you think, General?’


There was only one real possibility. Quietly, Standaire said, ‘You suspect a Master?’


‘We are but men,’ said Faltriste, sadly, as if identifying a fact that had blighted the Church since its inception, two thousand years ago. ‘Beneath our holy attire, we are prey to vices like anyone else. Greed, ambition, arrogance … We struggle and sometimes we fall short. I believe I know who betrayed Helligraine. But I shall not name him. Not until the hour is ripe. One must proceed warily, you see. It is not unknown for a Master to die prematurely, even in the safety of the Sacros.’


‘You fear assassination?’


‘That is why I am meeting you in secret, General. None of my fellow Masters know I am here, and it must remain that way, until I am ready to make my move.’ Something caught Faltriste’s eye. A tatter of cobweb, clinging to his shoulder. He brushed it away.


‘You came out by the tunnels?’ asked Standaire, referring to the warren of passageways running beneath the Sacros. Constructed several hundred years ago, they emerged in various parts of the city, escape routes in case the Sacros was besieged by rebels.


‘It was the only way.’ Faltriste drew a breath. ‘It is ironic, General, that if Helligraine were here, he would have resolved this awful business as swiftly as a rat vanishing down a drainpipe. He had the most astonishing mind. Instinctive, analytical – it would be easy to envy him, if he were not such a gracious soul. I pray that his current circumstances have not diminished his mental powers.’


Current circumstances? An odd phrase to use about a dead man.


Spotting Standaire’s confusion, Faltriste said, ‘And now we get to the heart of the matter. Helligraine is still alive, and I want you and your Hawks to find him.’


Standaire blinked, slowly. ‘The corpse in Blackstyre River …’


‘… was not Helligraine’s,’ said Faltriste. ‘It wore Helligraine’s holy attire, and was of similar proportions to the absent Master. There were other superficial similarities – hair colour, and so forth. But the one thing that could have proved it was truly Helligraine, its face, was both mutilated and water-rotted.’ He shrugged his thin shoulders. ‘Nonetheless, we assumed it was he. I suppose we had given him up for dead, and were waiting for the proof. Expectations colour our perceptions, do they not?


‘When Helligraine was invested as a Master, he was required to confess his sins. In his days before piety, he had led a lively, adventurous life, laden with physical dangers. He suffered various injuries, broken bones in particular, and these were recorded by the priest who took his confession.


‘As you will know, General, a damaged bone tends to heal imperfectly; it overheals, so to speak: more bone matter is produced than is strictly needed to repair the break, as if the bone is strengthening itself against another identical injury. Two weeks ago, I received information suggesting the dead man in the river was not Helligraine. So I ventured to the Sacros ossuary and inspected the bones in the casket bearing Helligraine’s name. Yes, they bore traces of numerous breaks sustained during life, but these were the result of the sort of mishaps common amongst working men of any complexion. Certainly, none corresponded to those described in Helligraine’s confession. Make no mistake: Helligraine’s breaks were distinctive. A snapped femur sustained by falling from a mountain in Keltuska; a splintered forearm acquired in a tavern-brawl in Geldaste … As I say, Helligraine’s life had been inordinately lively before he took his vows. And that life, it seemed, was continuing, for the bones in the casket were not the Master’s. The corpse in the river was a decoy, a ruse.’


‘And the other Masters know nothing of this?’


‘It is a truth known only to you and me – oh, and one other. But I will speak of him in good time.’ He was silent for several moments, watching a rat scurrying out of the alley. ‘There are other details you must know,’ he said. ‘One in particular.’


He turned his face to Standaire.


‘I do not believe Helligraine was kidnapped because he is a Master. He was taken because of who he used to be, before he adopted the holy life.


‘In his younger days, Helligraine was a sinner. His crime was, shall we say, errant scholarship. He wrote forbidden texts, works considered antithetical to the Church’s teachings. Not only that, he attacked the Church itself, denouncing it in treatises of the most venomous nature. All this occurred before his conversion, of course; and that conversion was brought on by a holy experience, a divine visitation …’ He laughed noiselessly, eyes bright. ‘Sadly, I am not permitted to speak of it, although it is quite a tale. Nonetheless, Helligraine became a man of the cloth and like many who have seen the light, he loathed the man he had once been. It is often the way with reformed sinners: they gaze upon their former selves as embodiments of wickedness. It keeps them from regressing into their old habits, their abandoned wickedness. And yet … yet I fear this is what has befallen Helligraine. He has regressed, in deed, although not in spirit. He has been forced to take up his quill again, and write as he once wrote.


‘New forbidden texts have appeared on the Dark Market, bearing the hallmarks of Helligraine’s writing style. Certain turns of phrase, various dramatic flourishes, a tone of contemptuous indignation – they are consistent with his work during his dissolute days.’ He looked keenly at Standaire. ‘Understand me, General. Helligraine is not producing these works willingly. His kidnappers have plunged him into servitude; they have compelled him to toil as a slave-scribe. Goodness knows what they must have done to break his spirit, for he would not have reprised his old profession unless he was in grave danger – or, indeed, suffering unspeakable torments. I have no doubt he has been tortured, abused, ill-treated in every imaginable way. He often said he would rather die than speak badly of the Church, or the Four. And yet he is doing so, in the most appalling fashion.’


Faltriste closed his eyes.


‘I cannot imagine how he must be feeling. Every word must be an agony, every phrase an excruciation worthy of the Forest. The poor man, the poor, poor man …’ His eyes flicked open, glittering with resolve. He clenched his fists, and for a moment the tatty vulture vanished, replaced by a threadbare but strong-hearted eagle. ‘You must find him, General. Find him, yes, then take him to safety.’


‘Druine is a large country,’ said Standaire. ‘I would not know where to start.’


‘Oh, it will not be difficult. Are you familiar with the methods employed by Scholars of Outrage?’


Scholars of Outrage were the Church’s hunters of forbidden texts. Feared throughout Druine, they tracked down those who were guilty of buying, selling, writing and producing outlawed books. Fiercely dedicated to their work, they had a reputation for mercilessness, even cruelty. ‘I am aware of their duties,’ said Standaire. ‘But I do not know how they go about their business.’


‘Often, they are content to apprehend the lesser miscreants, the text-vendors and collectors,’ said Faltriste. ‘But they also pursue those who print the outlawed works. To do so, they interrogate someone who owns a certain text, demanding to know where he obtained it. Once they have acquired this information, they visit the supplier, and ask the same question. Then they move on to the next person, and so on, until they have traced the text back to whoever printed it to begin with. These men, the printers, are the ones who truly profit from the Dark Market.


‘If Helligraine is being used as a slave-scribe – and I am certain he is – it is likely he is imprisoned close to the place where his books are printed. Find it, General, and you will be a cat’s whisker away from the Master himself.’


Standaire immediately saw a problem. ‘It is my understanding that once a Dark text reaches the Market, copies are made by other printers, keen to make some money of their own. And these printers may have nothing to do with Helligraine. What is to say we will not embark on a wild goose chase?’


‘The first editions of Helligraine’s work, those produced by his captors, bear certain typographical flaws,’ said Faltriste. ‘The top is missing from every capital A and the letter y, like the unlucky mouse in the fairy story, lacks its tail. Find the printing press which uses this faulty type, and you will find Helligraine, too.’


He pulled a folded parchment from inside his coat.


‘This,’ he said, handing the document to Standaire, ‘contains the name and address of a man who owns a first edition. Go to him; ensure that he reveals all you need to know. I have also written down the address of Leptus Quarvis, a retired Scholar of Outrage. A good man, he is the only other soul who knows of this terrible business. You must take Helligraine to his dwelling place, once you have set him free. He will know what to do next. Oh,’ added Faltriste, ‘I nearly forgot: the text you need is called The Loss.’ A pause. ‘It does not bear Helligraine’s name, but that of his former self. It is a name guaranteed to kindle interest, and earn a good deal of money for text-sellers throughout Druine.’


He looked intently at Standaire.


‘Once, before he trod the sunlit road, Helligraine was Cavielle Shaelus.’


For a split instant, Standaire felt as if he was falling. Cavielle Shaelus – the incomparable scholar, the reckless adventurer, the thorn in the Church’s side. The writer of countless forbidden texts, mocking the Church and those faithful to it. Yes, Cavielle Shaelus, who had been hunted by every Scholar of Outrage and Papal Warden in Druine, yet evaded them all.


Standaire exhaled, slowly.


‘I see the name means something to you,’ said Faltriste, wryly.


‘How could it not? Everyone has heard of him, one way or another.’


‘He takes no pride in his old name. In fact, it sickens him. His conversion was absolute,’ Faltriste went on. ‘His years of sin are far behind him. He came to us years ago, after undergoing a mystical experience strong enough to change the alignment of his heart. Once we determined the experience was genuine, we had no choice but to let him join our ranks. Not as a Master, you understand. Not straight away. He served many years as a priest in a remote parish, and several more as a Scholar of Outrage, before he was granted the scarlet.’ Suddenly he looked up. A faint bluish tint infiltrated the night-darkened sky. A lone bird sang somewhere close by.


‘Sweet mercy, dawn is coming. How swiftly the sun seems to rise, when one is old. General, I must return to the Sacros.’


He got stiffly to his feet. The eagle had been replaced by the vulture; the Master looked worn out, half crippled by age and responsibility.


‘Find Helligraine and take him to Quarvis,’ he repeated. ‘On no account deliver him to the Sacros, no matter how much he wishes to return. He will not be safe there.’


Standaire stood. ‘Permit me to walk you to the tunnels.’


‘No, General. I wish to enjoy this brief spell of freedom alone.’ He glanced at Standaire. ‘The Sacros is much like a prison,’ he said, sadly. ‘That is something the commonfolk cannot understand. They imagine we dwell in luxury, and take our duties lightly. It is not so. We all suffer, in our own ways. Good luck, General.’


Faltriste shuffled off into the alley from which he had emerged, vanishing into darkness. Standaire stood still, listening to the Master’s boots scuffing on the paving stones. When they drifted out of earshot, he turned, and walked back the way he had come.


A short time later, he reached Justice Square. To his right, the red-stone bulk of the Esklarion Sacros loomed, as colossal and imposing as a mountain. Which was precisely the desired effect: two hundred and seventy-three feet tall, shaped like a flat-topped pyramid, it was a symbolic structure, representing Scarrendestin, the holy mountain, where the Pilgrims Melded into the Four. At each corner of the base, a tall tower speared skywards – one tower for each Pilgrim. The Sacros was designed to kindle feelings of pious wonder. Here was the celestial spark made tangible, the essence of the unseen ever-after manifested in stone. Undoubtedly, it affected many citizens in the desired way: it was easy to mistake physical grandeur for proof of divine authority. For others, though, it stoked the fires of resentment. Druine was crumbling; from north to south, east to west, the nation was sliding into decay, disrepair. The bony-fingered spectres of death, disease and poverty prowled the land, and when the afflicted gazed upon the Sacros, they felt only bitterness.


There it is, the home of the Blessed Masters. In their grand bedrooms, they sleep warmly, whilst we shiver in the gutter. In their great halls, they feast on delicacies, whilst we gnaw rotting meat from old bones. And those ancient fools are cared for when they sicken, whilst we suffer alone, weeping, puking, wrapping our sores in dirty bandages …


To an extent, it was true. The Masters led lives of comparative luxury, whereas hardship was the lot of the common man. Yet Standaire was loyal to the Church. How could he be anything else? As a soldier and a Hawk, he had travelled widely, visiting lands where different forms of governance prevailed. Tyranny, monarchy, oligarchy – he had seen them all, and come to the conclusion that they were worse than the Church’s form of rule in one vital respect: they could not create an enduring stability. A people who lived with a despot’s boot upon their neck, or languished under the control of someone whose power was an accident of birth, nursed a singularly vicious type of resentment, so extreme it propelled them toward revolution. When such uprisings were thwarted, it was done brutally, and the rulers, fearing a repeat, treated their subjects with renewed severity. On the rare occasions the uprisings were successful, the methods used were barbarous and, having proven their worth, were employed in day-to-day governance: in effect, one tyrant was traded for another. For all its flaws, the Church had never suffered a genuine attack from the people. In its centuries-long rule, there had been domestic peace, of a ragged kind, and whilst the citizens simmered with grievances, they never boiled over into outright rebellion.


Halfway across the square, Standaire halted.


Ahead, the Penance Oak sprouted from a gap in the paving stones. According to the Church, it was seeded by an acorn blown from the Eltheryn Forest into the corporeal world and, whether or not the claim was true, the great tree did possess an unearthly quality. Ancient, clad in craggy black bark, its branches as glossily dark as molten tar, it was unlike any other example of its species Standaire had ever seen. It was vast, the trunk as wide as a barn door, the upper branches groping some forty or fifty feet into the air. In its own way, it was more impressive than the Sacros, for that was contrived by the minds of men, but it had developed organically, at once obeying the laws of nature and stretching them to their limits.


It was also a place of punishment.


This morning, there were three heads nailed to the branches, each held in place by an iron spike driven through the forehead. Two were rotting, the flesh tumbling from their skulls in greasy, fly-speckled lumps; from their size, and the long hair dangling from scalps that had slithered askew from the bony pate beneath, Standaire guessed they had belonged to girls, adolescents perhaps, a year or two away from full womanhood. Their mouths hung open, their swollen, blueish-green tongues lolled, and their eyes were missing, plucked from their sockets by the magpies that gathered at the Oak every dawn. Like all those mounted on the Oak, the girls were being punished for practising the magical arts. Their heads were nailed side by side, indicating they had been co-conspirators in their forbidden activity; although there was no public notice describing the precise nature of their crimes, Standaire suspected they were trivial. Concocting a love potion, perhaps. Or casting some minor maleficium on an enemy. Nothing worth dying for.


Its flesh intact, its eyes still glassily staring, the third head was a newcomer to the Oak. It belonged to an old man, with a neat short-cropped beard; even though his facial muscles were slackened by death, he wore an expression of gentle kindness. What, then, was his story? Again, the general’s imagination made a suggestion: he was a healer of some description. Such men were popular throughout Druine. Their services were cheaper than those of a physician and, it was said, not always as ineffective.


He thought about Helligraine. Once, when he was Cavielle Shaelus, the Church had desired more than anything to display his head upon the Oak, not because he was a magicker in any true sense, but because he had written texts that occasionally contained occult content. He had been hunted throughout Druine, and beyond; as his reputation grew amongst the commonfolk, who were beguiled by his adventurous spirit and frequent attacks upon the Church, he was denounced from every pulpit in the land. And yet, in the end, he had gone to the Church and, incredibly, the Church embraced him.


Standaire had encountered Helligraine numerous times, during summons to the Sacros. He and the Master had spoken on several occasions and although they had discussed nothing of any consequence, he had been struck by the old man’s lively, fast-sparking mind, and the intense goodness that radiated from him like light from the sun. It stretched credulity to believe he had once been the Church’s prime enemy. But maybe it was really no surprise. The general had heard that converts often embodied their faith to a higher degree than those who had always believed; aware of the perils of sin, they embraced the holy life with an urgency lacking in those who knew no different.


Faltriste had spoken of a mystical experience. Standaire was curious. It was not unusual for a heretic to turn believer after a vision, a flash of insight. But for the Church to not merely forgive such a man, but to grant him a priesthood and, in time, elevate him to the highest rank? What had Helligraine’s experience consisted of? What could it consist of, to deserve such exceptional treatment?


It did not matter. Standaire began walking. He had work to do, and a great distance to travel.




CHAPTER TWO






Whilst there have been many writers of forbidden texts, only one has gained any degree of fame. Ostensibly, Cavielle Shaelus’s notoriety was peculiar, for his works were unintelligible to the common man. His subjects were lofty: lost civilisations, metaphysics and arcana – all intriguing in themselves, but beyond the understanding (and interest) of ordinary folk. He became known to every household because of his opposition, in action as well as word, to the Pilgrim Church. It was much less his anti-clerical writings that earned his reputation than his knack for evading the servants of the Church who hunted him, doggedly, throughout his career. He became a symbol for resistance, even entering into the parlance of the day. If one committed a daring act, no matter how petty, one could claim to have ‘pulled a Shaelus’. Likewise, a particularly horrific sight was said to be ‘enough to make Shaelus wince’, a reference to the man’s numerous, often bloody adventures, hunting relics overseas. Indeed, it was his reckless nature that caught the imagination as much as anything and, it seems, fired the passions of women throughout Druine; as nothing was known about his physical appearance, it was common for men to claim to be the errant scholar, whilst seducing the fairer sex. Apparently, it was an effective technique, so much so that Shaelus wrote, ‘My name has supplanted powdered bull’s horn as my homeland’s favourite aphrodisiac. Many ugly, artless men have employed it to their advantage, beguiling members of the gentler sex who, in ordinary circumstances, would cringe from their touch. Well, good luck to them, I say! And may their mistresses, as is customary, scream all the proper blasphemies upon reaching gratification.’


It is true that Shaelus’s tone was often flippant and, furthermore, he was often accused of exaggeration. Indeed, his first book, an account of his journey through the derelict gardens of Dalzerte weeks before they were destroyed by the Salandier barbarians, nearly shattered his reputation before it was formed. In the first place, few could believe he had visited such an inhospitable region; in the second, the adventures he described stretched plausibility to breaking point. Even I, an admirer, am doubtful whether he walked the ‘cracked, weed-draggled paths’ as he claimed. But what of it? Excess was merely one aspect of his extraordinary character, and no one can deny that in general, his intentions were serious, whether he was railing against the Church, or describing the lives and philosophies of those who inhabited strange and ancient cultures. Indeed, it was this latter fascination that earned much opprobrium from the Church, for Shaelus demonstrated that there were other ways to lead one’s life, and do so happily, without embracing papal dogma. Furthermore, he committed a deed unforgivable in the eyes of the Masters: harnessing his incredible knowledge, and extraordinary analytical powers, he proved that the Church’s treasured beliefs – the Four, the Melding – were not merely myths, but myths plundered and adapted from stories already extant amongst various peoples throughout the Globe, many of them heathen. Shaelus cared nothing for the Church’s ire, nor the unsettling effect of his studies upon the commonfolk; he said, ‘It is my duty – my divine purpose, were the idea not so laughable – to dispel the darkness upon which the Church relies for so much of its power.’


Shaelus did indeed enlighten – but obscurity followed incandescence. This man, whose life had been writ large for so long, simply vanished. Some believed he perished on an expedition overseas, whilst others insist that he retired, his work done. Who can say? It is known for certain, however, that he evaded the Church until the very last. Had he been captured, the Masters would have made a great song and dance; his execution would have been a festival, and a symbolic proof that one opposes the forces of light at one’s peril. No sinner can escape his crimes, they would say. This is what becomes of those who oppose the Four’s will, and the will of its earthbound emissaries.


As I say, they did not capture him, and if he owes the Church a debt of blood, it remains unpaid.


Extract from The Book of Black Fame – A Catalogue of Sins,
Sinners and Errancy by Shenter Racken
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