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CHAPTER 1:



The sixth time


Dust. As strong as the seals on his father’s chambers were, the dust of the realm still found its way inside to cover everything. It was in the air, invisible but there, like so many things. It coated the inside of his throat and made his eyes run constantly. It was a permanent taste in the back of his mouth and he could feel it causing damage down in his lungs. When he moved, it caused irritation between his robes and his body, and sores at his joints. There was no escaping the dust, for it was pretty much all that was left of his realm. Certainly, there was still enough rock below ground to shelter his kind, the Declension, but the surface was a lifeless wasteland continuously scoured by the solar winds of their erratic and failing sun. Some said that there was less and less rock each year; as the dust storms blew, they exposed that which lay beneath and tore hungrily at it.


Some said that it was time for the Declension to leave their home-realm once and for all, before they were ground down to nothing along with the Geas of the realm. Another faction, led by his father, insisted that to abandon the Geas – that which had given the Declension life in time before remembering – would be to commit suicide as a people anyway. His father’s faction was in no doubt that the Geas could be saved with the blood tribute supplied from all the lesser realms ruled by the Declension. This faction even claimed that, despite the failing sun, life could be restored to the surface once the volume of tribute became sufficient to both sustain the Geas and feed the ground properly. It was imperative, therefore, that the Declension continue to spread through the cosmos in search of new realms to conquer and from which to draw resource. To do otherwise, most believed, would be to see an end to their kind one way or another.


Ba’zel swept the dust from the smooth surfaces of his father’s chambers for the sixth time that day and then used his limited magic to push the dust out through the seals. Why he bothered he was not entirely sure, for there would only be more dust to remove as soon as he had finished the current sweep. His father said the chambers would become uninhabitable if they were not constantly cleaned, but Ba’zel suspected his father actually just wanted to keep his unstable son occupied and out of trouble. After all, many other lines of the Declension used retainers for such menial labour. Besides that, the repetitive nature of the work also reminded Ba’zel of the sort of drill Mentor Ho’zen put him through each day in order to discipline his unstable mind and fitful magicks.


Those who were unstable, of course, were a threat to the future unity and common goal of the Declension. Such individuals were therefore confined and closely watched. All young were naturally unstable and most of the time kept within the chambers of their line, in part to protect them from less influential – and thus more desperate and predatory – elders of other lines. But an unstable youth would only be tolerated for so long, even within their own line. If they did not quickly show signs of developing some discipline, then all their blood and life energy would be fed back into the Geas, in the hope that they would be reborn with a greater willingness to mould themselves to the wider and long-term needs of the Declension. It was the only way their kind could survive, Ba’zel’s father had explained … and had also begun to mention with increasing frequency of late.


Ba’zel knew he was running out of time. If his lessons with Mentor Ho’zen didn’t soon start showing more success, then there wouldn’t be any more lessons. There wouldn’t be any more anything.


And his skin wasn’t thickening and hardening the way it should, either. He was as pale and soft as one freshly reborn. Whenever he was permitted to come close to the realm’s surface, even relatively diffuse light from above would sear him and cause him agony. Ba’zel’s father had used the power and position of their line and faction to secure Ba’zel extra time in the realm’s sun-metal chamber, to which some lines were not permitted access for generations at a time. Yet the privilege had only succeeded in partially blinding Ba’zel and covering his body in large, weeping blisters. The last time he’d been forced into the sun-metal chamber, he’d felt the blood boiling in his veins as if he were being cooked alive. He’d screamed for days after.


Time was running out. If he could not form the stone-like skin that was normal in his kind as they matured, then he’d be of no value to the Declension, either in the home-realm or any other realm. Now, whenever his father returned to their chambers, his eyes would only regard Ba’zel briefly before turning away. The very sight Ba’zel presented spoke of wrongness and being unstable. His father’s disappointment and disgust were increasingly palpable. His father would mutter about how Ba’zel’s mother had also been unstable – the only thing Ba’zel had ever heard mentioned about his mother – and would then question Mentor Ho’zen intently about how the lessons had gone that day. Then no more would be said until Ba’zel’s father went from their chambers the next morning.


Yes, time was running out. The cleaning now forgotten, Ba’zel agitatedly paced backwards and forwards. It wasn’t his fault his skin wouldn’t harden. For all Mentor Ho’zen spoke of how mental discipline could overcome any pain, it wasn’t Ba’zel’s fault that both the sun’s cursed light and sun-metal threatened to kill him, was it? He told himself he did all he could to master Mentor Ho’zen’s impatient lessons. Yet what could he do? Would his father be proud of him if he meekly submitted to his blood and life energy being fed to the Geas? Or be even more ashamed? Or would he be just relieved, perhaps?


Feeling eyes on him, Ba’zel turned to look at the small and pathetic creature crouched in the cage in the corner of the room. It was from some lesser realm or other and served as a supply of blood and life energy for him and his father. When younger, Ba’zel had fancied that the chitterings and doleful eyes of the creature had denoted intelligence – a thought that had made Ba’zel more than a little queasy when drinking its blood at first – but his father had been adamant that the creature was nothing more than the lowest type of animal, and that Ba’zel should never think to do anything as stupid as naming it. It was not a pet. It was unworthy of affection of any sort.


‘What should I do, creature?’ Ba’zel asked.


The creature did not reply, of course; just continued staring vacantly at him.


Ba’zel reached out and lifted the latch, letting the door of the cage slowly swing open. The creature now always displayed the lassitude of one drained too many times over the years: the frenzy of its early days had long since disappeared. It could not pose any real danger. Its muscles were wasted and it seemed old and spent. All it had eaten for the length of its captivity was the thin and negligible waste he and his father produced – and that diet only seemed to have contributed further to the creature’s gradual decline. The creature trembled and crammed itself into the far corner of its home.


‘Yes, it is frightening, is it not? Are you worried you will get into trouble by leaving? Do you think I have opened the door so you can be drained for the second time today, perhaps for the last time in your life?’


Ba’zel sighed. ‘Do you even understand I have offered you freedom? Perhaps you are right to fear freedom, creature. Beyond these chambers you would not last more than the blink of an eye. Perhaps it is safer to stay in your prison, then. Yet to remain can only mean a slow death for you. I do not know, but perhaps you have come to desire it, to be finally left alone.’


The creature whimpered plaintively.


‘I know. Perhaps then there is no true freedom and therefore no escape. Only the choice of a slow or quick death. I understand why you would want to remain – so that you might cling on for as long as possible. Me, I think I would prefer it to be quick.’


Ba’zel hesitated. ‘You see, the Mentor is late coming today. It is the first time that has happened. He has not sent me a thought saying he is ill or has been appropriated by a more influential line. I do not think he will come at all, creature. And I find I cannot even endure waiting for him, or waiting for my father to return. If I can get past the seals, I will leave, and allow the sun, some elder or the Geas to consume me. Goodbye, creature. I hope …’ What should one say at such a time, to such a primitive animal? ‘… I hope you achieve the manner of death you most desire.’


So saying, Ba’zel shook the dust from his grey out-of-chamber robes and put them on. He also retrieved his ceremonial mask from where it lay near the tomes of his line, since it might offer him some protection from the light. Moreover, given that the mask was usually worn by those wishing to conceal both the shame of their hunger and their identity when on their way to the feeding pools, it might encourage others to give him something of a wide berth. Small though he might be, his kind were at their most unpredictable and dangerous when desperate with hunger.


Ba’zel tried to calm his mind, trotting through the trope with which Mentor Ho’zen started every lesson. Now, what was the mental phrasing with which his father sealed and unsealed their chambers? Ba’zel knew its signature, but had never attempted to frame anything so complex himself. For an inexperienced or unstable practitioner of magic, there was considerable risk in attempting such a weave. If he could not keep the threads separate throughout, they might form a loop in which his mind was caught for the rest of eternity. He would become disconnected from his body but be trapped within it, fully aware but powerless to command it. Or he might spin the threads into an unstable pattern that would unravel just as he was passing out of the chamber. The damage done to him by the dust of this realm would be as nothing compared to a stone wall becoming solid right as he was in the middle of it. Or, then again, his father might have set deadly traps and triggers to snare anyone who attempted the seals except himself.


Best not to think about it, Ba’zel told himself. Calm. Say the trope again. That’s it. Calm.


‘You must act with confidence!’ Mentor Ho’zen had always instructed him sternly. ‘A weave begun with doubt and uncertainty will never be stable enough to succeed. Don’t look at me like that, young Ba’zel! You know confidence is not some character trait – it is merely a behaviour to be learned and used with discipline. Discipline, leading to confidence, leading to a stable weave. Otherwise, the first weave you attempt in earnest will likely fail and that will be the end of you. Without discipline, there is only death. Are you confident, young Ba’zel?’


‘Yes, Mentor Ho’zen!’ Ba’zel always replied as confidently as he was able, but always with a slight hitch and tremor in his voice to betray him.


‘You are the scion of a powerful line and must be proud of that. Our kind looks to you for leadership. It wishes you to be strong so that our people can be strong, so that we will succeed in every realm we touch, so that we will be saved as a people. You must become a Saviour. Anything else would be a betrayal of your kind. Now tell me again. Are you confident, young Ba’zel?’


He understood the words and ideas behind them, but as hard as he tried, he never quite seemed able to embody them. He wondered if there was a weave to help him with embodiment, but that was just circular daydreaming. Without the confidence to cast the weave, he would never be capable of the magic to capture the confidence he needed.


Calm. A clear assertion of will. There is nothing to lose. If it goes wrong, that will be that and you’ll never know any different. It will be a relief of sorts.


His breathing stopped and his heart stilled. He was as still as the stone. He asserted his will so that his essence became contiguous with the barrier. Again he asserted himself, to create separation on the other side. His robes and mask snagged within the rock and he felt panic begin to well within. His heart was about to flutter back into life! Calm, calm! His every instinct screamed that he should try and force the material through, but he knew that would be to give in to the panic. Calm, calm! Just stop! Become part of the stone again. Now ease into the separation once more. That’s it, that’s it. Calm.


With a cry he fell into the corridor beyond his father’s chambers, dust pluming up from the floor and temporarily blinding him. He coughed, his heart beating so hard that it felt as if it would punch its way out of him through his back. He felt broken inside, but he’d made it.


He’d made it! Perversely, he wondered if his father would be proud that Ba’zel had found the discipline to achieve such a weave. But no, any such pride would be as nothing compared to the outrage his father would feel upon learning that Ba’zel had, without permission, wilfully left their chambers. His father would be disgusted by such an act of disobedience, for it was yet further evidence of his son being so unstable. This act alone would warrant Ba’zel’s immediate sacrifice to the Geas.


Was it too late to go back? He was trembling now, the weave having drained him. He was probably too weak to return to the chambers, as further attested by his sudden thirst and hunger. In any event, he could not bear the thought of becoming a caged and cowering creature once more, always waiting to be drained to the point of death. Besides, Mentor Ho’zen would not be coming again: there were no more lessons to be had back in the chambers, no more chances to show his discipline. And even if Ba’zel did return, his father would no doubt sense he’d tampered with the seals and exact immediate and final retribution.


He no longer had a home. Where to go? He couldn’t think clearly though, so desperate was he for sustenance. Instinct told him he must seek out the feeding pools. He could almost smell and taste the blood from here, despite its distance. He salivated and had to wipe his chin.


He rearranged his robes, settled his mask back into place and strode quickly through the warren of corridors his people inhabited beneath their realm’s surface. As he reached the main tunnels, he lifted his chin so that he would not display anything but confidence to an observer. So intent was he on reaching the pools, so fixated was he on feeding to renew himself, so concentrated was he on his purpose, he hardly had to feign any sort of confidence of will.


Suddenly, coming towards him out of the gloom was a large, prowling elder. The elder’s nasal aperture widened, either in hunger or in order to identify this approaching stranger. Unable to control his response, Ba’zel found a growl issuing from his throat. Displaying such indiscipline in front of another was shameful, but it succeeded in startling the elder; and they passed each other holding close to opposing walls of the corridor. Fantasies of attacking the elder crowded Ba’zel’s mind. It took some effort to dispel them: if he started giving in to such impulses, he wouldn’t survive very long at all.


He’d only been to the feeding pools once before. When he’d been very young, his father had brought him before the members of his faction to be ritually anointed in the blood that fed the Geas of their realm and people. It had been a deliberate and public display, for his father was ever the politician, even within his own faction. But Ba’zel had ruined everything by slipping and falling into the deepest and thickest of the pools. He’d been at the point of drowning when his father, after considerable deliberation, had finally submitted himself to the indignity of diving in to save his son. The ancient robes of their line had of course been ruined, and rumours about Ba’zel being ill-omened had been whispered ever since. His father had never been able to forgive him. How could he?


The corridors of the warren all looked much the same, but Ba’zel had no trouble sensing the direction of the feeding pools. Both the blood and Geas called to him, promising him life from death. It was all he could do not to break into a run, but to do so would be to show such a loss of control that it could not be tolerated in the presence of others. He would be attacked en masse by every elder in the area, and torn apart so that not one scrap of him remained.


The closer he came to the pools, the more elders he sensed around him, some standing like statues, some secreted in the walls and others lurking in the shadows. Their thoughts hummed just beyond the range of his hearing and limited magic.


They would know him for one that was young. He sensed eyes turn towards him. Minds probed him. His nerves jangled – would they sense that too? He could not bear the scrutiny. They would find cracks in him and force them wide, exposing the soft and vulnerable flesh and being below.


He ground his jaws together in fear, praying the mask would hide the telltale reflex. The edges of his jaws crumbled and became dust in his mouth. Dust. Suddenly, he dragged his feet to make long trenches in the dust; and kicked the stuff up into the air. He turned his thoughts to dust and crouched lower. They were already coming for him, long limbs slashing through the air.


He kicked more and more up, tumbling to stay within the fog and away from the extended, scything forearms and legs. He kept his thoughts drifting and billowing and escaped into a small tunnel off the side of the main space. The larger elders would be unable to pursue him here unless they decided to use valuable energy coming through the stone. He stumbled further away, knowing that every stride he took would make him less and less worth the effort of a chase.


His body shaking with exhaustion, he went to hands and knees and crawled on. If he were to meet an oncoming elder now, it would all be over. Yet he sensed the tunnel led away from the feeding pools and up towards the surface, so it was likely to be little frequented. The deep drifts of dust certainly suggested it was rarely used.


Gasping, he allowed himself a moment’s rest, sitting back against the parched and crumbling wall. It sucked at him, as if trying to leech the last of his life energy. He struggled to breathe, his body wheezing worse than it ever had before. He pulled the mask away, thinking that would help, but it only allowed more choking grit and heat to get at him. So thirsty! Calm, calm. Just wait for those below to settle, then try for the pools again. Perhaps at night, when it will be quieter.


But foreign thoughts of surprise, shock, betrayal and then outrage came seeking him out. His father had now discovered his absence from their chambers.


Ba’zel! thundered the thoughts. Where are you? Yes, you hear me. What have you done? You will return here at once! I will not repeat myself.


Ba’zel whimpered and cringed lower against the wall, putting his arms around his head, as if that might somehow keep his father’s anger at bay.


How dare you? You are no son of mine!


Pain stabbed at Ba’zel’s temples and he came close to passing out. Calm, he prayed. Calm!


There were long moments of terrible and threatening silence. If Ba’zel had had the will and energy to answer his father, he would not have known what to say. What could ever be said that would excuse the shame he was bringing on his father’s line?


When his father’s mind spoke again, it was with more control. He sounded conciliatory now, almost patient as he said, Ba’zel, there is no need for this. It is not too late. Come, let us talk, you and I, before you are discovered by others. Like you, I am afraid. Afraid that the other lines will discover you are alone outside our chambers. Afraid that they will mean you harm, particularly the enemies of our faction. They will seek to use you against me. I am afraid that they will declare you unstable and a risk to our kind that can no longer be sustained. After all, what sort of young would be outside the chambers of their line without escort? Come to me quickly then, before you are discovered, and we will talk.


He almost believed his father, so desperately wanted to believe him. Imagined talking together as if they were both elders. But Ba’zel was no elder. He was an unstable son who was unworthy of any exchange of words each night his father returned to their chambers. No, he was less than that – for had his father not just said Ba’zel was no son of his? He was … the creature in the corner. Less than a pet. He was unworthy of affection of any sort. He could believe his father was afraid for himself, afraid for his position and faction, perhaps even afraid for his people. Beyond that, however, Ba’zel knew his father lied. If he were able to return to his father’s chambers, there would be no conversation. Just as there would be no more lessons, there would be no more talk, and no more mercy.


Will you defy me then by not answering? his father whispered in disbelief, anger beginning to tinge his words once more. Truly you are beyond help. Any discipline you may once have displayed has either completely foundered or has always been the sort of mimicry mere animals adopt. How dare you risk my line like this? I knew I should have let you drown all that time ago. As it is, I must now suffer the shame of putting out a clarion call to all our kind about your escape. I must beg them to kill you on sight. Were I not to do so, and it were discovered I knowingly put our entire kind at risk with one so unstable, then my life would also be forfeit. A moment’s hesitation. So be it.


And the call went out, first as a keening whirl of thought, and then, as it was taken up by others, as the howl of a hunt. Ba’zel pushed himself away from the wall and frantically scrambled up the small tunnel. They would not hesitate to come for him through the stone, now that he’d been declared a threat to all his kind. How long did he have left? Seconds?


There was no hope of ever getting close to the feeding pools, but he furiously focused his mind on the place so as to mislead those searching for him. The tunnel began to narrow as he forged up and he feared he would become stuck, but the walls were becoming softer, reluctantly allowing him to keep moving forward. The soft edge would make separation for those coming through the stone more difficult. He deliberately kicked dust up into the tunnel behind him – not that it required much effort in the desiccated surroundings of this realm.


Panting and coughing hard, he kept his head down and pushed on. The top of his head and his hands began to burn and he knew he must be close. He could not see anything but a blinding whiteness. He pulled the hood of his robe over his head and wrapped his hands in its voluminous sleeves. It helped a little, but he could feel his skin start to bubble and crack. He gagged as he smelt the sweet iron of charring flesh and burning blood.


With a final surge, he pushed through an avalanche of sliding sand and suffocating dust and out onto the barren surface of the realm. He knew better than to open his eyes immediately, having come close to being blinded permanently by the realm’s cruel and ancient sun on a number of occasions. Winds tore at his robes, seeking to pull back the material and sacrifice him to the angry and ailing eye of the heavens. Ba’zel wrapped himself as tightly as he could and tottered away from where he had emerged.


He was fortunate that he seemed to have come out into the tail end of a storm, for its energies would make him hard to follow for a while. On the other hand, it kept him deaf to pursuit and disorientated when it came to direction. And he needed to find his way off the surface as soon as possible, for he would not be able to survive here for more than a handful of minutes. His entire skin felt aflame and the agony was only increasing. How long before he passed out or lost all feeling and sense of self?


His lungs felt like they were shrivelling up, all the moisture drawn out of them. He staggered in the direction of the storm, casting his mind out as far as he could. Eddies and currents burned across his internal vision. He stumbled on the shifting, sinking surface, barely keeping his feet. A hacking cough racked his body and there was blood at the back of his throat. Shadows loomed through his mind now, filling him with darkness. Was he entering the void already?


He risked opening his eyes a crack and fancied he could see dark shapes among the swirling dust devils. He sloughed closer, all but at the end of his strength.


Sifters, hear me! he begged. I have nothing to offer you but the last of my life.


The narrow besailed giants stood with long limbs rooted deep in the surface. Every so often a leg would ponderously rise and anchor itself elsewhere, as a sifter repositioned itself with the changing wind. Ridged and textured flares of skin stretched between their thin bodies and upper limbs. The skin gently glowed as it absorbed particles of energy from the storm and filtered any remaining sustenance from the fine dust of the air. The sifters always travelled in the wake of the storms, feeding as best they could.


Some said that the sifters had once been close cousins of the Declension, but had chosen to adapt themselves to the realm’s surface rather than hide below. Others said the strange and unsightly creatures could never have been related to the Declension and must have been a lesser race, cast off by the unknowable Chi’a in the time before remembering, when the Chi’a had apparently passed through this realm – as they had so many other realms – on their Great Voyage. Still others claimed that the sifters were a simple indigenous life form of this realm, of extremely limited intelligence and entirely reactive, just like the plant-forms of other realms. What all agreed on, however, was that the sifters were completely harmless and possessing of so little life energy of their own that it was not worth the effort of bleeding or consuming them.


To Ba’zel, who had nowhere left to go and no other hope, the sifters were worth his every last effort. He slumped to his knees, which quickly began to become buried. He would be pulled down or covered over soon, for he did not have it within him to rise again. This would be his dusty grave. As the last of the energy and moisture was whisked from him, the dry husk of his body would begin to collapse. It would be blown to the winds in the next storm and the last of his essence would be sifted from the air by the silent giants. He would be nothing but a few motes of dust lost in the endless storm.


The last of my life is yours to do with as you will. Command or use it as you wish. Or spurn it if it is of no worth to you. I am sorry. I have and am nothing else. Should you be able to, tell Mentor Ho’zen and my father that I tried my best and that I am sorry for their shame. I did not wish to be so unstable. I wish it could have been otherwise. He smiled grimly. For see where being unstable has brought me. See what it has won me. See what it will make of me. See how I am nothing but dust.


The final eddies, currents and patterns of energy faded from before his mind’s eye. He could feel nothing but a sort of weightlessness. Frenziedly, he tried to find his body and its pain, but there was nothing there. He couldn’t even hear the storm. Or taste the sapping heat or the blood from the ruptures and lesions inside him. Or smell anything of substance. Here it was, then. A last few moments of floating. Or a disembodied floating forever.


We will command, use and spurn you then! came the whisper.


‘What?’ he croaked. ‘Who are you?’


We have taken you up in the fold of our wings. You will be protected for a while, perhaps replenished. We will take you to the Gate.


‘The Gate? Why? What would you have of me?’


You agree to being commanded, used and spurned by us?


‘Yes.’


Then leave this place.


He felt fear. ‘Can I not stay here with you?’


There was a pause. No.


‘But …’ But what? He had no right to ask anything of them. No right to ask anything of anyone. No right to ask anything of any realm, or of the cosmos. No right to existence. ‘You would not have me become dust?’


One day. One day you will become dust and return to us. All the cosmos comes to us as dust eventually. In this way, we know of realms in the furthest reaches of the cosmos. It is inevitable that you will return to us.


‘But you have spared me from that now, in your mercy. Why?’


So that you may leave this place and find the other realms of the Declension.


‘You want that?’


Yes and no. It grieves us. Look at what has become of we sifters – as you call us – and our realm, because of the Declension. You will see what is being done to other realms by them. This end may be inevitable, we do not know. It is enough for us that the Declension reject you – because of that we shall spare you, for now, and allow you moments in other realms.


‘What purpose will I have to give me discipline and meaning there? I must have discipline and meaning or the existence will be terrible beyond enduring. I would rather be dust.’


You must find discipline and meaning in enduring, then, as we do. You must search for new purpose even if you cannot discover it before becoming dust. It is all we know and can tell you. But we are here now. We command you to leave and to remember your promise to us.


Ba’zel was gently lowered back to the ground before he could even ask exactly what it was he had promised. He shielded his eyes as he watched the sifter lever itself away. Although its movements were slow and measured, it was soon lost in the white and grey storm once more. Ba’zel’s skin began to pain him again and he knew he had to get moving. He’d been brought to a slope where the ground was firmer than elsewhere. There had to be rock just below. He ascended the slope and looked into the gaping mouth of a wide tunnel. He wasted no time hurrying down, out of the light.


He did not know this entrance but sensed great energies at play not far away. He navigated his way through long well-maintained corridors, peering anxiously in all directions at intersections, expecting to see the flicker of rapid movement at any moment; but all remained deserted. It was through these corridors that the lesser races were marched from the Gate of the Waking Dream to the place of bloodletting at the feeding pools. For their own protection, these races were kept under close guard at all times, and lurking elders were regularly swept from the corridors. That meant that even if his people had now established where he was, they would have to come some distance before he was in sight. For the first time since leaving his father’s chambers, he genuinely began to believe there might be some chance of escape.


With a measure of renewed energy, he ran for the Gate’s chamber. Although he possibly had a good lead, the elders could move with frightening speed, and some possessed arcane magicks far beyond his understanding. Mentor Ho’zen had made mention several times of great magicks that could potentially alter space and time. What if Ba’zel’s pursuers were to slow time down so much in this corridor that he never reached the chamber? He prayed such a spell would require more preparation and energy than was immediately available to those coming after him. Yes, he sensed them now! They’d entered the corridors and were swarming after him in massive numbers.


Panicking now, he flew round the next corner and saw the doors to the chamber ahead. As he raced forward, an enormous guard stepped out of the shadows of an alcove to the side of the doors and levelled a trident of rarest sun-metal at him. The glare of the weapon hurt Ba’zel’s eyes as much as the sun itself, and he slid to a halt with a cry of shock and pain. The guard was an elder of prodigious size. The scars crisscrossing his hard skull marked him as one of the most experienced of the warrior lines. There would be no defeating or eluding him.


‘So small?’ the elder observed with a mixture of disgust and amusement. He sniffed. ‘Young, too. I would not usually deign to notice one such as you, let alone do you the honour of raising my weapon. I can only wonder at the oddity of your being able to cause so much trouble and disorder. There is no power of significance within you, so what lack is there in our kind that has allowed you to come so far? Has your instability somehow already affected us? Surely it is not some sort of infection that has weakened us?’


Ba’zel’s mouth had never felt so dry. ‘I-I …’


‘See how you waver,’ the warrior sneered. ‘There is no confidence of will about you, no discipline of being. You are not even worthy to sully the points of this trident. You should be dispatched like the lowest animal, and never fed back into the Geas. Your existence cannot be permitted an instant longer!’


The elder took a deliberate step forward, the movement breaking the spell of paralysis in which Ba’zel had been caught. Words tumbled from his lips so quickly that they had barely formed in his mind before he spoke them out loud. ‘The Eldest sent me! She bids you stand aside and allow me entrance to the chamber. Further, you are to render me whatever assistance I might require, even falling on your own weapon should I command it. But I will not command that, for you are unworthy of such mercy. Instead, you will guard these doors against those coming on behind me, do you understand?’ He finished with a gasp, hardly believing what he had said. None would dare mention the Eldest, let alone invoke her authority, lest they wanted to attract that unforgiving and eternal being’s attention.


The guard growled but had no choice but to fall back. Even if he suspected Ba’zel of lying, failure to obey instantly the very idea of the Eldest’s authority was enough to warrant death. It would be for the Eldest – not a mere guard – to punish any using her name in vain. And the punishment would be more terrible than could be imagined. There were various stories of members of the Declension immediately committing suicide upon fearing they had used the Eldest’s name inappropriately – death was preferable to the alternative, and if their bodies were then fed to the Geas they would be reborn with wiser wills and tongues.


The guard’s eyes were impossibly wide as Ba’zel came forward. ‘Surely you are insane. Your mind is gone rabid. Your line must have mixed with another race, for you are not of the Declension,’ the elder hissed. Yet he opened the doors and let Ba’zel pass.


There was a boom as the doors closed behind Ba’zel and he was sealed inside the chamber. His eyes went straight to the shimmering portal atop the dais in the middle of the wide circular space. The light coming from the Gate of the Waking Dream was the first Ba’zel had seen of the other linked realms of the Geas. Watchers both in the home-realm and the other realms held the Gate always open by keeping the same shared images of place in their minds. It seemed that just as thoughts could be shared between realms, so the realms could be materially connected. Mentor Ho’zen had spoken about the different realms actually being different levels of existence and consciousness – the Declension naturally being the highest, with their superior magic and elevated consciousness – but Ba’zel had only been able to follow the explanation in a general sense. He’d understood that it was only right a tribute of life energy was drawn from the Geas of every other realm in order to feed the Geas of the Declension’s home-realm. The faction of Ba’zel’s father claimed that, since all the Geas across the realms were linked, the potential fall of the Geas of the home-realm represented the potential collapse of all the other realms as well, the end of all life!


The lesser races were fortunate, then, the Mentor had carefully elucidated, that the Declension had discovered the means to travel between the realms and to sustain the Geas of their own realm. The Declension were indeed the Saviours of every realm. They were the intellectual and spiritual leaders of the known cosmos. They were light and hope in what would otherwise be just an empty and eternal void.


And of all the races in the realms of the Geas, it was only the Declension who could steer the realms towards the truly divine and eternal, who could lead others on the Great Voyage. For was it not the Watchers of the Declension who had first searched the cosmos with their minds for trace of the ancient Chi’a who had gone before them? Was it not these selfsame Watchers who had finally sensed and shared in ancient memories of the Chi’a elsewhere in the cosmos? Had they not thereby discovered other realms of the cosmos through which the Chi’a had passed on their own Great Voyage before travelling beyond? Had those Watchers not then influenced the dreams of, and whispered new ideas into, the minds of the races of those other realms, until the same thoughts and images were synchronised and shared between the realms and material travel between them was possible? Indeed, was it not the Watchers of the Declension who, with each new realm occupied, were able to probe further into the cosmos and deeper into the shared consciousness, in order to discover yet more realms and levels of existence? Yes, it was the Watchers of the Declension who would ultimately lead them all to divinity and eternity.


The Gate of the Waking Dream was therefore a holy place of sorts to Ba’zel’s kind. He went to his knees, so awed was he by its beauty and meaning. Although it was radiant, it did not hurt his eyes like most other light did. He saw images from different realms drifting and twisting before him. Perhaps they were more than images, for they looked entirely real, if extremely distant. He didn’t understand much of what he saw, and that only served to overwhelm him more. He had never seen such vibrant colours. The Gate made his own realm seem muted and drab by comparison. He felt muted and drab, utterly inadequate before it. How could he presume to approach such wonder? He would only begrime it, cover it with dust.


A figure slowly came around the Gate and placed itself between Ba’zel and the portal.


‘F-Father! You h-have found me!’ He would have grovelled and writhed on the floor in an abject display, but his father’s glittering black eyes held him in place.


His father’s voice was like stone cracking. ‘Did you think I would not know the mind of the least of my line? How is it you have not ended this already, you wretch? Are you so unstable that you are utterly insensible to the horror of what you are? Quickly, end this before others come and I am further shamed! Or must I lower myself further still by doing it for you?’


Something told Ba’zel not to reveal that the sifters had told him to leave the realm. ‘Father, the Declension say I am no part of them. Can I not just go elsewhere, disavowing any claims to line, name, race or realm? I will be a different race of my own, a lesser race if you will. I will work in the deepest mine in some other realm. Can the Declension not simply forget I exist? Can they not just leave me be?’


‘Fool!’ his father replied with an impatient stamp. ‘You will always be a part of the Geas of this realm. The Geas is old and occasionally sick. The creation of those who are unstable like you is but a symptom of its illness. Left unchecked, those symptoms can become devastating in their own right. You must be destroyed! Even were you to attempt the Gate to travel elsewhere, you would not have the strength and discipline of mind and magic to survive it. And were you to survive, the Declension would have no choice but to send one of the …’ and here his voice unconsciously dropped to a whisper as he pronounced the word ‘… Virtues after you. Better you kill yourself here and now. Do so at once! I insist!’


‘Father, spare me! Please!’


‘You have the temerity to ask yet more of me? You are despicable and shameless in every way. I see I must end you myself!’


His father bared his stone fangs and raised clawed hands. Ba’zel responded with a snarl and a yell and leapt forward. His father had not expected this of his son, just as no elder would expect it of a younger one. It could only be a futile gesture, after all, and none of the Declension would ever indulge themselves in such a waste of time and energy. So why would Ba’zel attack? What could it mean? Was there something the elder still did not know about his unstable son?


Ba’zel’s father swayed back in momentary confusion, then he blinked. Of course. The futile attack was precisely the sort of nonsensical behaviour one might expect of the unstable. With a roar he lunged forward again, with deadly eviscerating intent.


But the moment’s hesitation proved enough. It decided whether Ba’zel would live or die. Landing just short of his oncoming father, Ba’zel dropped through the stone floor. As his father flew over the top of him, Ba’zel swooped back up into the chamber behind and past his father. Ba’zel leapt for the Gate.


‘Son! I beg you!’ his father shouted in appeal.


Never had he heard his father’s voice break so. Never had he heard him use such words. Ba’zel hesitated and looked back round at his parent.


‘Kill yourself! Please!’


And Ba’zel stepped into the Gate and the maelstrom of the cosmos.


Mentor Ho’zen fidgeted as he sat in the chambers and presence of Elder Starus, the head of the Faction of Departure. The scrutiny of one so large was of course terrifying, but the blood lamps that burned around the chamber also made it difficult for the Mentor to control himself. The lamps were an outrageous display of wealth and power, of course, for every other member of the Declension – save perhaps the Eldest herself – made do with lamps of tallow rendered from the bodies of those fed to the Geas, or lamps of the black oil from decomposing bodies. But Elder Starus was no fool – he also knew that the cloying heady scent of burning blood and the frisson of life energy released into the air kept most of those with whom he dealt completely distracted and at a disadvantage. Despite his best efforts, Mentor Ho’zen’s nasal aperture flared hungrily and he shamed himself.


Elder Starus smiled knowingly. ‘I heard Elder Faal’s pathetic call about his unstable son having fled his chambers. All went as we intended, I take it?’


Mentor Ho’zen smiled weakly and whined, ‘Yes, Great One. Ba’zel escaped entirely on his own. There is nothing to suggest any other parties were involved. Elder Faal may ask why I was not with his son for lessons that day but I will simply inform him I was ill. He will not suspect me. He has always believed Ba’zel actually was unstable. I made sure of that.’


The elder nodded. ‘And Ba’zel is dead?’


The Mentor hesitated. ‘No, but he went through the Gate. Surely one of the Virtues will be sent after him.’


‘Hmm. He is worse than dead then. Faal is shamed and the influence of his faction must become diminished. If we are fortunate, he will become distracted with grief, although I suspect he is not so weak. I wonder if there is a way, however, that we can start a rumour that he is properly grief-stricken yet hiding it. If so, we might see him entirely dropped by his faction. Wouldn’t that be something! Perhaps if we point out he seems to have been keeping to his chambers much more of late … I will give it some thought. In the meantime, Mentor, I am well pleased.’


So saying, the elder waved forward a retainer who had been waiting with two goblets from a tray. The elder took one goblet and then gestured for the other to be taken to the Mentor.


The Mentor gave the unworthy retainer but a passing glance and eagerly took the proffered blood, for his nasal aperture had already caught an exotic and intoxicating scent from the goblet. Yet he caught himself and sensibly waited for the other to drink first. Elder Starus was apparently in no mood to rush, and so the Mentor was forced to wait in agony as the other first shifted his bulk so that he was more comfortable and then chose to speak expansively. ‘I saw you notice my new retainer, Mentor. It has of course had its ears put out and its tongue removed. It represents a lesser race from the fifth realm, you know. I have been promised that it will last longer than the races of the other realms, which is just as well, for the blood of its race isn’t much to savour. Retainers just don’t seem to last as long as they used to. It’s quite an inconvenience.’


Mentor Ho’zen made a polite desperate noise.


‘Now, this blood,’ the elder continued, ‘is from the sixth realm. It is quite a rarity, for the race that donated it seems particularly short-lived when coming into our proximity. Apparently, there is a great problem with supply, even for the Saviours in that realm. But I am assured it is worth all the effort of collection.’ The elder sipped at his goblet experimentally and pulled a face. ‘Not as fresh as it could be.’ He put the goblet aside. ‘But tell me what you think of it, Mentor. I’d be interested in the opinion of one as learned as yourself.’


Mentor Ho’zen wasted no time in finally trying the blood. It was so imbued with life energy that he found it utterly addictive. He guzzled it and could not lower the goblet until he’d completely drained it. Immediately, he was giddy. He burped and grinned apologetically. ‘Potent, Great One, quite potent. Indeed, that is my most potent opinion.’ He giggled. ‘My most learned opinion, I should shay … say!’ Light-headed and suddenly brave, he blurted, ‘And it ish alsho my learned opinion, Great One, that we should now shpeak of the poshition of influence within your faction that I wash promished.’


‘Indeed?’ the elder responded mildly. ‘You would presume to make demands of me within my own chambers then?’


‘Cshertainly not, Great One!’ the Mentor slurred. ‘But I cshertainly think it’sh time we dishcussed the poshition.’


‘That is demand enough.’ Elder Starus sighed. ‘Very well, you may approach and receive the mark of my line.’


Mentor Ho’zen rose to swaying feet, stumbled forward and then knelt. Elder Starus extended his huge hand, placed it on the Mentor’s head and then squeezed until the learned skull broke open.


‘Ahhh. Now this is far fresher. Forgive me, Mentor, but I have always found the blood of our own kind more to my taste. Even in death, you serve your new faction well, for now it is certain that there is nothing linking Ba’zel’s escape to us. I will see to it that you are properly fed to the Geas and prayers are said so that you will be reborn into the position of influence that was promised you.’





CHAPTER 2:



And a bad hunter


In his dreams Jillan was always happy. Or at least he always started out as happy. He would find himself waking in his parents’ small house, his mother already moving around in the main room as she prepared bread and honey for his breakfast, a small fire dancing in the hearth. He would splash cold water on his face from the ewer and bowl in his room, dress, choose one of the lucky stones from his collection to put in the pocket of his trews and then come out to the heavy oak table where they had their meals as a family.


His mother Maria would always smile and ask him how he had slept and about his dreams. She would listen carefully, even if the dreams sounded silly when described out loud. Jillan would tell her that he often dreamed about waking up in his room and then coming out to the main room to have precisely this sort of conversation. Jed, his father, would laugh and shake his head, until Maria frowned at her husband and told him not to make light of things he did not properly understand. Jed would school his expression and nod repentantly until Maria turned round to attend to the bread toasting on the hearth, at which point Jed would wink conspiratorially at his son, poke his tongue out at his wife and make Jillan giggle. Maria would whirl back round, a scowl of amused fury on her face, and declare that men were the bane of any good woman’s life and that she would be keeping all the breakfast for herself. Then a loud argument would start, in which Jed complained of a broken heart and Maria’s cruelty, Jillan would declare all innocence and blame his father for getting them into trouble, and Maria would bewail her generous nature that made her forgiving of two such devils.


At last they would sit to have breakfast and they would anticipate the day ahead. It was then that the dream would always begin to change, for Jillan’s stomach would pain him and he’d ask to stay at home rather than go to the school he dreaded so much. Jed would ask if Jillan was scared of going to school; whether he was being bullied by Haal, Elder Corin’s son.


‘N-No!’ Jillan would protest. ‘He’s just an idiot! I’m not scared of him.’


‘Then what is it? You know you can tell us anything.’


Jillan shifted uncomfortably. He glanced at his mother for help, but she only watched him with a mix of apprehension and curiosity. Finally, he blurted, ‘Minister Praxis hates me! He always picks on me! And I haven’t done anything wrong, not really! But don’t say anything, pleeease, because that’ll only make things worse.’


There was a terrible anger in his father’s eyes, a dangerous anger. ‘I knew that snake couldn’t be trusted to leave well enough alone!’


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


But Jillan didn’t want to go. The Minister was out there. The arguments and detention. Coming home late and being attacked. Lashing out. Poor Karl. It had been an accident! Becoming a fugitive who was hunted by Heroes, the Saint and the strange creature who might be a Saviour. And then the terrible, terrible thing that happened to his parents, the thing he refused to think about, he refused to believe, the thing he told himself was just a bad dream.


It was all out there, just beyond the door to their small home. Waiting and hungry … trying to get in.


There was a heavy and demanding knock on the front door and Jillan gasped. ‘No! Don’t let them in!’


It was the Minister and the elders coming for Karl’s killer, to torture the Chaos out of Jillan. It was Heroes coming for his parents. It was the townsfolk of Godsend come to tear them apart. It was the whole Empire trying to force its way in so that they might be saved from themselves. It was the blessed Saviours coming to exorcise their souls.


‘Who’s there?’ Jed would begin to reach for the latch, too far away for Jillan to stop him in time.


Heart pounding and blood roaring in his ears, Jillan would flee to his parents’ room and the small window there, but he knew there were things crouched in the darkness just beyond the frame. His mother screamed …


And Jillan sat bolt upright in his bed, suddenly awake. He wiped a shaking hand across his sweaty forehead. The vest in which he’d slept was soaked. He blinked and, as he did most mornings, worked to shake off the lingering terror of his dreams. He blanked his mind as best he could, shutting out the haunting impressions.


How long can you keep this up for? whispered the taint, whose voice had started to become stronger of late.


Exhausted, he crawled from his bed and splashed cold water on his face from the ewer and bowl in his room. Then he rinsed himself down. He began to shiver and his teeth rattled in the cool temperature of the dawn.


Small price to pay to be free of such dreams and to be sure you’re out and about before everyone else, eh? Can’t stand their stares and whispering, can you?


He didn’t have the energy to argue. Hurriedly, he dressed and chose a red stone from his collection to put in one of his pockets. He fancied that it warmed his hands slightly, and he felt a little better. Just as his father had always done, every time he came home without having successfully hunted anything, he brought a new stone for the collection instead. The collection was becoming quite large now, for there seemed to be a scarcity of game about, even given that spring was only just beginning to arrive.


You’re just a bad hunter, is more like it, the taint admonished. That’s what most of them think, you know. The other hunters manage well enough, which is just as well with all these extra mouths about, eh?


When Jillan had overcome the mad Saint Azual, the army of Heroes that had descended on Godsend had lost all momentum. Weapons hanging loose in their hands, soldiers had stood stupidly looking upon the world as if for the first time, or as if waking from a bad dream. They had been freed but had nowhere to go. The majority had therefore remained in Godsend and helped to rebuild the fortified town. Yet they represented a size of population which the town’s food stores could ill sustain.


Taking on a Saint is one thing, but once all the dust settles what real use is your magic if it can’t even catch you a couple of rabbits, eh? Still, maybe the rabbits are just smarter than you.


‘I probably just need a bit more luck is all,’ Jillan said to himself, sweeping the entire stone collection into his pockets.


Gold gleamed at him from the dark corner of the room where he’d abandoned his rune-inscribed leather armour after the battle with the Saint. He retrieved it now and buckled it on, still amazed at how little it weighed him down. If anything, it made him feel lighter.


Now feeling ready to leave his room, he stepped into the kitchen. The hearth was cold. Neither was there anyone preparing breakfast for him. But Samnir slept soundlessly – almost like one of the dead – in Jed’s armchair. The soldier had apparently come home long after Jillan had turned in for the night, gnawed on some of the hard bread and cheese Jillan had left out for him and then fallen asleep where he sat, without even removing his sword belt or boots. The old man’s skin looked grey and there were deep hollows around his eyes – he was working too hard training the men, settling disputes and dealing with all the trivial details involved in commanding a large standing force. Jillan hardly ever saw his friend any more – awake, at any rate.


The least you could do is catch a decent bit of meat for him, so he can keep his strength up. Thinking about it, you could do with putting a bit on those bones of yours too. Get too scrawny and Hella’s eyes might start drifting towards those who cut a finer and more manly figure, someone like Haal perhaps?


Jillan ignored the taint and managed to put its voice out of his mind for a while. He knew that in its own perverse and roundabout fashion it sought to look out for him, but all too often it seemed to want to goad or provoke him with half-truths and suspicions, so that he might give it a measure of free rein over both himself and his magic. He feared that if he let it have too much leeway, he’d never be able to wrestle it back.


He was tempted to wake Samnir. It would be good to tell him about his dreams. But the old soldier got too little sleep as it was, and he wouldn’t want to listen to a boy’s silly dreams anyway. Not for the first time Jillan sighed over the fact that Aspin had had to return to the mountains with his people to bury their dead chief and help choose a new one. Aspin had always been good at listening, and seemed to have some ability when it came to reading people and events.


And Jillan’s other friends never seemed to be around either. Freda had disappeared months ago, no one knew where. The rock blight that gave her stone-like skin and was rumoured to be contagious meant very few individuals desired her company, and a good number knew she had been a hanger-on to the generally despised Miserath, the Lord of Mayhem and likely betrayer of the other pagan gods. No matter where she had visited in Godsend, there had always been those who made the cross sign against evil upon seeing her. In the end she had just stopped being around.


The woodsman Ash was only ever to be found in the town’s inn, and although he would be eager to offer Jillan a welcome it would always involve one rapid toast after another, and one tankard after another – until they no longer knew each other’s names and an angry Samnir was there, forbidding Jillan to enter the inn again.


Then there was Thomas the blacksmith, who went at his forge and clanged metal on his anvil day and night. Some whispered that he fought a demon or dragon in his mind’s eye, that he still wrestled with the grief of having lost his family. Yet he would grin at Jillan’s arrival – while still continuing to work – and nod periodically as Jillan spoke. Whether the blacksmith really heard him, Jillan wasn’t sure. If Jillan stopped speaking, there might be some brief monosyllable from the huge man, but it was anyone’s guess if it was prompt, question, mere acknowledgement or a grunt of physical effort. Thomas seemed to want to rebuild Godsend single-handedly, and so Jillan left him to the rhythm of his hammer and nodding.


Yet none of it really mattered, for there was still his beloved Hella. She was as busy as everyone else – what with running her father’s stall when he was away trading with other towns, and being one of the few left with a good enough grasp of numbers for keeping a tally book to be trusted with overseeing the daily distribution from the town’s storage barns – but she still found precious moments for them to share. He stole kisses from her every morning before others were about and they talked about their plans for the future. Her brow would furrow slightly, she would tug absently on a lock of her wheat-gold hair and her usually clear sky-blue eyes would cloud over whenever they spoke of such things. He knew she had waking dreams of the passing seasons, the growth of life and their possible happiness – he held his breath at such times, for her visions were powerful and he feared to interrupt them lest it cause her some shock or pain. When she came back to herself, she would blink, smile gently at him and make him believe there would never be another winter.


Deciding he would tell Hella about his dreams instead, if they found the time, he left Samnir to his sleep. Jillan took a heel of stale bread, dipped it in water and began to chew as he shouldered his longbow and stepped out into the grey light of Godsend.


He wove his way through the higgledy-piggledy maze of stone cottages, huts, hovels and lean-tos that constituted the southern quarter of Godsend, and approached the wide Gathering Place at the centre of town. At all but the same moment, a mule-drawn wagon emerged from a side street and a woman stifled a scream.


‘Saviours preserve us! The devil himself! I told you he would know. Oh, what is to become of us?’


Jillan looked up to see a young mother clutching a babe to her chest and her husband raising a stave to protect them. What appeared to be all the family’s possessions were in the back of the wagon. The mule stopped with a sigh.


Realising they were waiting for him to speak, Jillan quietly commented, ‘You’re leaving then?’


Neither of them answered, but the man’s expression became slightly guilty and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat.


Jillan cleared his throat. ‘It’s all right. No one will try and stop you.’


‘Y-You’re not gonna hurt us?’ the husband said.


‘Don’t you trust him or lower that weapon, Franklyn!’ hissed his life mate.


‘Peace, woman! If he wanted to hurt us, there’s little I could do against his witchery.’ Yet Franklyn was careful to keep his eyes on Jillan as he spoke.


‘Nay, husband! Remain wary, for he seeks to ensnare us with his lies. Keep your faith fixed on the blessed Saviours and we may yet win free of the Chaos creature and this cursed place. Its powers will be unable to touch us if you keep your mind clear.’ She began to mumble a prayer.


‘Look,’ Jillan said tiredly. ‘There’s nothing I want of you. Be on your way as you wish. Do you have enough food to at least see you as far as the next town?’


‘It’s the want of food that sees us leaving,’ the husband replied unhappily. ‘What with the young one and all …’


‘I understand. Godspeed!’ Jillan nodded.


‘The pagan gods!’ the woman breathed. ‘He curses us!’ She made the sign of the cross over herself and her child, then over Franklyn.


‘And the Empire will be coming. I have to think of my family,’ Franklyn confessed.


‘Don’t explain yourself and your heart to him! He will seize upon it, feed upon it!’ the wife squealed, setting off her babe.


‘I understand.’ Jillan smiled and waved them on before the child could wake all the houses around and bring out the curious and any interested in making trouble.


Franklyn nodded gratefully and flicked his reins. The mule leaned forward and the wagon began to trundle away.


Good riddance! The place will be better off without that sort. You don’t need such traitors on the inside. And it’s fewer mouths to feed, the taint said with some satisfaction.


‘They’re not traitors really. They’re just scared, is all. How can I blame them? I’d do the same if I could, if Hella and I had a child and somewhere that would take us in, somewhere safe.’


But Franklyn’s lot aren’t heading somewhere safe, are they? They’re back off to the Empire. No more freedom of thought and so on. They’ll be Drawn again. They’ll be mindless slaves again.


‘Maybe. Willing slaves, though. Happy slaves. In a safe community. With enough food to eat.’


Idiot! There’s just no talking to you sometimes. What have we been through for, otherwise? Why did your parents sacrifice themselves? Why did you even bother standing against Azual? Why do you think thousands of people in Godsend have chosen to follow you? What’s wrong with you lately, Jillan? Have you completely forgotten yourself?


He didn’t know how to answer. He just didn’t know what Godsend had to offer the likes of Franklyn’s family. No, that wasn’t true. He knew exactly what Godsend offered – the terrible prospect of the full force of the Empire descending upon them. The Empire will be coming. He had to face it. He’d spent the winter in some sort of dream of contentment and denial, as his relationship with Hella had blossomed. The Empire was coming. It would descend on the town and kill or capture them all. It was why Samnir worked all the hours he could remain on his feet, why Thomas hammered on and on in his forge, and why Ash drank himself to the point of oblivion. It could never be enough. The Empire was coming. Did they follow him? There was no way he could defend Godsend against the entire Empire. He’d doomed them all! Rather than him being there to defend them, they’d probably be better off if he left them. Then they’d be able to blame him and make a show of welcoming the Empire, so that they might be shown some mercy.


Shaken to the core, he wandered distractedly through the Gathering Place and entered the northern quarter on the way to Hella’s home. He passed the inn, where orange eyes watched him from the darkness beneath the stairs up to the porch.


Off hunting, I see. Bring me back some squirrels! the large black wolf that was Ash’s companion said silently to Jillan.


Jillan stopped. He answered by rote: ‘Ash doesn’t like it when you have squirrel meat. He says it gives you terrible wind.’


The wolf’s large tongue lolled out and his white teeth showed. Ha! The human will never know. He’s unconscious most of the time.


Jillan frowned. ‘Why doesn’t he do something other than drink?’


The wolf shifted as if shrugging. He seems to enjoy it, even though it makes him incapable of hunting and causes him to urinate where he sleeps, as if he were sick or feeble with age. Why do you humans do anything you do? You are a species often lacking in sense. I do not know how it is you manage to survive sometimes. The woodsman only still lives because the Geas has seen to bless him with good timing – he always passes out before he can seriously injure himself. As for you others …


‘Perhaps we will not survive,’ Jillan murmured.


Perhaps not. The only real loss, though, would be that I would have no one to get squirrels on my behalf.


‘Maybe. But it is likely to be the Saviours who undo us while they are in the process of seizing the Geas. Then there will be no more squirrels either.’


There is that. Unless you can convince all the humans to destroy themselves before the Saviours seize the Geas. Or you destroy all the Saviours, but I don’t think your kind is strong enough for that. You don’t eat enough squirrels, after all.


‘It can’t just be that we don’t eat enough squirrels. Why aren’t we strong enough?’


The wolf yawned. Listen, there are two types of animals. There are those like wolves, and even squirrels, who live without apology or permission from others. And then there are those like cattle, who are content to be herded around and kept in relative comfort until they’re slaughtered. Sheep and cows tend to like their farmers, fences and warm barns. It makes them feel secure. Remove the farmer and so on and the cattle are unable to cope with their freedom. They lose all sense of self and direction. They go getting stuck in ditches, falling down rocks and tangled in bushes, making them even easier prey for any passing wolf. Stupid creatures get what they deserve, really.


It’s just a matter of will though. Once you decide which of the two types of animal you are, that’ll decide how you live, how you behave, and pretty much how you’ll end up. Cattle rarely change, you see. Give them freedom and they have no idea what to do with it. When they’re without clear direction, they panic and run scared, straight into trouble, usually, or low so loudly that every wolf in the area knows exactly where they are. Some just die of fright on the spot.


That is why your kind isn’t strong enough, human. Now, all this chat has made me hungry, so why don’t you run along and get me some squirrels – if you’re up to it?


Numbly, Jillan nodded and went on his way, trying to make sense of what the wolf had said. He certainly didn’t want to be a sheep or a cow. He didn’t really fancy being a squirrel either. Neither could he convince himself he was much like a wolf.


Why on earth are you preoccupying yourself with fantasies about animals? the taint asked in bafflement.


‘Didn’t you hear the wolf?’


What wolf? I heard no howling save for your madness. You must be daydreaming. It’s the lack of sleep.


So the taint hadn’t heard anything the wolf had said. He hadn’t imagined it all, had he? Maybe the taint wasn’t meant to have heard it. Jillan deliberately turned his thoughts back to Hella and found his pace increasing as he neared her home.


A far more suitable fantasy, if I may say? the taint snickered.


‘You may not!’ Jillan replied hotly and banished the voice for a while.


As he rounded the last corner and the house came into view, he saw her waiting on the bottom step, which was unusual. She was wearing the same clothes as the day before – a long ochre dress and a white apron. They were rumpled and creased. Her hair was slightly unkempt and her expression was careworn. Something was wrong!


Jillan hurried forward and she ran into his arms. She hugged him hard.


‘What’s wrong?’


Hella pulled him down onto the step next to her and held his hand tightly. ‘It’s Pa! He got back late last night from Heroes’ Brook. Jillan, he was attacked! A group of wild men or bandits took everything he had, including the wagon and the horse! How could such a thing happen?’


‘Is he hurt? I should see to him!’ Jillan declared and started to rise.


Hella shook her head, pulled him back down and took a calming breath. ‘It’s all right. He has a deep cut over his eye and several lumps on his head. And he was shaking terribly, so I called the physicker-woman during the night. She’s tended to him. She said he should be kept warm and allowed to rest undisturbed through the morning but that I should be sure to wake him around midday. If I have trouble rousing him, I should fetch her at once b-because …’ her eyes watered ‘… because … sometimes p-people never wake up when they’ve hit …’ she hiccupped ‘… their head!’


Feeling utterly helpless he put an arm around her and held her tight.


‘Oh, Jillan! They took all our supplies! We have nothing left. And no horse or wagon for trade!’ she sobbed.


‘It’s all right,’ he said soothingly. ‘We’ll work something out.’


‘But the town has too little to eat already! You don’t know just how little there is in the storage barns. I haven’t told anyone because it would cause panic. Samnir told me it’s getting harder and harder to keep discipline because the men are hungry. And some have begun to desert. Oh, Jillan, what are we going to do?’


She stared into his eyes pleadingly. He swallowed hard, thinking desperately. ‘I … I will talk to Samnir and maybe we can go after these robbers.’ Yet the doubt was plain in his voice.


‘Jillan, how will we find them?’ Her voice became raised. She’d never shouted at him before. ‘Father says that it’s becoming dangerous everywhere! Heroes’ Brook and Saviours’ Paradise have their gates locked all the time and their fields and cattle are always heavily guarded. They’re not just scared of gangs either, for there is the plague as well. They’re turning away most travellers, sometimes with bloodshed. Jillan, Pa’s ruined and it’s all turning crazy! It’s … Chaos! The Chaos has come!’


He flinched as if slapped, and let her go. Her hands fluttered over her mouth and she watched him fearfully. Did she blame him for all the trouble? How could she? She didn’t think he had been used by the Chaos, did she? She couldn’t! She wouldn’t kiss someone she believed to be like that. She wouldn’t say she loved such a person.


Hella was speaking again, her voice trembling. ‘I’m scared is all. I want you to give me answers, but I know that’s not fair. Godsend still has some cattle it can afford to slaughter. And spring is here now.’ She tried to smile but failed. ‘There will be more food from the forest. I’m scared. Scared for the town. Scared for my pa. Scared we won’t be able to marry …’


‘Hella! What are you saying?’ he cried, coming to his feet.


‘Jillan, don’t!’ she begged him. There were fresh tears in her eyes. ‘I don’t know what I’m saying! It’s all too much. We’ll talk later. There are things I should tell you.’


‘I don’t understand.’ What was happening? ‘What things?’


‘Tonight, I promise. I must see to Pa,’ she croaked, wiping her face and avoiding his eyes. She quickly got up and went up the stairs.


He reached after her but she was already closing the door behind her.


Minister Praxis lay with his nose and forehead pressed against the cold stone floor of the holy audience chamber of the Great Temple at the heart of the Empire. He’d been prostrate like this for over a week, but he’d never been so happy in his miserable life. To be in this place, so close to the blessed Saviours … He’d never dared hope he was worthy even to touch the floor they may once have walked across. He would wait for all eternity for them to appear if necessary. And if they never appeared, then that was their divine will and their judgement upon his own wretchedness.


Elite temple guards came and went as they finished their shifts or refreshed the candles, but he no longer noticed them. He no longer noticed the drops of rain that dripped from the ceiling, ran along the joins in the flagstones of the floor and found their way onto his tongue. He no longer felt the pain and stiffness of his limbs. He must shed himself of selfishness, of all sense of self-obsessed need, if he was ever to be a suitable vessel for the will of the blessed Saviours, surely his only reason for being. He was aware only of his sin, the sin of failing his Saint and, through that failing, the blessed Saviours. How imperfect and lowly he was! Never could his suffering be enough. Ah, the pain of that knowledge! His existence was a torment and punishment to him, and therefore must not be allowed to end until the blessed Saviours willed it. Death would be their divine mercy and he knew he was not deserving of such mercy.


There was only his sin and failure. He had not done enough to prepare against the Chaos. He had underestimated its dark and sneaking ways, just as he had underestimated the boy who was the bane of the Empire. Jillan! The Minister stared at the flagstones so hard his eyes almost fell from their sockets at mere thought of the name. His heart hesitated, his bowels turned to ice, his teeth clenched so hard his jaw came close to dislocating. The evil in that boy was so distilled, so pure, that it could only be a miracle wrought by the blessed Saviours themselves that kept the world sufficiently ordered to remain intact.


All the signs had been there from the beginning. The Minister knew he should have acted when he’d had the chance, when Jillan had been within his power as one of the pupils in his class back in Godsend. He should have throttled that boy during that last detention, or taken him out and pitched him into the town’s well. The creature had caused him no end of trouble in the lessons, with his sly questions and professions of innocence. No one could be entirely innocent, not even the most faithful of the Empire’s Ministers. No one!


Saint Azual was right to have exiled the failed Minister of Godsend, he saw that now. It was his own fault that Jillan had left detention, foully murdered a classmate and then fled the town unpunished. It was right that the failed Minister had had to suffer among the pagans of the mountains. Yet even then he’d failed, for in his arrogance he’d believed that he had redeemed himself and was therefore free to return to Godsend. Instead he’d led the pagans and the Chaos itself into the town and ultimately brought about the demise of the holy Saint and the triumph of the boy. The perfidious boy had been using the Minister all along! He, Minister Praxis, in his own vanity, had terribly underestimated just how dark and sneaking were the ways of the Chaos. He had allowed the very Chaos itself to use him!


Full of so much loathing he could no longer contain it, the Minister retched on the floor. His empty stomach heaved up its digestive juices and he pressed his face into a pool of bile. Let the liquid burn away all that he was. Let the venom of the taint within eat him alive. Let him drown in it, here, right now. He was anathema to the Empire of the blessed Saviours and should not be tolerated by it for an instant longer.


Yet when he had thrown himself upon the ground and prayed for that very thing before – having learned that the Saint had fallen, and having fled in horror into the forests beyond Godsend – Captain Skathis had emerged from the trees as if in answer to his prayer and dragged him up by the scruff of the neck. The Captain had even cuffed him around the back of the head, as if to knock sense into him, remind him of his faith and teach him a lesson.


‘Be a man!’ the Captain had grated. ‘Sacrifice and duty safeguard the People against the Chaos, isn’t that what you Ministers like to tell us? Well, enough of your womanly wailing! Pick your feet up. We’ve got a long walk ahead of us to the Great Temple.’


‘W-We’re going to the Great Temple?’ he’d asked in wonder.


‘Of course, you idiot!’ had come the sneered answer. ‘If you think I’m going to let you weep yourself to death out here in the wilds, leaving me to face the displeasure of the Empire on my own, then you’ve got another think coming. And if you start flagging, believe me, I will take great joy in bullying and kicking your arse all the way there. Now, wipe your nose and stop snivelling. You make me sick.’


The scarred Captain had been like some sort of angel or holy messenger, come to prevent the Minister’s death and provide divine instruction. How could the Minister have dared to think of blasphemously ending the life that had been gifted to him by the blessed Saviours? It was yet another sin and failing on his part. Thus he’d humbly made the pilgrimage with the good but impatient Captain Skathis across the southern and central regions, all the way to the Great Temple itself. As soon as the Great Temple had come into sight, the Minister had wanted to complete the rest of his journey on his knees, but, good as his word, the Captain had savagely begun to kick the Minister up the behind, making it all but impossible.


Upon arrival, there had been temple retainers waiting for them, for were not the blessed Saviours all-knowing? One had taken the Captain to report to his army superiors, while another had led the Minister to this audience chamber and commanded him to lie prone while awaiting the pleasure of the blessed Saviours.


And so here he lay, with his face in his own thin vomit. His treacherous thoughts and self-pity had led him back to another sinful contemplation of suicide. This time, without the need for the angelic Captain to drag him up by the scruff of the neck, he moved his mouth and nose up so that he would neither wallow nor drown in his own cesspit of self. There could be no selfish suicide. There was only the will of the blessed Saviours. Only them. Nothing else. Here surely was the revelation of the People’s existence.


‘Praxis!’ came the quietest of whispers, a whisper that he heard as much in his mind as he did in the chamber without. It came again, louder this time and more dreadful. ‘Praxis!’


‘I am here, divine one!’ he squeaked, losing control of his bladder and nearly passing out.


‘Be calm, Praxis. See, I speak through another, for you would be undone by my presence. See!’


The Minister pulled his head up a few inches and blearily made out a glassy-eyed infant girl seated on the simple but large stone throne across the gloomy chamber.


‘Praxis, you may approach,’ the terrible voice commanded, channelled incongruously by the youngster.


The Minister tried to drag his limbs under him, to lever himself forward, but they hardly obeyed, so stiff and rigid had they become. He squirmed forward across the flagstones, whimpering in agony and terror that he might not be able to obey the divine instruction. He bent his ankles and pushed with his toes, shoving himself a few more inches forward. Slowly, slowly, he made his way across the floor, heedlessly scraping cloth and then skin from his knees and elbows, until at last he grovelled before the throne.


In the age it had taken to cover the dozen or so yards, the girl-child seemed to have become years older, her hair and nails growing to an unnatural length. She was taller now, her frame more filled out. Her clothes no longer fitted. If she continued to age at this speed, she would be a bent old woman within a handful of minutes.


‘Hear me, Praxis!’ the alien voice resonated powerfully around the chamber. ‘You will now take the place of my son Azual. You will become Saint of the southern region in his place. Yet you will first need to restore order to that region by Drawing them back to us. You will also seize the youth Jillan, so that he may reveal to us the dark lair of the Geas, that which you know as the Chaos. Once we find this lair, the Chaos will be ended once and for all and this world will be made a paradise. Do you understand?’


Praxis thrashed about in a paroxysm of joy as he replied to the middle-aged woman, who displayed a tracery of lines and wrinkles on her face where a few moments before there had only been fair, unblemished skin. ‘Praise be, most blessed and divine Saviour!’ He sobbed. ‘You have gifted me with a vision of such beauty, may your will be done! I am transported by it and utterly yours. How must the Drawing be done, beneficent one?’


‘Through the holy communion, Praxis, through the holy communion. I have allowed this woman before you to drink of my essence so that she might be my vessel and body. Her flesh is my flesh, and her blood is my blood. It is the divine power of that blood which purges and burns the imperfection from her and rushes her towards an eternity with us, that which you call death. Come, take this tapping tube and partake of my blood, so that you may commune fully with us. It will complete you. Rise, Saint Praxis!’ the unearthly voice directed him.


Insensible with religious fervour, Praxis found himself crouching before the woman and pushing a thin tube of sun-metal into a vein in one of her arms. Scarlet blood arced from the end of the tube into his mouth. He swallowed greedily and within moments could miraculously stand straight once more, his limbs suffused with such power and energy that he felt as if he was born anew. An ecstasy came upon him as he transcended the pathetic being he had been before. He became intoxicated with it and swayed slightly, blood missing his mouth and pouring down his chin and clothes.


Enough! pulsed the voice in his mind, the white-haired woman too old and frail to speak clearly to him any more. No more of my blood, lest you end up sharing the same fate as this other vessel. You have had sufficient that we may now commune mind to mind and spirit to spirit. Enough, I say!


With an effort of will Saint Praxis ceased drinking, removed the tapping tube and placed it carefully inside his long black coat. The shrunken woman sighed her final breath and moved no more. ‘As you will it, divine one!’ Saint Praxis said, in some sort of blessing over the dead one.


And so you will Draw the People back to us, Praxis. Through you, drops of my blood will be shared with them, and then you will Draw the essence of their own tainted blood from them. They will be cleansed through this holy communion. It will bind them to you so that you may better guide them in their faith. It will restore order, peace and prosperity to the region. It will confound the influence of the Chaos and force it back into the darkness. Truly, you will bring Salvation to the People in our name!


‘Praise be, divine one!’ the Saint replied fervently. ‘Yet there are so many of them. It will take a long time to Draw them all. And they have allowed themselves to become corrupted. Will they not resist?’


Fear not, Praxis. Be of good faith, for we will be with you.


He was about to cast himself back upon the ground as he realised his doubt was all but sinful and that he should beg for forgiveness, but the Saviour was merciful and continued without further castigation.


The People of the southern region were naturally Drawn when young, and still something of that remains with them. Through Azual, they received some small part of my essence such that I will be able to call on them, when you present yourself to them, and remind them of the right path and their duty to the Empire. The majority will be compliant. There will be more blood than you can consume alone, so it should be sent to the Great Temple for the magic of the Chaos within it to be properly cleansed and expunged. It will be a tithe of sorts.


But pay special attention to the young among your flock. As children enter puberty, they become more tempted by sins of the flesh and spirit and far more vulnerable to the influence of the Chaos. Therefore, you should be sure to visit the towns in the region regularly, in order to Draw the children just before they can reach that age.


‘Yes, divine one!’ the Saint moaned, all but overcome by the divine knowledge. ‘And what of those who do resist?’ An edge came into his voice. ‘What of Godsend, that benighted town that has given itself entirely over to the Chaos, that town which first fostered and nurtured the foul corruption and plague of the Chaos, that town which is a living blasphemy to the true faith, that town which even now provides succour to the bane of the Empire?’


A feeling of righteous malevolence communicated itself to his mind. Sweet Praxis, it is good you anticipate the need to punish such resistance. Yet do you really think the all-knowing Saviours had not foreseen all that has come to pass? Beyond this chamber, General Thormodius and our eastern army await you. With him at your side, there will be none in the south to stand against you. You will be the instrument of our divine retribution! Those who attempt to resist will have been so corrupted by the Chaos that they must be beyond saving. Only keep alive those who may give us advantage over the bane.


‘Yes! The girl Hella, divine one! She has been the familiar of the bane from the start and worked to seduce others so that the Chaos has influence over them. She must be made an example of, divine one, to serve as warning to the People and punishment for the bane! Ah, but evil always wears the comeliest mask.’


Then go tear off her face, so that all may see the horror and decay beneath, sweet Praxis!


‘As you will it, blessed one, as you will it!’


Once the presence of the Saviour had faded away, Saint Praxis strode purposefully out of the holy audience chamber. No longer was there anything nervous or twitchy about him, for his faith, suffering and self-denial had at last seen him beatified and raised up. He now had a greater sense of self and conviction than he had ever known. He was clear of eye and unflinching of purpose. And that entire purpose was bent on bringing down the boy Jillan and his witch of a paramour Hella.


He found General Thormodius with the angelic Captain Skathis at his side. Standing tall, the Saint stared down at the two large men. The Captain shifted uncomfortably and looked down and away. The General held the gaze for a few long moments, and then was forced to blink and nod his head slightly in welcome and acknowledgement.


‘What is your will, holy one?’


Saint Praxis allowed himself a satisfied grin and thought of all the different horrors he would visit on Godsend and the evil creatures that dwelt within.


Jillan stumbled through the forests beyond the walls of Godsend. He needed to think, to make sense of it all.


Jillan, slow down. You’re tired. Look at how disturbed your sleep has been in recent weeks. It’s no wonder your mind’s in a muddle, the taint calmly told him.


Jillan stopped and looked around, not exactly sure where he was. It seemed his feet had led him into the gloomier parts of the forest that few of Godsend’s hunters ever frequented because of a fear of pagans, old superstitions and mere fancies about what lurked in the dark and bottomless pools hereabouts. The giant pine trees stood relatively close together and had such thick branches that it was impossible to tell if it was full daylight above the canopy or not. There was an eerie silence everywhere. No rustling of mice and burrowing creatures beneath the thick carpet of pine needles covering the ground. No scampering squirrels among the branches. No whir of insects. No birdsong even. The air was warm and close, giving the place a brooding feel, the sort of feeling that would scare the usual forest creatures away.


Although the ground was fairly even, it sloped down slightly and he fancied he glimpsed the surface of water ahead of him between the trees. If he couldn’t shoot anything with his bow here, then maybe he could use the fishing line in his tunic to hook a few fish or eels for the pot. And it would be good to sit thinking quietly for a while.


He moved forward noiselessly and came to the edge of a flat dark pool that looked to be a hundred paces across. There were purplish fleshy water-plants along the edges, so he decided the water couldn’t be entirely acidic or poisonous. It didn’t seem stagnant either. He threw out his line and lure and sat on a conveniently wide and level rock to contemplate his reflection.


The water was a perfectly still mirror, one that showed him a gaunt and limp-haired youth, a troubled youth. He hardly recognised himself. Hella had panicked him when she had said they might not be able to get married. If they couldn’t have each other, then what else was there? What had it all been for? He’d already lost his parents to the cursed Empire, and he’d be damned if he’d let it take Hella from him as well. Yet Hella’s father Jacob had been attacked and they’d lost everything they had. And now, just as Franklyn had pointed out, the Empire would be coming for Godsend itself.


He mustn’t let the panic, the sick feeling in his gut, that feeling he had when his dreams turned bad, get the better of him. It messed with his thoughts and paralysed him. If it gained control then he’d never be able to do anything to stop them from taking Hella or Godsend. What to do?


His reflection looked back at him, watching and waiting. The dark youth in the water could provide no answers, however. The pool was empty and mournful. How could he end it or ever be free of it? The question threatened to drown him. It was the sort of question he’d asked in the Minister’s classroom, which seemed a lifetime ago, the sort of question that had effectively ended his childhood, seen Karl killed and his parents sacrifice themselves. Would it now murder all of Godsend?


He should never have asked it of the Minister. No wonder he had provoked his ire. Oh, why hadn’t Jillan’s parents let him stay at home that day when he said his stomach hurt? It was a sickness, a taint, a corruption in him that had then affected everything around him. After all, hadn’t he caused the plague? He knew that was what they all whispered behind his back. Had he corrupted all of Godsend, then? He was surely the cause, and that was why the Empire was coming, before he could corrupt the entire region and perhaps the whole Empire itself.


The dark youth in the water continued to stare at him, its eyes devouring light and mesmerising Jillan.


His was the blame. Should he leave Godsend, freeing it of its corruption? The Empire would perhaps pursue him instead of destroying the town, his friends and his beloved Hella. If he truly loved them, maybe he should leave. Yet where would he go? He dared not lead the Empire to Aspin’s home in the mountains. There was nowhere, no escape. The Empire would capture and use him, which would then endanger the Geas. He could never allow that to happen! Those he loved – and the Geas – could only be saved if he were to end his life before he fell into the hands of the Empire.


Jillan’s reflection was still staring at him. Was it larger than before? It seemed to have come closer to the surface somehow. Its hand reached out towards his own and he fancied that he might actually be able to touch the barrier between its world and his, the barrier between his world of torment and its world of peace, between his world of ill-starred light and its world of eternal darkness. He could just let go of his place in the world and find release and rest in the tender embrace of the deep. It could draw him down gently and soothe away his fears and troubles forever.


His fishing line drifted between his gaze and the other’s. Jillan blinked, and in that briefest of moments heard the taint screaming insanely at him. His hand was touching the surface of the water and was about to intertwine its fingers with the dark youth’s. What was he doing? Jillan and the dark youth gasped in horror and Jillan struggled to lean back and away from the water without overbalancing. He grimaced in panic and the dark youth snarled back at him, anger turning it into something ugly. It was far more than just a reflection and it was coming for him! Jillan instinctively called on magic from his core.


No!


But it was too late. Bright energy spewed from his hands, lighting up the glade red for an instant before being absorbed by the murky pool. The dark youth seemed to become more solid and began to push through the surface of the water.


Idiot! You’re only giving it more of yourself! It’s a phagus!


‘A-A what?’


Never mind! Run! Move, you dolt!


Jillan lurched back and fell heavily onto the flat rock. He turned clumsily, the fatigue caused by his use of magic robbing him of coordination and balance. He sprawled onto his front as the phagus hauled itself up and out of the pool and onto the rock behind him. A wet hand clamped around Jillan’s ankle in a vice-like grip. He cried out in fear and kicked back.


Where the phagus touched him, his skin burned like ice and his foot became numb. The cold began to spread up his leg. The taint was screaming incoherently now and fled in agony, abandoning him.


‘You will betray the Geas!’ gurgled the phagus in outrage. ‘It must not be allowed!’


‘Never!’ Jillan cried. ‘I won’t. I swear it! I will do anything you want.’


The phagus hardly hesitated in its answer. ‘The risk is too great. Better you be returned to the earth from which you came, so that you may nourish other growth in the land.’


An image of old bones sunk in the silt at the bottom of the pool came into Jillan’s mind. The flesh had long since rotted away, but had fed fish as it did so, and helped make the water a healthy soup to feed the surrounding plants. The plants had been picked by a physicker-woman in times gone past and been made into a broth to feed the sick and bring them new life. The life the bones had once been a part of had been passed on to others, to enrich them.


‘See,’ the phagus croaked, ‘you need not grieve. Death is simply a change of state. You will live on through other lives. Such life is eternal. Do not struggle against it. Look into my eyes and tell me you do not know and want such release. You want to be free of the struggle, do you not? My eyes, Jillan!


Yet Jillan knew better than to look back at the doppelgänger, to allow its gaze to overwhelm him. He kicked with his free leg and connected with something that squelched. The phagus simply grunted and dragged Jillan towards it with the hand around his ankle.


Desperately, Jillan threw his arms out and curled his fingers over the edge of the rock where he lay. He hung on for dear life. The phagus stretched him, its strength beyond anything human. The killing cold crept up over the thigh of Jillan’s trapped leg.


He knew he could not hold on. The deadening touch came higher but, as it reached Jillan’s torso, the pagan runes on his armour flared into life and filled the glade with a blinding white-gold light. The phagus screeched and had to let go to shield its eyes.


Jillan squirmed forward, pulling himself to the end of the flat rock, and then let his weight bring him down to the forest floor a few feet below. He scrabbled, grabbed his bow for a crutch, got his good leg under him and pushed away. His other leg had absolutely no feeling in it and he barely avoided ending up back on the ground.


‘Jillan, you know there is nowhere to escape!’ the phagus belched behind him. He could hear it coming for him again. ‘Think of those who you love. You know they can only be saved when this is ended. Come, let me free you of this.’


Its words sucked hungrily at his will. He shouted back at it. ‘I have always fought to protect the People and the Geas. You must believe me!’


‘Lies!’ the phagus hissed as it slithered after him. ‘It has always been the same with your selfish kind. Once before you humans pleaded with us and offered us passionate promises, so that we would share our sacred groves and pools with you. Then you set to felling our ancient trees and contaminating our waters, driving even holy Akwar from this place.’


‘That wasn’t me!’ Jillan protested, trying to block out the visions the phagus shared with him.


‘You seized the land as your own, undid the gods and gifted everything to the all-consuming incomers. Betraying and jealous humans! You will destroy the Geas itself.’


‘Never!’


‘Never? You humans lie even to yourselves. I know your mind. I am but your reflection. There is something impossibly self-obsessed about your kind. You want everything, even if it is far beyond you, and that makes you self-destructive. You cannot deny it. You have already shared your thoughts with me. I know you have considered ending your life, even if fleetingly. You know it is the surest way to safeguard the Geas. You know the risk is too great otherwise. Stop running, Jillan.’


He was frozen in place. The words of the phagus sounded like his own. The demand he end his life was his own. ‘No!’ he said softly. ‘My parents have already died to protect the Geas. Surely that is enough.’


‘If you would sacrifice anything to protect the Geas, then you must be prepared to return the life and magic that the Geas first gifted you.’


‘Please, there must be another way!’ In his mind’s eye Jillan saw the hands of the phagus stretching out for him again.


Numbing and implacable words. ‘Try to be better than the rest of your kind. Submit to it. Let go. There will be no pain.’


Long damp fingers slid around his throat. He had nothing left. There was no more magic. There were no more arguments. There was only the regret he would not see Hella again, that there were still things unresolved between them, that he wouldn’t see her summer smile again, smell her wheat-ripened hair, lie under a tree with her … He couldn’t let her image go, would not let it go. ‘I cannot deny her!’ Jillan swore, pulling his head forward, yanking his hunting knife from his belt and slashing back at the phagus all in one motion.


‘Betrayer!’ the phagus accused him in a cold fury. ‘See how your selfish desire comes before protecting the Geas. You speak the same lies to me as all your kind. Now you will die!’


Jillan cast his knife behind him and heard it thud into the phagus, but he could sense it was not seriously hurt. He took a panicky hop forward, wrestling with his quiver as it swung away from him by its strap. He failed to put the foot of his dead leg down squarely and the traitorous limb began to twist him around. He knew he was going to fall, so gave into it as he grabbed an arrow, let the quiver fall and raised his bow. He hit the ground sitting down and facing back towards the pool, but ready to shoot.


The phagus was crouched like a toad on the rock and preparing to leap at him, a horrific and slimy version of himself. Instantly, its eyes fixed him where he was and he was unable to release his arrow. It had him. All he saw were the dark pools of its eyes.


The dark youth came to Jillan and took him in its icy clutches. It pulled him to the pool and then into the freezing depths.


Hella, I’m so sorry! he thought as he drifted down and down.


He hardly felt his body any more. The pain of the cold was gone. It was darkest night. He was so tired. It was like going to sleep. He saw the last bubbles of air escape from his lips and lift away.


His armour dragged him to the bottom of the pool, to lie among the other bones there. Strong hands gripped him and he thought that the phagus had come to pull him apart and feast on him, but instead he was pulled further down still, through muck and detritus, silt and sediment, through loose stones and then rock.


Down still.


‘Hold on, friend Jillan!’ came a gritted voice.


Did he know it?


‘There is air here. It’s a cavern. Breathe, friend Jillan!’


Wasn’t he breathing? He had no way of telling. Surely he was dead. Was this one of the tests the eternal Saviours set the dead before allowing them to join them in paradise, or one of the tricks that pagan ghosts were known to play on the newly departed?


‘I am sorry, friend Jillan.’


Something hard hit him in the back. And again. He vomited violently, evil-smelling fluid pouring out of his nose and mouth. Fire ignited in his chest. His mind screamed for mercy, but his body did not have enough strength for more than a sigh and then a groan. Yes, this was life: he recognised the agony of it. Death was far less painful, far more alluring. Ah, but how it burned! He was sick again and wiped a shaking hand across his mouth.


‘S-S-So c-cold!’ His teeth chattered. His body convulsed weakly a few times as it tried and failed to shiver some warmth back into itself.


‘Fear not. Friend Anupal knew you would need the thing called fire. But I must take you quickly, he said.’


‘F-Freda, is that you?’ Jillan whispered, his eyes becoming too heavy to stay open.


‘Here, let me do it! You’re spilling most of it down his front, dear heart! I didn’t spend an hour making this soup just for you to go bathing him in it. It might be good for his complexion, you never know, but that’s not our primary concern right now, now is it? Those big hands of yours can’t handle the spoon properly, dear Freda. You’d be best employed drying yourself down, you know. Do you not remember what I told you about water expanding when it freezes? The nights still get very cold. Tough though that stony skin of yours may look, if water gets between your joints and seams and you leave it till the morning, then it’ll be me having to pick up the pieces, pick up your pieces in point of fact. So show some sense and consideration, dear one, hmm?’
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