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Prologue

The
Church of
Chaos

 

Yellowed by candlelight, trembling fingers grasp a pen made from
a freshly plucked goose feather. The nib makes solemn contact with
the scroll parchment; the monk trying to steady his hand. Instead,
the script on the page distorts violently, the harsh scratching
sound marking each pen stroke, filling the confines of the place
where the monk hides.

But the noise from the pen, the noise from each ragged breath
drawn into lungs shrunken by dull fear, cannot hide the terrible
tapestry of sound filtering through the church walls of wattle and
daub:

The muted thud of iron sword against wooden shield.

The triumphant shouts of the victorious over the vanquished.

The cries of pain.

It is the music of battle; yet the monk has not heard its melody
for several years. Once hardened to it, now he recoils in horror
and disgust. It hastens his need to complete his writings; the
urgency giving him new resolve. He tries not to think of his fate,
for he knows that he is doomed to die this day. Those emerging from
the sea have come with a purpose as simple as it is savage.

The monk shudders with fear as he concludes what he knows will
be his final thoughts in this world; words documenting the sense
hope and reason he does not, now, posses. He reads them to himself,
nodding his agreement to the empty room.

Rolling up the parchment, he seals it with a glob of candle wax
and grim resignation. The flame whirls wildly, the shadows morphing
all around him. For a moment he feels lost and helpless.

Then he sees the casket.

It is on a low table, a few metres from where he has written his
epitaph. With aching joints he stands and moves towards it. He
gives out a small groan of protest as his knees pop and creak, but
he does not allow this infirmity to slow him.

In moments he is stood over the casket, gazing down upon the
deep, intricate carvings which imbue its surface. It tells the
story of how he came to be here in this foreign land; at peace, yet
so far from home.

The monk lifts the lid of the box before him. It is a
wonderfully whittled longboat; a symbol of a past life. His hands
continue to belie his fear as he attempts to place the scroll into
the casket, fumbling and dropping it onto the bed of yellow flowers
inside.

He cannot resist a glance at the object nestling within the
bell-shaped petals. Without thought his quivering fingers seek to
touch it. As skin caresses cold metal, his heart warms. He decides
that to fulfil his duties then he must draw upon its power one last
time. He smothers a sharp pang of grief that tries to cry out to
him; the thing in his hands has taken as much as it has given.

Gently, he lifts this sacred boon and kisses it. The ritual
gives him peace amid the chaos of this day. His hands finally find
their purchase and he carefully places the object back within its
simple sanctuary; closing the lid upon its beauty with a sense of
deep yearning.

He stands tall, succumbing to the familiar feeling of rapture
cutting a swathe through unbearable thoughts of dread and
hopelessness. The greatest of intention now fuelling his movement,
he lifts the casket; returning it to its secret resting place.

He hears a shuffling noise behind him.

An ally arrives in the shape of a young boy; squeezing through a
small black hole, hewn into the rock and covered by a shabby
curtain of sack-cloth. His hair should be as yellow straw but it is
peppered with dirt. Bright blue eyes, cutting through streaks of
dust, are marred by fear.

Reaching inside the folds of his habit, the monk pulls out a
piece of cloth folded into a rough bundle. He holds it out to the
boy, who cannot drag his eyes away from it.

‘Come, Erik, take it from me,’ the monk softly urges.

Erik hesitates for a mere second and then walks towards the
monk, gingerly taking the wrapping from him.

‘Go back the way you came and have no fear. They will not find
you. You know what to do when you reach your journey’s end?’

Erik nods.

‘Tell me.’

‘I must take the cloth,’ Eric begins in a voice blighted with
fright. ‘I must cut it in half and divide the pieces. And hide them
in places many leagues apart.’

‘What must you never do?’ the monk asks, placing a hand
on the Erik’s trembling shoulder.

‘I must never tell anyone who is not my kin.’

‘What defines “kin” from this day forward will be the only hope
we have,’ the monk mutters sadly.

‘Then we must trust to hope,’ Erik says with tentative
conviction.

The monk smiles as he hears this. ‘You are right, child. Now go.
When you feel the grass beneath your feet once more; keep the
horizon before you. Do not look back.’ He ruffles the boy’s hair,
feeling grit rubbing against his palm.

Turning, Erik heads back the way he came. The monk knows the
passage will take him many leagues from this place; for this is its
purpose.

       With the sound of the boy’s
retreat fading behind him, the monk sets the mechanisms to keep the
casket safe from all but the worthy; from this day onwards only
The Way will establish who is worthy of that thing hidden
deep below. He knows that the task has been set and can no longer
be undone.

Content in this notion, the monk’s senses are now tuned into the
elements. He feels rather than hears the change in the
noise coming from outside. It is a steady rhythm: the pounding
pulse of horse’s hooves churning soft spring grass. It gradually
emerges from the fading din of battle, urgent and powerful.

With measured haste the monk climbs from his sanctuary; into the
church above. The room is long; even in daylight deep shadows pool
beneath the wooden

aisles. On the walls, flickering torches try to battle the
gloom. The air is thick with

the smell of wood-smoke and goose fat.

Arriving at two great wooden doors, each embroidered with iron
dragons and serpents, the monk leans with his ear against wood and
metal.

For a moment in time, it is as though he has become one with the
four-legged beasts bringing death to his village. He can feel the
pounding of horse-heart in his skull; on his back: the weight of
their cruel burdens; the heat of their thirst burning his
throat.

‘Would you have us come in there with swords drawn and torches
blazing, or will you come to greet us, monk?’

The voice from beyond the door is loud and strong. It has
resonance to it. Many who hear it often fall to their knees in
dread.

Yet the monk no longer knows dread. He has savoured the Kiss of
Enlightenment and knows only peace. Regret is there too; division
and mistrust now consume his kin. But this ruefulness is remote, as
though it is happening to someone else.

‘This is a church,’ the monk says. ‘Would you raze it to the
ground?’

‘We do not recognise the home of your God,’ the voice booms.
‘The passing of an age has not changed this, monk. Come out!’

The monk turns the rough latch and pulls the door open.

He steps through into daylight and blinks several times. As his
eyes adjust, he can see the landscape unfolding before him. Smoke
smears a clear blue sky as a village on the hill burns. In the
distance the fighting has stopped and prisoners are being rounded
up and tied together into lines of despairing, disillusioned
faces.

Eyes drawn to the rank of warriors before him, the monk studies
them. They are an ugly sight, a mixture of matted hair, iron and
shaggy beard; all but one mounted on brown warhorses.

Their chieftain kicks his mount forward. It is a powerful black
steed with a white stripe on its nose; it’s skin - slick with sweat
- steaming in the cool breeze.

The warrior is dressed for spring. His blue tunic is made from
wool; his britches: linen; stained with brown ochre. Upon his huge
chest, brooches of silver, bronze and bone are linked by fine,
silver chain; the delicate craftsmanship appearing out of place on
a man bred for war.

The big horse, the big man stops short of the monk. The Viking
is tall in the saddle, but his spear (resting on his boot and
pointing skywards) is far taller. The iron spear-head glistens with
sunlight and blood.

With ease the warrior drops the shaft until the spear is level
with the monk’s chest.

‘You are keeper to that which is not yours, monk!’ he
growls.

‘My charge has no owner, warrior. It is but a symbol for the
enlightened.’

‘It is much more than that. You know this. Has your memory of
our land failed you all these years?’

‘I have made it so. My past is a disgrace to peace. I choose to
forget it. But this is not true of my kin.’

The look in the Viking’s eyes is cold; his face grim. ‘It does
not belong on this soil. It must return to its homeland. Give it to
me now and I shall spare you any…discomfort.’

‘Homeland? It has had many homes, I suspect. Who can
say from where it came? Not you. Not I,’ the monk replies
passively. ‘I do not fear you, warrior. We are still one. Your
threats cannot pierce the armour of enlightenment.’

‘We are men of war, monk. This is where we now greatly differ.
There are no threats, only what will be. Where is your charge?’

‘It is safe.’ The monk can feel the smile slicing across his
face. In his heart the surge of love is almost too much to
bear.

‘You are not.’ The Viking also smiles but there is no
love in it. The contempt he exudes has an almost physical
presence.

Behind him the line of Norsemen chuckle. It is a horrible sound
but the monk is immune to it.

‘I can accept my destiny for it is of my own making. Can you say
the same, my warrior kin?’

‘My fate is not yours to ponder,’ the Viking chief growls. ‘You
are a thief, now you are turning away from the grace of Odin. You
have no honour.’

A screech from above draws the warrior’s eyes skywards. A smudge
of black crows untangles and drifts over the battlefield. ‘The
Valkyrie comes to claim the brave and bestow them with honour. Soon
they will drink in the halls of Valhalla.’

‘I fear they will find no-one with true honour on this day,’ the
monk says and takes a step forward, his skin yielding to the
warrior’s spearhead. Legs crumpling, the monk’s inert form is
caught by the soft spring grass; a splash of crimson coating the
green sea beneath him.

The warrior is momentarily surprised by this action. Anger
builds beneath his breastplate and he thrusts the stained spear
towards the church.

‘Find our goal and bring it to me!’

With a cheer, his men dismount, kicking their way into the
church. From his mount the Viking warrior can hear crashing sounds
of destruction from within. He steals a look towards the monk’s
face; noticing that a smile remains, even in afterlife. He
suppresses the disquiet trying to invade him.

After a small lifetime the men re-emerge, their sullenness
indicating failure. One of them steps forward, his eyes making only
brief contact with his chieftain’s searing stare.

‘Our goal is not inside, my chieftain.’ His voice is coarse but
it trembles as he talks to the grass. ‘It is lost.’

‘Then so are we,’ someone mutters.

‘Faithless souls!’ the chieftain curses and his men baulk. ‘It
shall be found! If it takes a thousand lifetimes, it shall be
found!’

He yanks on the reins and the warhorse turns sharply, whining in
protest. The chieftain gives the church one last cursory glance
before turning to his men.

‘Burn it!’

He kicks his horse into movement and rides back towards the
scarred village. Behind him his soldiers do his bidding without
question. Using the torches from the church itself, they bring
about its ruin. They ride away from their vile deed laughing and
whooping with delight.

The church burns brightly into the afternoon before finally
collapsing. For an age the place where its ruin stands will be
reviled; testament to the devilry that came from the sea, one clear
spring morning. It will be many lifetimes before anything is ever
built here again. And when this does happen, when the people do
finally return, the screams of battle will be replaced by the yells
of children at play.

 

Chapter One

Snakes and
Ladders

 

‘Oh, my!’

High on her ladder, Heather Brannagan, home
economics teacher at Dorsal Finn High School, shuddered. She
clutched a soapy sponge and slopped it against the cottage
window.

‘Oh, my, oh, my!’

Heather Brannagan tried very hard to forget that
she did not like heights. The ladder wobbling beneath her feet was
making this very difficult.

‘Oh, my, oh, my, oh, merry my!’

The reality was: even though she had tried to
overcome this crippling fear for as long as she could remember,
others often made matters worse. How?

By reminding her, that’s how!

This morning it had begun with none other than
Edna Duffy. Locally, Edna was considered a woman of great renown,
usually for all the wrong reasons. To say Edna was tactless was
akin to saying the sea is a bit wet or that Mount Everest is a bit
of a climb. Edna had the remarkable ability to clear a place faster
than a skunk in a shopping centre, and her thirst for gossip was
unquenchable.

‘Aren’t you afraid of heights?’ she’d asked
Brannagan. At one point Edna was actually leaning on the
ladder!

‘One tries to overcome it, Edna - facing one’s
fears and all that!’ The sternness in Brannagan’s voice appeared to
bounce off Edna – a little like throwing a pebble at a charging
rhinoceros. ‘But people will keep reminding me!’

‘Well, maybe that’s for the best,’ she’d replied
sourly. ‘Anyone would think you wanted to break your
neck.’ With that she’d scuttled off in the direction of Eccleston’s
Eaterie, leaving Brannagan to carefully descend the ladder and dip
the sponge into a shiny metal bucket.

Then Bob the Postman tapped on the bottom of the
ladder, insisting that Brannagan come down to collect her
letters.

‘You ’abf to thign fowr wone of vese, Heavver,’
he said chewing a mint humbug with such ferocity it was hard to
tell who was eating who. He eventually gave up and, to Brannagan’s
disgust, spat it into his hat. ‘And I can’t come up there; you hear
too many stories of people getting seriously hurt falling
from ladders.’

Brannagan had signed for her post with her mouth
pressed into a thin white line. Bob had walked away after quoting
to her the statistics of household injuries involving heights,
leaving Brannagan shaking her head in dismay.

‘Keep focused, Heather,’ she scalded. ‘Remember
Doctor Foster’s advice.’

‘You must keep focused upon the task in
hand, Miss Brannagan,’ Doctor Foster had said as he’d tapped a
pen against his bearded chin. ‘Rather than concentrating on
what may happen, concentrate on what is likely to happen: nothing
at all! Control the fear – don’t let it control you. Think of only
the good things – use them to knock this scary stuff for a good
six, as they say at Lords! That’s Lords not
Lourdes, of course! Ha, ha!’

‘Oh, my! But where do I start?’ Brannagan
mumbled to herself as she moved the sponge across the nearest
window pane. The foam residue sliding down the glass reminded her
of something, something light and soft; like summer clouds.

Summer clouds, high in the sky, and far, far
from the ground!

‘Oh, my!’ she chided herself. ‘That’s not it!’
She concentrated further, furrowing her brow until her forehead
ached. Suddenly she had it.

‘It’s more like…meringue.’

And she could never consider meringue
without thinking of Beatrice Beecham’s lemon meringue pie. She
smacked her lips; thoughts of her precarious vista suddenly
releasing their steely grip.

Brannagan had never tasted anything like
Beatrice’s meringue, and knew she never would again. The crack of
the outer coating as it gave way to the soft sweetness of the
meringue itself; then the subtle lemon zest, perfectly
complimenting the light pastry.

The girl was a pure genius!

Brannagan had known Beatrice for two terms and
already sensed she had a prodigy in her class; one of those rare
few destined for greatness. Beatrice was not just exceptional, but
absolutely absorbed in the art.

In a quiet kitchen corner of her mind, Brannagan
hoped her teaching had, in some way, contributed to her star
pupil’s achievements. Beatrice made no secret Jamie Oliver had
become her greatest inspiration. Beatrice and Brannagan had often
debated the cheeky chef’s latest publication; Beatrice bringing in
her attempts to replicate them soon after.

But there wasn’t any denying her skills merely
added to the dish she had set out to emulate. More often
than not, Beatrice’s efforts often surpassed that of her idol.

‘Excuse me?’

A voice from below reached up for Brannagan, not
only shaking her from her reverie, but also serving as a reminder
she was perched on a ladder fifteen feet in the air.

‘C…can I help you?’ Even though she didn’t
recognise the voice Brannagan didn’t - couldn’t - look
down.

‘I hope so,’ the voice said in a soft accent
Brannagan could not place. ‘I’m looking for Tardebigge’s? I believe
it’s a guest house.’

‘Yes. Molly Tardebigge’s the proprietor. Do you
see the row of pink cottages further on down the street?’ Brannagan
pictured this behind her eyes which, at this point, she was
squeezing tightly shut.

After a few moments the voice replied that they could.

‘Well, Tardebigge’s Guest House is a hundred yards past those.
It has a post box outside it. You can’t miss it.’

‘Thank you for your help.’ After a slight pause the person below
spoke again. ‘Can I pass you your bucket?’

‘No…no, thank you! I’m fine. I have a… system.’

‘Then drop your sponge and I’ll give it soak and pass it up to
you. It’s the least I can do for your help.’

Brannagan, forcing herself to remain civil, sighed inwardly.

‘That’s very good of you.’

She opened her hand and allowed the sponge to
fall, not knowing if the Samaritan below had caught it since she
still had her eyes clamped shut. Then she heard the sloshing of the
sponge in the bucket and the metal ladder vibrated as the person
climbed the rungs.

‘Here you go,’ said the voice, now nearby.
Brannagan reached blindly down for the sponge, eyes partially open
yet fixed on the stippled yellow wall of her cottage.

Brannagan felt the slippery lather in the palm
of her right hand and gripped the ladder with the other. She
ignored the silly idea forming in her head suggesting that the
sponge felt as though it was moving against her palm.

‘Thank you…very decent indeed.’

As the person made their descent the ladder rocked slightly.

‘Good day to you, Miss Brannagan,’ the voice called as it walked
away.

Brannagan wanted to respond but anxiety held her
in its grip. Allowing Doctor Foster’s words to wash over her,
Heather Brannagan glanced down at the sponge in an attempt to
recapture reassuring thoughts of lemon meringue pie created by
genius.

But there wasn’t a sponge in her hand.

There was a snake!

Coiled and coated in slick, slippery suds; its
eyes - fixed and black - peering through a myriad of tiny,
sparkling bubbles. A forked tongue quivered and stroked her
thumb.

Her reaction instant, Brannagan threw the
serpent away from her. But this precarious perch could not tolerate
such sudden, ballistic movement.

Before the ladder went east and Brannagan went
west, rational thought tried to reassert itself in that quiet
kitchen corner of her mind. She found herself dumbfounded by a
sheer sense of bad luck.

After all, the only things she feared more than
heights were snakes.

‘And what are the odds of finding one of those
up a ladder?’ Doctor Foster had giggled.
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