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The children stood at the water’s edge, clutching stones they itched to throw. They watched the boy in the water, squinting against sharp flashes of reflected sunlight, squeezing the sweat from their eyes with slow, stinging blinks. Beads cut tracks across the grubby skin of their faces – faces framed by tangles of shaggy, shoulder-length hair – and dripped on to their shapeless woollen smocks.


The boy in the water waded deeper, sending a ripple across the pool. The children edged backwards as it broke on the stony bank. Their fingers tightened around their rocks.


‘You’re a ’bomination!’ one of them shouted.


‘Cursed!’


‘A disgrace to the Ancestors!’


The boy dived beneath the surface. The heckling became muffled, distant – echoes from a bad dream on waking – and the fierce heat was soothed by an otherworldly coolness. He opened his eyes but could not see the bottom. It went all the way to the centre of the world, the stories said. It went on for ever.


The boy’s lungs soon began to burn. Even here, in the cool gloom of the pool, the sensation was never far away. He reached out for a branch suspended in the water, grabbed it, and kicked for the surface. The heat hit him the moment he broke through; it was like being crushed beneath something vast and immovably heavy. The children’s insults filled his ears again, but they dared not throw their stones just yet. Water was holy. They loved the water and they feared it, but above all they knew what happened to those who defiled it: exile.


And exile meant death.


The boy glided to the far bank, and his swimming was like an evil magic to them.


‘Witchcraft!’


‘Traitor!’


‘Four Fathers curse you!’


He climbed out of the far side of the pool and set the branch down on a pile of debris: twigs and wool and strands of sickly yellow grass. He could feel the children watching him – weighing their stones, judging the distance – but knew they would not risk a rock falling short. He was safe, for the time being at least, but the world was full of rocks and children eager to throw them. And there was only one pool.


The children suddenly fell silent. The boy looked up and saw someone walking down from the House on the Hill. She wore a heavy crimson cloak despite the heat, and her long red hair shone like a rare and precious metal. Sheep lumbered out of her way, bleating and huddling together on the sun-baked slope.


The boy quickly scanned the surface of the pool for anything he might have missed before pulling on his rough woollen shirt. His long hair was still damp, but his skin was already dry.


The children dropped their stones at the sight of the approaching figure and retreated, back towards the village. One of them stopped by the stream that fed the pool and stared at the boy with eyes made mean by the sun. The boy recognised him. He was Doran, son of Kelly: the village slaughterman. He was six years old – maybe seven. Without seasons, it was difficult to know for sure.


‘One day, Ash,’ Doran said, ‘you won’t have that witch to protect you.’


He spat, and the blob of thick phlegm landed dangerously close to the pool. There was no greater insult, in a place where people barely had saliva enough to swallow, than to be spat at. To cry is a crime, to spit is a sin, as the old saying went. Doran smiled, then turned to follow the others, towards the grey stone buildings further along the valley floor.


Ash breathed deeply, trying to cool his rage, but the air was thick and hot and full of anger. He wanted to shout – to retaliate – but knew it would only make things worse. Years of being the most hated person in Last Village had taught him that. He’d learned long ago that you ran when you could and fought when you couldn’t. The rest of the time you kept your head down and your mouth shut and hoped to go unnoticed.


A mosquito whined around his head. It made him think of his mother, dead to the blood sickness, and he couldn’t think of his mother without thinking of his father, dead to the village. Dead to everyone except Ash. Every night he prayed to each of the Four Fathers for an answer, for some kind of sign that proved the villagers were wrong. But the Ancestors were cruel. They gave him nothing, and it was hard not to interpret that as a sign; perhaps they gave him nothing because he deserved nothing. Perhaps he was the son of a deserter after all.


‘You are thinking of him, aren’t you?’


Ash flinched and turned to find the woman in the crimson cloak directly behind him. He dipped his head and clasped his hands. ‘Who, Priestess?’


‘Your father.’


Ash looked up – failed to stop himself – and saw the thin smile on her lips.


‘Don’t look so surprised. I can always tell when you’re thinking of him.’


‘How?’


‘You think of little else.’ The Priestess lifted her eyes to watch the retreating children. ‘You are permitted to think of little else.’


Ash felt the shame of his father’s legacy, the shame of being who he was, and returned his gaze to the ground.


‘You are not your father, no matter how much you might resemble him.’ The Priestess removed her cloak. Ash held out his arms and felt the scratchy weight of it against his skin. ‘And even if you were, there are far worse people to be.’


Ash looked up but the Priestess had already stepped past him, towards the pool. She wore a long pale gown, and it darkened as she entered the water. She caressed the surface with her fingertips. When she reached the point where the slope fell steeply away, she swam towards the head of the pool, where the stream poured in with such a delicious, delicate sound.


The Priestess turned on to her back, closed her eyes, and began to stream-dream.


Until recently, this ritual had taken place every seventh day. But for the past few weeks, the Priestess had taken to communing with the Ancestors almost daily. Ash did not mind – clearing the pool provided a break from the heat, as well as protection from the others – but he knew enough about the Ancestors to know it was not a good omen.


He watched the Priestess float on the surface of the pool, her red hair fanned around her head in a wide circle, wondering what visions and whispers she received from the deep. She looked like something fantastical, like one of the sea creatures in her books from the Olden Days. Ash looked south, over a rocky wasteland that led, supposedly, to the ocean. He had never seen it himself: it was a five-day trek, and nobody trekked for five days and returned to tell tales about it.


That was what his father had done, some people said. Others said he’d gone north, to the Kingdom. That was a kind way of saying he was dead. The Kingdom was real in the same way that the Ancestors were real: there but not there. Nobody knew if it was the kind of place you could find with a heart still beating in your chest. It didn’t really matter. His father had committed the worst crime imaginable: he had left his post and abandoned the village. The shame for Ash was twofold: not only had his father deserted his people, he’d been left behind by the very person supposed to protect him.


Ash felt sharp little claws of heat scurry across his scalp. He did not believe the stories people told about his father, and he did not think that the Priestess believed them either. Why else had she defended Ash at his trial? Why else had she offered to take him in as her servant? Why else did she tell him that he resembled his father, and not mean it as an insult?


Ash looked north, at the little stone houses nestled in the valley, and thought of the people who lived there – people who despised him. People who had called for him to be sent into the wilderness after his father. The branch doesn’t fall far from the tree, they had said. He knew it would not be long until the men began to throw punches at him as well as insults. He was almost of age, after all.


A gasp and a splash drew his attention back to the pool. The Priestess looked around, as though she had emerged from an underwater labyrinth into a strange and frightening place. She swam quickly to the shallows and walked out, water dripping from her hair and gown. The droplets hit the dry, dusty stones with little hisses. Something about the way her gown clung to her lithe body, or the lankness of her hair, or the troubled expression on her face, suddenly made the Priestess seem frail. Ash realised, for the first time, how old she must be. Forty, at least. Maybe even as old as forty-five. And how many people made it to fifty? Not many.


He held up the heavy cloak, and the Priestess slipped it on. She trudged up the hill, and it seemed much more of a struggle than it ever had before. Ash watched her climb, and as he did so he remembered Doran’s threat.


One day, you won’t have that witch to protect you.


The Priestess was the only person who stood between him and exile, but some day she would be gone.


And how long will I last then? he thought, setting off after her. How long will I last then?
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Ash brought a fresh pot of ink into the back room, his fingers black and reeking of charcoal. As he set it down on the corner of the table he caught a glimpse of the almanac open before the Priestess. The pages were crinkled with damp and yellow with age, but the markings she made were bold and precise. A series of circles arced across the right-hand page, each one surrounded by cryptic symbols and annotations. As he lingered, the Priestess dipped the nib of her pen into the ink and added another stroke to the intricate diagram.


‘Thank you, Ash.’


Ash bowed his head and stepped silently across the stone floor. He stopped at the door, uncertain, and the Priestess sensed his hesitation.


‘You wish to say something?’


Ash swallowed. It was not his place to ask questions – not his place to do anything other than serve – and yet he found himself asking all the same. ‘What did they say while you were in the pool? The Ancestors? Are they going to lift the curse?’


The Priestess set her pen down beside the book and stared at the sickly candle on her desk. ‘We are at a point of great change,’ she said. ‘Whether that change is for the better or for the worse remains to be seen. It may be many generations before the Four Fathers are satisfied that we have suffered enough.’


Ash remained by the door. He could smell the queasy stench of mutton fat from the pot of stew beginning to boil in the next room. He knew he should tend to it, but he did not like cooking. Cooking made a hot house hotter. ‘How will we know when we have suffered enough?’ he asked.


The Priestess half turned in her chair. Her hair caught the candlelight and shone like fire. ‘When the Ancestors give us a sign.’


‘What kind of sign?’


The Priestess had never been unkind to Ash, but he was fearful of her response all the same.


‘Come here,’ she said, simply.


Ash obeyed. He stood beside the table once more, looking down at the beautiful sketches in the almanac. The Priestess picked up her pen, dipped it in the pot, and began to fill a circle at the edge of the page with ink.


‘For many years, since long before you were born, I have been watching the sky. In particular, I have been watching the sun and the moon.’ She inked her nib and continued to fill the circle. ‘There is a pattern to the sky, if you watch it closely enough, and for long enough.’


The circle was now black, and the Priestess took a moment to admire it. ‘In three days’ time, I predict that the sun will disappear.’


Ash swallowed. He looked at the black spot on the crinkled page. He wiped a hand across his forehead, leaving a dark smudge on his skin.


‘If it comes to pass, that will be the sign,’ the Priestess said.


‘And things will get better after that?’


‘The sun is the cause of our misery. If it disappears – as my studies and the Ancestors have led me to believe it will – then we will enter a new age. The seasons will return, and with them will come the animals, and the plants, and the rest of life.’


‘What if it doesn’t come back? The sun, I mean?’


The Priestess smiled. ‘It will come back. The Ancestors will extinguish its light for only a few moments.’


‘But if it doesn’t?’


Ash realised that he was close to blasphemy. The Priestess spoke for the Ancestors here on Earth. If she said it was so, it was so. But still. The sun had been such a fierce presence in Ash’s life, glaring down at everything he did, that it was impossible to imagine even a moment without it – this miniature night-in-day she spoke of.


‘It will come back,’ the Priestess said, with another smile.


Ash bowed his head. ‘Yes, Priestess. Four Fathers be praised.’


‘And may they always guide you.’


Ash dipped his head again and turned to leave. He had barely taken a step when a fist hammered against the door of the house. He looked to his mistress. Visitors after dark were rare – night storms swept in too fast to make it safe, and to disturb the Priestess was to disturb the Ancestors. But the Priestess was not fazed. She simply closed the ledger and laid her pen upon it. It seemed to Ash that she had known the interruption would come.


‘You should see to the stew,’ she said, rising to her feet. ‘Our guests will be hungry.’


‘Yes, Priestess.’


Ash followed her into the next room: low and wide and sparsely furnished. A wooden table sat across from the roaring fireplace, where a black cauldron bubbled and dripped and fizzed. The flames brushed the flagstone floor with golden light, but the corners remained deep and dark.


The knocking came again, loud and impatient.


Ash stirred the stew, watching as the Priestess glided towards the stout wooden door. She placed her fingers on the iron ring, paused, and then pulled it open.


‘Dain,’ she said, her voice calm and dreamy. ‘Come in. I have been expecting you.’


A stocky man with a black beard lumbered into the room. His dark woollen tunic was fastened across his chest with knucklebone buttons, and his sheepskin boots were encrusted with dirt. He gazed about the room and when his eyes fell on Ash, his scowl deepened.


But Ash was not looking at the man. He was looking at the girl he pushed into the room ahead of him. She was small and slight and wary. She stole a glance at the fireplace – at the pot bubbling there – and quickly looked at her grubby boots. The shadow cast by her straggly hair made it hard to tell, but it looked as though her face was bruised.


That wasn’t the most striking thing about her, though. What made Ash stare was the fact she did not belong to Last Village. She had come from somewhere else.


‘Caught her sneaking in,’ Dain said. ‘I was on watch at the Northern Post when she come creeping along the stream, under cover of darkness. Would have made it, too, had I not collared her.’


The Priestess did not look at Dain, to his obvious displeasure. She looked at the girl. ‘We should send for Tristan,’ she said. ‘This is a matter for the Council.’


‘Already done. I sent a boy to rouse him on my way over.’ Dain smirked. He seemed pleased to know something the Priestess did not.


‘Good. Sit down at the table. Ash will bring you something.’


The Priestess gently closed the door while Dain shoved the girl further into the room. He dropped into one of the three chairs on the far side of the table and stretched his legs out. Ash ladled a portion of stew into a bowl, dipped a cup into the water tub, and took them to Dain, stepping cautiously around the girl. Dain did not wait to be brought a spoon; he cupped the bowl between his hands and slurped it down. Then he took a noisy gulp of water, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and belched. He kept his eyes on the girl the whole time.


A few moments later, there was a timid knock at the door. The Priestess opened it to admit Tristan, a rangy man with olive skin and hair the colour of dead grass. His beard was long and unkempt, and he brought the sharp smell of sheep dung into the house with him.


‘Priestess,’ he mumbled, shuffling further into the room. He nodded at Dain before letting his attention fall on the girl. His eyes narrowed to a squint, creasing the skin around them. ‘Who is she?’


‘That is what we intend to find out,’ the Priestess said. She led Tristan to the table and took her seat in the middle, between the two men.


‘Turn to face us then, girl!’ said Dain.


The girl flinched and shuffled in a quarter circle. Ash brought water and stew to the table, refilled Dain’s bowl, then shrank back into a shadowy corner. He remembered his own trial, the morning after his father failed to return from the night watch at the Northern Post, and his stomach filled with the same twisting unease.


The girl swayed on the spot.


‘Stand straight,’ Dain said.


Ash saw the girl try, but a moment later she rocked unsteadily from her heels to her toes.


‘Ash,’ the Priestess said. ‘Please bring a chair for this girl.’


Dain shot the Priestess a contemptuous look. ‘She should stand before the Council and the Ancestors,’ he said. ‘There’s nowt wrong with her. She’s playing us.’


‘She looks to have been beaten,’ the Priestess said, her voice dangerously deliberate. ‘And quite recently.’


Dain folded his arms on the table top. ‘Aye. It’s a rough world beyond the boundary, make no mistake.’


Ash returned with a chair and set it down behind the girl. She looked to the Priestess – who nodded once – before lowering herself into it.


‘I think a bowl of stew wouldn’t go amiss, either.’


Ash dutifully filled another bowl while Dain muttered his disapproval. The stew was no sooner in the girl’s hands than at her lips. It dribbled over her chin and ran between her fingers.


‘Savage,’ Dain muttered. ‘Are we going to find out who she is now?’


‘We are,’ the Priestess said. ‘But it’s equally important to demonstrate who we are as well.’


The girl lowered the bowl and held it in her lap.


‘What is your name, child?’


The girl swallowed. ‘Bronwyn.’


‘Strange name,’ Dain said. ‘Foreign name.’


The Priestess ignored him. ‘Where have you come from?’


‘North.’


‘Well, there’s nowt to the south, is there?’ Dain said. ‘Everybody knows that.’


‘Let the child speak.’


The girl glanced nervously at the men bathed in light, then at the woman shrouded in the darkness of her shadow.


‘I come from a village called Deddon.’


‘Do you worship the Ancestors in Deddon?’ Dain asked. ‘The Four Fathers?’


The girl looked into her half-empty bowl. ‘In our own way, yes.’


‘In your own way. What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘We know that our forefathers created this world. That we suffer because of them.’


‘That’s right. So what are you doing here? Did the chiefs of Deddon send you to spy on us?’


‘No. I came here because there was nowhere else to go.’ The girl took a quick sip from her bowl, as if she feared it might be taken away from her before she could finish it.


‘So you were exiled from your village and you came here expecting us to take you in?’ Dain raised a cruel, mocking eyebrow. ‘Is that it?’


‘I wasn’t exiled.’


The Priestess lifted her left hand, silencing Dain before he could reply.


‘Why did you leave Deddon, Bronwyn?’


The girl glanced at the door, then seemed to sense Ash in his corner and peered briefly over her shoulder. She looked as he must have done all those years ago: unhappy, alone, scared. Then she turned back to the Priestess. ‘I left because Deddon is empty. There’s no one there. I came back from a foraging trip and everyone was just … gone.’


Dain drew a hissing breath between missing teeth. ‘Sounds like you fell foul of the Ancestors. A curse, Priestess? Or a plague, perhaps? What if she’s brought it with her?’


The Priestess shook her head. ‘That is not the Ancestors’ way.’ She looked at Bronwyn with an expression of concern. ‘Why didn’t you go north?’


‘I did go north. The next village was abandoned, too. I came south because I knew there was a village here.’ She lowered her head – in shame, in despair. ‘I half expected to find it empty – to be the last one left.’


For a long moment, the only sound was the crackling of the fire.


‘This isn’t right,’ Dain said. ‘It smells wrong – rotten. We must turn her out.’


‘Be quiet,’ the Priestess said sharply. ‘We are at a crucial point – we are on the cusp of forgiveness. Things will happen in the coming days that may not happen again for a hundred years – longer.’


‘What things?’ Tristan asked.


‘Darkness will fall in the middle of the day – a sign from the Ancestors that our suffering is at an end.’


Neither of the men spoke. They only looked at the Priestess with hopeful, mistrusting eyes.


‘What we do to this girl will be counted for us or against us. You say she is a curse, and I say she is a gift. If we turn our backs on her, we turn our backs on salvation. She has been sent to test our worth. We must not fail.’


‘You mean to let her stay?’ Tristan asked.


‘I do.’


‘But where will she stay?’ Dain asked. ‘And what will she eat? We barely have enough food for our own.’


‘She will stay here with me, and she will eat at my table.’


Dain made a noise of disgust. Had he been anywhere else, Ash was certain he would have spat. The Priestess turned on him with a look that Ash had only ever seen once before, when Dain had argued for his exile. It was a look that made the sun seem weak and kind.


‘If you have something to say, Dain, you had better say it.’


Dain ran a stubby finger around the rim of his bowl. ‘I just think you ought to be careful, Priestess. You’re building quite the little nest here, what with the boy you insisted on keeping.’


Dain’s eyes slid to Ash, who felt his cheeks grow hot.


The Priestess spoke softly, but her words were laden with threat. ‘Ash is destined for greater things than dying of thirst on a lonely hilltop.’


Ash had never heard the Priestess mention his destiny before. The thought that he had a future – a purpose – beyond being the butt of jokes and the target for thrown stones gave him courage.


Dain held up his hands. ‘I don’t doubt your wisdom, Priestess. I only wish to speak honestly as an Elder of Last Village.’


‘And you have spoken.’ The Priestess turned to her right. ‘Tristan. What is your opinion?’


Tristan looked very intently at the table top. He seemed determined to avoid Dain’s stern gaze. ‘I think … if the Four Fathers have sent us this girl as a test then we must protect her. Is it really true that the sun will disappear?’


The Priestess nodded.


Tristan ran a hand over his matted hair. ‘Very well. I vote against her banishment. But I want her gone if there’s any sign that she’s cursed.’


‘Then the matter is settled,’ the Priestess said.


Dain stood up, thrusting his chair back so forcefully that it toppled to the floor. He strode to the door and yanked it open. He glared at the Priestess, and she held his gaze with cool contempt.


‘You’re making a mistake, Priestess. That girl’ – he jabbed a finger in her direction – ‘will be the death of us all.’


He left, slamming the door behind him. Tristan flinched as though he’d been struck, but the Priestess didn’t so much as blink.


‘You should be proud, Tristan,’ she said. ‘You did a good thing tonight.’


He nodded reluctantly, staring at Bronwyn. ‘Then why do I feel like I just doomed the entire village?’


The Priestess led him to the door and smiled reassuringly. ‘Because sometimes things have to get worse before they can get better.’


‘Four Fathers be praised,’ he mumbled.


‘And may they always guide you.’


Tristan stepped into the darkness and the Priestess shut the door behind him. Ash saw her shoulders drop, and she rested her hand on the rough wood as though for support.


‘I think I will retire,’ she said, making her way to the narrow wooden staircase. ‘Tomorrow is going to be a difficult day.’


Ash was sent to fetch a blanket for Bronwyn and told to give her as much stew as she could eat. This turned out to be three bowls. She did not speak. She did not look up. She only sipped and chewed.


Ash was glad of her silence. He had no idea what to say to someone from another village; he had never met anyone from beyond the boundary before. To his knowledge, no one had. He knew the watchers sometimes saw people from their vantage point at the Northern Post, but only at a distance. The rumours of marauding gangs were just that: rumours. The Priestess had been beyond the village boundary many times in her youth, but she only spoke of places: forests and lakes and hills. Never people. The only thing that Ash knew for sure was that outsiders were not to be trusted.


And Ash did not trust Bronwyn.


The fire was dying in the hearth, and the girl was becoming less distinct. For the first time, Ash worried about the coming darkness.


What if she’s got a knife beneath that shirt? What if she’s waiting for the Priestess to fall asleep before slitting her throat?


He raised a hand to his own neck and felt the smooth skin there. His beard had not come yet, and he would not look like the men of Last Village until it did. He swallowed, and no Adam’s apple bobbed.


Whoever Adam was. Whatever an apple might be.


‘You can sleep over there,’ he said, nodding towards the door, far from the comfort of the fire. ‘I’ve put a blanket down.’


Bronwyn looked over her shoulder, turned back. ‘Thank you.’


‘If you need to go, do it outside – there’s a hole around the back.’


Bronwyn nodded.


‘And don’t go in any other rooms. You are in the house of the Priestess. Do you know what that means?’


Bronwyn gazed at him. In the low light, it looked like a glare. She did not answer.


‘It means this place is holy. The Ancestors dwell here. They speak through the Priestess.’


It looked like the girl was grinning, but then a log crumbled in the grate and the smile was gone.


‘I am very tired,’ the girl said, in a small voice. ‘Can I sleep now?’


Ash bit his lip and narrowed his eyes. Then he nodded. The girl got up from the table.


‘I’ll be watching you,’ Ash said.


The girl rested the fingertips of one hand on the table as if to steady herself, then turned away. She crossed the room very slowly. When she lowered herself to the floor, Ash was certain that her legs would buckle before she reached the blanket. But her strength held out. She lay down on her side, her back to the room, and curled into a ball.


Ash went over to his own blanket beside the dying fire. He intended to stay awake all night, watching the strange girl by the door. But as the fire dimmed and darkness fell, he felt himself drifting off. She was just a shape now, a shadow, and shadows were harmless. 

And, like a shadow, he suspected she would be gone when the sun rose.
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Ash realised too late that he was being murdered. He felt her hands on his shirt, his throat, his face. Felt her hot breath on his cheek as he fought to surface from sleep. He became aware of a thudding sound. She hadn’t brought a knife – he knew that now with sickening certainty. She had come unarmed, planning to use something from inside the house. Something heavy and blunt and crushing. She shouted, and her voice cut through the murk, loud and breathless and …


Panicky?


Ash’s eyelids flew open. An eye, bloodshot and swollen and glossy purple, looked down from above. Ash sat up, throwing Bronwyn’s hands from his shirt. He looked around.


Brilliant sunlight poured in through the deep, unglazed windows on either side of the door, and an energised hum drifted through on the hot breeze.


‘What is it?’ he asked.


‘They’re here,’ she said, flinching as a hand hammered on the door.


‘Who?’


‘All of them.’


Ash scrambled to his feet just as the Priestess swept into the room.


‘Go into the back room and close the door,’ she said. ‘Get Bronwyn to the church. Do not let anyone see you.’


Ash opened his mouth but nothing came out. It was like waking into a nightmare.


‘Now,’ the Priestess said.


It was Bronwyn who pulled Ash into the back room and shut the door.


‘Why are they here?’ he asked. He suddenly became aware of Bronwyn’s hand around his wrist and snatched it away. ‘What did you do?’


‘Nothing.’


The raised voices outside fell silent as soon as the Priestess spoke. ‘People of Last Village, welcome. I know why you have gathered here, and I understand—’


‘Come on,’ Ash said. He crossed the room and went through the back door. Before him, the ground dipped down to the pool at the end of the village, and a derelict church stood on the hilltop opposite. The sun, still low in the sky, was already hot enough to burn and bright enough to blind. Ash covered his eyes and peered into the empty valley. ‘This way,’ he said.


They hurried down the steep slope, their feet trampling clumps of brittle grass. A loud voice shouted somewhere above them, and a cheer went up, but they kept moving. Ash knew the Ancestors would not allow the Priestess to come to any harm, but he still feared for her safety, and dreaded to think what the villagers might do when they realised the girl was gone – and that he had helped her to escape.


Sweat trickled across his scalp as the hill began to level off. His breath came in short, painful bursts, but he knew they couldn’t stop running until they had reached the safety of the church.


And then he saw something that made him stop dead. And he knew, in an instant, why the villagers had congregated at the House on the Hill.


He saw what Bronwyn had done.


The stream that ran through the village and fed the pool was dry. Dark pebbles that had only ever known the cool kiss of water were pale and dusty. The pool was already being lost to the air, stolen by the sun.


Ash turned to Bronwyn, ready to drag her back to the house and deliver her to the mob, but hesitated. She was staring at the dry streambed in horror, a hand over her mouth.


‘The stream,’ she whispered.


‘Put it back,’ Ash said, wiping the sweat from his forehead. ‘Make it right again. Go on!’


‘What?’ Bronwyn stared at him in shock. ‘You think I did this? You think I stopped all that water from flowing?’


Ash stared at her, trying to find some telltale sign of her power, but all he could focus on was the bruising around her eye, the fresh cut in her top lip. She was small and wounded and – seemingly – far from the sorceress she would have to be to cause a drought. This was high magic – the stuff of the Four Fathers.


Another ugly, hungry cheer went up above them.

‘We have to go,’ Bronwyn said. ‘If they think I did this …’


Ash looked up at the House on the Hill and said a silent prayer to the Ancestors. Then he began the gruelling climb to the church. The heat seemed to intensify the higher they got, and the air felt thick enough to chew. Every step was harder than the last. Their hearts pounded, their lungs burned, and their mouths filled with the taste of blood.


Finally, they reached the summit, and Ash staggered over a tumbledown wall that circled the graveyard. Most of the tombstones had been toppled by storms, but a couple of smooth slabs still stood at jaunty angles. There was a statue, too, although its wings and arms had long since turned to rubble at its feet.
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