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CHAPTER ONE

TALISMAN OF DEATH
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IT WAS A FULL MOON tonight – the sweepers always came on the full moon. 

Quin walked ahead of the rest of his family towards the waiting sweepers. He cast a nervous glance at his little sister. Alis didn’t look worried but Quin knew she’d done magic. The sweepers would know too.

Nobody used magic without permission these days and it cost a lot to get permission. Only the very rich could afford to pay the fees. Magic would heal his father’s leg, and the sickness that took his brother’s mind – but his family would never be able to afford it.

The moon had just appeared over the horizon. Dusk was turning to night and the sweepers watched impatiently.

‘You’re cutting it fine,’ the tallest sweeper called out from where he leaned on the doorframe of the Inn.

A small crowd milled around in the street outside. Entertainment was hard to come by out here in the countryside and this was the highlight of the month.

Every full moon the sweepers came to Pinewoods and waited by the Inn. Mostly it was morbid curiosity that drew everyone to watch. Nobody wanted to see a family taken away by the sweepers, but nobody wanted to miss it if it did happen! It would be the talk of the region for years, probably longer.

‘Name,’ the sweeper said with a blank stare at Quin’s father and mother.

Quin was tempted to point out that there was only one family name left on the man’s list. Everyone else in the village had already reported in today.

‘Brakan,’ Quin’s father replied, breathing deeply against the pain that was clearly coursing through his leg. The sweeper made a point of running his finger down the list of crossed-out names and stopping at the only one left.

‘Have you used magic in the last moon cycle?’ the sweeper asked, raising an eyebrow at the crippled man and the obviously disabled boy standing next to Quin.

‘No,’ Quin’s father replied in a respectful tone.

The sweeper stood, picked up a wooden staff and walked towards them.

‘Hold still,’ he instructed as he walked slowly past each one of them. He looked first at them and then at the top of his staff where a large white stone was set into the wood.

As the sweeper reached Quin’s little sister, Alis, the stone glowed a little whiter; a little brighter. The crowd gasped in surprise and began muttering.

Quin knew his sister had been skipping stones down at the lake. All the kids under nine did it. Skipping stones was a regular pastime on the way home from school and using a touch of magic to make it skip further was usually small enough to get away with. 

Quin had tried when he was younger too. It was a memory that made him feel uneasy but it was one he couldn’t shake.

Everyone’s stones skipped right across the lake, but when it was Quin’s turn his plopped out of sight after just a couple of skips. His second attempt was no better and his friends laughed. He sighed with relief when his third matched the others but when he looked at Clay, he saw that his brother had done it for him.

‘Maybe your magic is just late in coming?’ Clay had suggested.

Quin just kicked at a stone and ignored his brother. What would everyone say when they found out he was a freak?

Since then Quin had tried hundreds of times to call up even the smallest trace of magic. All had failed.

Clearly Alis could skip stones.

‘Silence!’ the sweeper cried and the crowd fell quiet. He turned to Alis and brought the white stone down to her level. ‘This one has done some.’

Alis glared defiantly back at the sweeper. ‘I’m only eight and you can’t do anything about it.’

‘Alis,’ her mother hissed and dragged the little girl closer. She looked at the sweeper apologetically. ‘She won’t do it again.’

He frowned. ‘You’ll be nine by the time we come back next full moon, young Alis,’ he said, proving that he did know who they were and exactly how old Alis was. ‘I doubt your father will have the coin to stop us taking you all away then.’

Alis’s brave expression slipped a little but before the sweeper noticed there was an exclamation from the crowd. 

‘Look!’

They all turned and Quin saw the sunset had changed from a deep orange to a bright green that pulsed across the sky.

‘A banishment!’ someone exclaimed.

The sweeper didn’t quite hide his surprise before he resumed his haughty expression. Quin knew it had been over three generations since anyone had been banished. Quin’s mother pulled Alis even closer as they all hurried off and everyone in Pinewoods suddenly had business elsewhere.

**
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ALL WEEK EVERYONE HAD been talking about the banishment. Quin ignored most of it by heading into the forest to look for poachers’ traps. It had been days since he found anything to take home for the table.  Yet again all hope faded of getting a good dinner tonight as Quin saw a poacher’s trap ahead. It was empty and their stomachs would remain the same way. Game was getting scarce as winter set in. The poachers weren’t even checking their traps these days as even they knew it was a fool’s hope. He tried to hide his disappointment from Alis as she caught up with him but she saw it in his eyes.

‘There might be one up on the edge of the gully,’ Alis said with a forced smile. She wore an odd assortment of Quin’s old clothes and boots that were far too big for her small feet.

‘How many traps have we found?’ he asked and watched as she counted the traps that hung from a rope at her belt. 

‘Seven,’ she replied with a serious expression. They both knew that would only bring enough coin for a small bag of flour, or perhaps a dozen of the peppermints their brother loved so much.

Quin fought back a wave of self-pity that brought a scowl to his young face. It all seemed so unfair. Just three years ago his family’s table had always been full. That was before his father had been crushed under the fancy wagon that he stopped to help. Gone was his father’s ability to walk without a cane and with it his job as woodsman for the local manor’s forest.

Quin knew he should be grateful that the new woodsman allowed him to collect the poacher’s traps. He was supposed to hand in any animals in the traps but the woodsman never asked what happened to them.

‘Maybe you should stay home and help mother with all the laundry she takes in,’ Quin suggested. Eight was far too young to be out in the woods.

Alis looked offended and rattled the traps at him. ‘I’m going to be a woodsman like father was.’

They went to look up on the top of the gully and Quin wished they had found a rabbit, or maybe two. Then they could go back to their family and bring a smile to their faces. Nobody had smiled much for a long time.

Just as they reached the top Quin heard a loud snap as a trap was triggered. He blinked twice as it came into view. Two rabbits lay motionless in the trap. He looked around, half expecting someone to leap out and laugh. It must be a setup. He had never heard of a trap catching two animals at once. 

The seconds ticked by and they were both still staring at the rabbits.

‘Alis,’ he said and paused, wondering if he was seeing things. ‘You see that don’t you?’

‘I see dinner,’ she replied with a grin. 

‘So do I,’ he agreed but he wasn’t smiling at all.

Quin knew magic had been used to draw the rabbits to their doom but it hadn’t been him. Magic was supposed to be the natural gift of everyone. Everyone except Quin. 

He looked seriously at his little sister. ‘You didn’t do that did you?’

‘Of course not,’ Alis replied, looking offended at the suggestion but her eyes didn’t quite meet his. 

Quin sighed; it was probably only a small touch of magic. Not enough for the sweepers to notice. At least she hadn’t been cursed with no magic at all like him. He reached down to collect their dinner. 

Just as he picked up the trap he heard a howl that made him pause. It sounded close by and it sent a shiver down his back. Whatever had made that sound was on the hunt and Quin pitied its prey. 

They began walking out of the forest and a few minutes later Quin felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. Something was watching them. Instinctively he notched up an arrow and drew his bow in a single movement as he turned. Alis stepped in behind him, just as she had been taught, and peered around with large, scared eyes. There was nothing there and after a minute he relaxed a bit. 

‘Just the wind,’ Quin said, still keeping alert for anything moving. As he turned to leave he thought he saw a flash of white among the trees but it was gone in the blink of an eye. There was nothing large enough in this forest to cause them any harm even if it did sneak up on them. Was he scared of a rabbit? 

As they reached the edge of the forest, Alis ran ahead then stopped just short of the road.

‘There’s someone coming,’ Alis called back to him with an urgent whisper 

Quin hurried to catch up and the rabbits swung back and forth as Quin’s hand clenched a little tighter around the rope that held them.  He peered out through the trees. Was it a sweeper? He knew Alis used magic to bring the rabbits to the traps but how could he stop her? She would be nine in a week and then it was banned. What if she had done too much and the sweepers took notice? Their moonstone would glow and his whole family would be sent to the maze. 

A coach rattled past on the dirt road and Quin’s eyes narrowed as he watched it disappear along the dirt track. He searched the side of the doors for a crossed-staff insignia but there was none. It wasn’t a sweeper but only rich people travelled in coaches and they hardly ever came to the forest.

‘Come on, Alis, let’s get home,’ he said, grabbing his sister’s arm and pulling her forward.

Quin knew where this carriage had been as the track only led to one place. His family’s cottage. What did they want? Whatever it was and whoever they were, it was sure to be trouble. Nothing good ever came from the rich.

He kicked a stone towards the retreating wagon and hurried on towards home with his sister running along behind.

* * *
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THE OLD WOODEN COTTAGE looked just the same as always. A thin trail of smoke drifting off on the chill breeze and lines of washing from half the village hung on rope between wooden posts. 

He propped his precious bow and quiver of arrows up against the side of the house and pushed the heavy wooden door open. He dropped the pair of rabbits just inside the door. In an instant Quin knew that something was wrong. 

‘Mother, we’re home,’ Alis called. Then she tugged on Quin’s shirt and pointed to the table. ‘Look, isn’t it pretty?’

Quin looked at the talisman. It was hard to miss amongst the drab browns of their old wooden furniture and grey stone floor. It sparkled even now in the dim light that crept in the open door. He had seen it only once before and that was many years ago. It could only mean death if it was here now.

He remembered his uncle reaching down to pick him up - the green stones glinting in the sun. Uncle Slade let him play with the talisman that hung from a thick leather cord. It had seemed such a pretty toy.

Now it lay on the table across the room - a symbol of death, of change and the end of life as Quin knew it.

‘Go find mother,’ Quin suggested, giving Alis a small shove. Alis nodded and ran off towards the kitchen. 

Quin stared at the talisman without going any closer. He knew it must be passed to the first-born son of each generation.  His gaze moved across the room to where Clay sat on the floor - staring into the crackling fire. 

‘Clay,’ Quin said moving his hands to catch his twin brother’s attention. Clay looked up and a grin lit his lop-sided face. Clay was older by a few minutes but Quin had to look out for him these days. Clay’s hair was black, his skin a little freckled and his intense blue eyes were like a bright summer’s day. If it was not for the odd way in which one side of Clay’s face drooped, the two of them would have been identical. 

Everything had been fine until they were about ten. Mirror images of each other getting into mischief and anything that looked like it might get them dirty. Then, little by little, for no reason the healers could find, Clay slipped away into his own little world and one day he never returned.

‘Qen, qen, look look,’ he said pointing at the fire as he clapped his hands with delight. 

‘Move back from the fire,’ Quin said, signing the words with his hands as well as saying them. Clay nodded and wriggled back a short way then went back to staring at the flickering flames as if they were the most interesting thing in the entire world.

No, there was no way the talisman would pass to the first-born son. 

‘Quin.’ A familiar voice from the doorway called him.

Quin turned to see his father hobble into the room using a walking cane. His left leg dragged behind him, twisted and useless. The pain in his eyes was deeper than usual.

‘Yes, father. I know. Uncle Slade is dead.’

His father nodded and regarded his son with an apologetic and defeated look.

Quin could hear his mother sobbing in the next room. Did she cry for her dead brother or for a son she might never see again?

‘It is a great honour to be a keeper,’ his father said, attempting to straighten up so he could look his son in the eyes. ‘It is a family tradition.’

An honour? Quin would like to dispute that. Perhaps three generations ago it might have been - back when the keepers had first created the border beyond which abusers of magic had been sent. 

‘They made this world safe to live in. Without a control over the use of magic we would all live in fear,’ his father reminded him. 

‘But I cannot go, father,’ Quin objected as he dropped his head a little to show his reluctance to challenge his father. How could he tell his father that he had no magic? He simply couldn’t be a keeper. ‘I am needed here.’

His father flicked his gaze towards the rabbits by the door. 

‘We will have the tithes due to the family of a keeper,’ he replied with a firm tone. ‘We will be well cared for.’

Quin would have laughed at such an absurd idealistic notion if it had not been his father. Nobody followed the tithes any more unless they were forced to. He doubted his father would even admit to having a keeper for a son.

‘The carriage will wait for you in the village,’ his father continued. He looked towards the door where the crying came from. ‘Perhaps a quick goodbye would be best. You can make it there before nightfall if you hurry.’

It was then that Quin noticed a pack propped next to the front door. They expected him to leave right now! Quin took a deep breath and swallowed hard to fight back the tears that welled at the corners of his eyes. 

‘Yes father,’ he replied in a quiet voice and walked over to the talisman. The six greenstones were set against a solid silver background which was engraved with lines and markings that meant nothing to Quin. He couldn’t make out the designs through the tears that he blinked away.

He picked up the heirloom by the leather thong and slipped it into his pocket. Then he knelt by Clay who still stared at the fire and seemed unaware of what was going on.

‘I’m going away for a while, Clay,’ he said, only just holding his brother’s attention. For once he was a little angry that Clay could not understand. He wanted to say goodbye to his brother. He turned his brother’s head so that Clay had to look at him. ‘Clay, I am leaving.’

‘Qen, go, go,’ Clay said, nodding and Quin almost believed that he understood. Then Clay pointed at the fire and shouted at it. ‘Qen, go, go.’

He looked back at Quin and grinned with pure joy. Quin forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes and patted his brother on the shoulder.

‘I’ll come back if I can,’ he promised, and stood; already forgotten by his brother.

He heard a door open behind him and turned to see his mother and sister enter the room. His mother had
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