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PROLOGUE

 

Blinding snow. Howling wind. Dense forest. Steep slopes.

Keep walking. Left foot… Right foot… A step at a time. A faint pinprick of light? Take another step. Every single one counts. Just a bit further. Life depended on it. 

The light again! Was it… shelter? Or a cruel illusion? Through the blizzard… could it really be…? The faint outline of a cabin. Ice hanging in pointed spikes from ramshackle eaves. Broken windows. Through one, light glimmered. The merest hint of life. A refuge? A trap?

Friend… or foe…? 

***

An old man huddles closer to the feeble fire. One gnarled hand stretches for a log and pushes it into the blaze. Hungry flames lick it eagerly. Far too quickly it is consumed. It is poor wood. Soon he will need to collect more. 

Tap. Tap. 

Faint knocking at the cabin door.

The old man – Ramekin – raises his head, listening. The wind shrieks. He shakes his head and slumps towards the fire again.

Tap. Tap. TAP.

Louder knocking, competing with the howl of the blizzard. Not Dump, the donkey, in the adjoining stable. No, it’s far too deliberate for that. Ramekin frowns. A visitor? Friend? Or foe?

Bang. Bang. BANG!

He starts from his chair; reaches for his ancient hunting rifle. No trustworthy visitor would be out in this storm. Apart from Mr Truehope, no respectable person was within fifty miles. What desperate traveller had made the journey to these forsaken regions?

Bang. BANG! BANG!

He pulls at the door. It scrapes roughly across the uneven floor. The blast of the wind is cruelly cold. Icy snow blinds him. He staggers back into the doorway. 

A large man, carrying a muffled form, stumbles into the hut.  

Quickly, Ramekin shuts the door to keep out the cold. “How came you ‘ere?” he roughly exclaims. He watches the big man warily. Is this a ruse? The man is strong; undoubtedly, he has all the advantage, despite Ramekin’s old rifle. But there is nothing of value for them here. 

The man ignores the question and bends intently over his companion – who is now on the floor. “Water?” he grunts. 

Ramekin puts down his rifle and reaches for a cloudy bucket of water. In silence he offers it to the man.

Slowly, carefully, the man begins to peel away the tatty woollen muffler that hides the face of the other. He tears a strip of cloth from his tunic – from what looks like a uniform. Begins to gently wash…

A face emerges. A young man, but…

A cry of horror escapes old Ramekin.

It is a mercy that the young man remains unconscious through the rough washing and tending of his injuries. The worst wound is slashed across the youthful face: a deep chasm of roughly torn flesh across his cheek, from his ear to his nose, horrible to see. The man grimly cleans it and wraps a strip of cloth across the face. It is no adequate fix for such a deep wound, but there is nothing else to do. As he works, he says his name is Faintnot. When it is finished, he props the injured boy – he is not much more than this – as close to the fire as he can, with Ramekin’s sole blanket around him. As best they can tell, the young man sleeps.

Faintnot thanks the old man. Ramekin merely nods. This is no disinterested kindness. He had no choice; Faintnot could easily have forced his way into the cabin and helped himself to the meagre belongings. But, suspicious though he still is, Ramekin views this man Faintnot as useful: strong as an ox, despite the wound he seems to carry on his shoulder; maybe he would be able to cut and carry wood and tend Dump, the donkey, and many other things besides. 

As if reading his mind, “We’ll earn our keep,” Faintnot assures him. 

“Time enough for that,” grunts Ramekin. 

Faintnot takes charge and thoroughly explores the cabin’s contents. With Ramekin’s permission, he heats some thin soup and feeds the barely conscious figure on the floor, before seeing to himself. He empties their possessions out of his backpack, which looks like an army issue survival pack. Are they deserters then? Ramekin watches eagerly, anxious for something of value which could be to his advantage. But it’s a poor showing; not really a survival pack at all. He sees the energy bars which tumble out and Faintnot tells him to take them. There isn’t much else; certainly nothing of value. Faintnot ignores it all and instead carefully removes a book from his pocket, as if it is very precious indeed. It is torn and stained; Ramekin dismisses it as nothing. 

Through the hours of the cold night the young man sleeps fitfully; Faintnot tends him diligently; Ramekin listens to their tale. At Faintnot’s invitation, the old man examines the book. But there’s nothing to hold his interest there. The print is small; the binding poor; the book is battle-worn. Ramekin hands it back. As Faintnot talks, he holds the book in his large hand. 

Incredibly, it seems to Ramekin that it glows.







PART 1: FLIGHT

 


CHAPTER 1

 

THWACK! 

It was the sound of flesh against flesh as Bourne Faithful’s right hook smashed into Shoby Webb’s face. Blood sprayed from Shoby’s nose as Bourne swung at him again… and again. This was the last time Shoby would pick on Bourne’s small cousin, Hector Wallop, for being a nerd. It was rough justice but dispensing it certainly felt good, and the milling crowd of students who cheered the fight clearly enjoyed it too. Faces belonging to friends came and went in a blur as Bourne ducked and weaved around Shoby, taunting him, and pummelling him, until at last Shoby crumpled to the ground. Panting hard, Bourne stood over Shoby’s unmoving figure. He nudged him with a toe; there was no response. Harold Wallop (Bourne’s cousin and the older brother of Hector Wallop) stared wildly at Bourne. Now what…? Bourne was already on his final warning at High School; this fight was already one too many…       

Unsurprisingly, Bourne’s teachers didn’t view the fight as the necessary dispensing of justice. Putting the school bully in hospital was not the Aletheian way to settle a matter. Shoby was revived and taken off for stitching and patching up; Bourne was marched off to see the Head. 

It was practically unheard of for anyone – even students from the most extreme towns of Err – to be expelled from the school; for an Aletheian like Bourne it was unknown. But, since warning after warning about fighting, and many other infringements of school rules, had gone unheeded, Bourne’s day of reckoning had come: he was likely to be expelled!

With his Headmistress’s dire warning hanging over him, and his parents still to face, as soon as school was over Bourne and his friends fled to their familiar hang-out on The Outskirts of Aletheia – the Turn-Aside Exhibition Centre, by Unbelief Road. 

They settled in the old shelter beside the Centre. It served their purposes very well: it was disused, appeared forgotten by those in authority, and had the great advantage of being screened by thick trees. Bourne took up his usual seat on an old, torn armchair mid-way down the side of the rough hut wall; his friends, Tub Mendle, Gray Mills, and Twig Fletcher chose stools in varying states of decay. There was nothing much to distinguish between these three teenagers: thick-set, solid, and not particularly bright, they encouraged Bourne in every transgression and revelled in the results. In addition to these three, AJ Stalwart leaned against the hut wall, a good-humoured expression on his intelligent face. Harold Wallop paced before them, at last stopping in front of the one, grimy window with his back to the others. He was younger than the rest; a tall lad of nearly fourteen, while Bourne and his cronies were becoming young adults at sixteen and seventeen. 

“Scared Mummy will come and get you, Wallop?” Tub said mockingly. 

Gray and Twig laughed. 

Harold didn’t respond to that. Uneasily, he said, “I suppose it should have been me dealing with Shoby. After all, Hector is my brother and...” 

“Shoby would have whipped you good and proper,” said Gray. 

Bourne remarked, “He’s right. Better I should deal with it.”

Harold seldom disagreed with his much-admired cousin. He turned from the window and looked at him. For sixteen years of age, Bourne was remarkably powerful and athletic. It was what Bourne cared about most – his own growing strength and using it as he saw fit. He was ready to take on the world and right whatever wrongs he found in it, according to his own set of rules. He didn’t seem to care about the repercussions.  

“What will you do?” asked Harold.

Bourne shrugged, as if his inevitable expulsion from school wasn’t a big deal; as if the shame of it to his long-established Aletheian family was nothing. Tub, Gray and Twig – all from places in the land of Err and sent to school in Aletheia – knew nothing of what this would mean. Bourne, Harold and AJ were all too well aware. It would rock the city! It would shock and distress so many. And what would become of Bourne himself…?

“Perhaps I’ll go away for a while,” Bourne remarked casually. “Join the army, fight to change the world…”

Harold shook his head. “They’ll get over it,” he urged. “Better to face your folks now and explain what happened.” 

“We’ll go with you to your parents,” AJ offered. “Explain about Shoby and what a bully he is…”

Bourne turned away. “My problem, I’ll deal with it.”

Harold shrugged helplessly in response to AJ’s glance at him; he once more looked out of the grimy hut window. That was so like Bourne: utterly determined to take on the world in his own strength, and fiercely independent of any assistance whatsoever. 

Through the dirty hut window, through a break in the trees, Harold could see the faint outline of the centre of Aletheia. The fields and forest between this hut and the city rose in an ever-increasing gradient to the stone buildings that crested the horizon. In that small window scene, fringed by leafy trees, the cross in the centre of Aletheia towered over everything around it, silently declaring the Bible Truth the city stood for; truth which Harold and AJ believed. But how could Harold, in front of these mocking older boys, persuade his cousin of the truth which Bourne had long rejected at school and home? 

Suddenly Twig’s voice penetrated Harold’s thoughts. “You’re serious about going away to fight in the army?” 

With a jerk, Harold turned back to the boys in the room. Tub was passing around something in a paper packet. It looked like a bag of sweets, but Harold knew it wasn’t that. Tub had received his latest smuggled package from his friends in Err. Bourne didn’t touch the dubious ‘candy’. That, at least, was one good thing about his obsession with a strong, healthy body: he was very careful what he ate. Tub protested that it was a new health product designed to build strength and courage; AJ scoffed at that, and a minor spat broke out in the background while Bourne slowly nodded at Twig’s question about joining the army.  

“I’ve got nothing to lose,” he said.

“Bourne!” exclaimed Harold, horrified at this assessment.

“Bourne!” echoed Gray mockingly, adopting a falsetto tone. 

Harold protested. “You can’t be serious! There’s nothing good to fight for out there!” He waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the land of Err, which was just beyond the boundary of Aletheia, quite close to the hut. 

Even now, Harold could hear the city’s border moving like a living thing. No typical stone walls defended Aletheia. Instead, the settlement was entirely enclosed by a circle of deep, fast-flowing water, like a massive moat. But this was no ordinary water. This was the Water of Sound Doctrine, which represented the whole, balanced truth of the Bible. It was an unusual barrier for any city, but, because it showed all who approached it exactly what they looked like on the inside, probing beneath any concealing exterior and showing them as the Bible described them, it was a terrifying perimeter to cross. It showed people as dead in trespasses and sins1, mouths stinking and decaying like open tombs2, covered in putrefying, rotten sores3, and many other awful things. It was a formidable defence against anyone who came to destroy Aletheia.

“Seriously, you can’t just leave!” Harold continued desperately, wondering how he could persuade Bourne to stay.   

“Like to see you try and stop him leave!” sneered Gray. 

“How d’you know anything about Err?” challenged Tub, breaking his argument with AJ over the dubious candy. “You’ve never even been to Err! Who are you to say there’s nothing good there!”

“I know that they don’t have any decent schools, otherwise you wouldn’t have been sent to Aletheia!” retorted Harold. At any other time this would have earned him at least a cuff across the head from the older boys, but Bourne’s presence prevented that. 

Tub growled something about Aletheia being his parents’ choice of school; Gray chuckled. 

Bourne remarked, “But Tub’s right. We’ve hardly been in Err – except with our families on Christmas missions – and we don’t see the real Err from that!” 

“At least think it through,” urged AJ, suddenly alarmed that Bourne might be serious. “At least go back and talk it through with your family…”

Bourne’s bark of hollow laughter was all the response they needed. They all knew his family were adamant that there was nothing good in Err; they would do all they could to persuade him to stay in the safety of Aletheia, the place where Bible Truth was held as the only way.

Twig got back to the point. “Anyway, what I was going to say was that if you’re serious about fighting, why not join up with Rescue In Peril Regiment in Err. That should be right up your street! Helping those in need, and they even go up into the North and take aid to the poor folk in the mountains. My uncle was in it for a while. They’ll train you and give you all you need, you wouldn’t need money or anything…”

Bourne sat bolt upright in the tatty chair. “I’ll do it!” he exclaimed. 

It was as simple as that. No other persuasion was necessary, and while AJ protested, and Harold helplessly tried to pray words that wouldn’t come, Bourne, supported by Tub, Gray, and Twig, discussed his plans. 

Twig proved surprisingly knowledgeable about the army’s movements. “I think the regiment are recruiting in Doubt just now, Dad said. You could easily get there tonight. Then just go to the Town Council tomorrow – they’ll tell you what to do. I know they definitely want new recruits, some special push by the government to help people in need, I suppose. There might even be money in it!”

Bourne said to Harold, “Go home. You’ll already be in trouble for coming to The Outskirts and being so late. I’ll see you… I’ll see you when I get back. Don’t worry about me, I’m not stupid, I know Err can be dangerous, but I can handle it.”

The twilight of late summer was beginning to descend on the city of Aletheia and across the land of Err. If Bourne was to set out that night, he needed to go soon. 

Harold jabbed a finger accusingly at Twig, Gray, and Tub. “If they’re so keen to make you go, why don’t they go too?” he said. It was obvious that while these so-called friends were eager to send Bourne on a perilous adventure, they weren’t going anywhere near it themselves. 

Across the babble of explanations and excuses, Bourne said, “It doesn’t matter why they won’t go. I will. I’ll prove to you I can fight the worst of Err! I’ll come back and tell you all about it some day!” 

While Bourne rummaged in his rucksack, removing schoolbooks and miscellaneous things he no longer needed, Harold approached with his Bible. He knew Bourne had not carried his own Bible for years. “I know you don’t have yours,” he said, holding out the Bible. “Please take mine, put it in the rucksack, please…”

“Please, please…” echoed the older boys mockingly.

Bourne hesitated, then took it and stuffed it into the deep recesses of his pack.

AJ approached Harold. “Go home and raise the alarm. There’s nothing they can do to stop him – he’s legally old enough to decide for himself. But they can try. I’m going with him as far as I can. Looks like we’ll stop in Doubt tonight. Tell my folks…”

Harold nodded, grateful for AJ’s courage now of all times. It was no small thing for a Christian to go into the land of Err, where he would face many enemies that would seek to destroy him. AJ wasn’t even wearing his armour of God; but then, neither was Harold. They were constantly reminded of its importance, but the time it took in the morning to be thoroughly prepared in all the armour of God… not so many of them managed that. 

Bourne didn’t protest when AJ announced his intention and shouldered his own school bag. Perhaps he was glad of company through the descending darkness of Err.

“You’re up for an adventure too, eh?” he said.

AJ muttered, “I wonder if it’s coincidence that Rescue In Peril also stands for death, for Rest In Peace…”

Harold watched them go – through the dark, dense trees that characterised this part of The Outskirts of Aletheia; along the twisted road of Unbelief; and finally, across the bridge which spanned the Water of Sound Doctrine. Bourne did not look into the water. Without hesitation, and without looking back, he crossed the bridge and stepped into the land of Err.




CHAPTER 2

 

It was dark when Bourne and AJ reached the town of Doubt. A single streetlight illuminated the sign at the entrance to the town which stated ‘DOUBT (probably)’. Assuming the ‘probably’ was fact, Bourne and AJ left Unbelief Road and entered the precincts of Doubt. It was a quiet, pleasant place. Not helpful though. No signs were dogmatic about anything. Even the town library, placed at the edge of the leafy town square, stated ‘Mostly Library…?’ as if it doubted what it was and needed to leave room for alternatives. The townsfolk they met – leaving eating places, departing late from work, and a few women exiting a Health Club which had ‘We Hope to Make You Fit’ as its motto – were all very polite. Not any clearer than the town’s signs, but courteous enough. They added caveats like “at least I think so” at the end of every statement – in such a doubtful tone it seemed likely they hadn’t told the truth at all. 

But, following vague directions to where the local hostel might still be located, AJ and Bourne found accommodation for the night. Bourne was undismayed that they lacked sufficient funds to pay for anything substantial; having committed to this rash venture, for him there was no obstacle too great to be overcome.

“The army – the Rescue In Peril Regiment – will pay for this,” he blithely assured the receptionist at the ‘Beds, Blankets & Breakfast (Possibly) Hostel’. She was a pleasant-looking, middle-aged woman, who bore the name ‘Demuria’ on her name badge and had deep lines of worry across her forehead.

AJ, who had no intention whatever of joining the dubious-sounding RIP Regiment, kept quiet. He was here to try and persuade Bourne to go back to Aletheia; paying for accommodation was the least of his problems, and Demuria seemed to accept that the army might, indeed, settle the bill. 

“So, you’re here for the recruitment,” she said. “You’re just in time for closing applications tomorrow. They start on the mission north tomorrow, or perhaps it’s the next day? If everything goes to plan, of course…”

“Oh!” For a moment, Bourne was flummoxed, but he quickly recovered. “Then we’re just in time!” 

Demuria remarked worriedly, “I do hope they haven’t changed the timetable. You can never be quite sure if things will go exactly to plan...” 

“Oh, I expect we’ll be fine,” said Bourne. He had no idea, of course, if anything would be fine. But his decisive nature was not one to stop and dwell on hypothetical difficulties.

AJ watched as Demuria began to gather various packaged snacks from under the counter. “If you brave lads are heading north to rescue those poor souls, we’d better feed you up!” she said. 

Bourne quickly took possession of the chocolate bars, dried fruit, and crisps. “Thank you!”

“I doubt you’ll go far on them, mind,” warned Demuria. “But it might keep you going until you’re on army rations.”

It kept them going until the morning anyway. Bourne, appearing not to have a care in the world, slept soundly, while AJ tossed and turned and worried what the next day would bring. 

***

It was a curious sensation to wake up in the town of Doubt, particularly for two Aletheians who had seldom travelled in the land of Err, and never unaccompanied. AJ lay a moment more on the hard bunk and stared at the light rain falling on the glass pane of the un-curtained window. Fitful, weak sunshine threw uncertain rays into the room. It seemed that the weather, too, was doubtful which way it should go. On the wall, a plaque surrounded by faded, old-fashioned flowers stated: ‘Follow your doubts; they might be the only thing you have that is really YOU.’ AJ had absolutely no idea what it meant. 

Bourne entered the shared room, damp and cheerful after a run of several miles around the town. “I’ve found the recruiting office. It’s in a borrowed room in the Town Council building. I’m getting ready to go now. Good to be early, shows you’re keen!”

AJ fumbled for his clothes and dressed hurriedly, suddenly wide awake. Where were the Rescuers from Aletheia? If they didn’t reach Doubt soon, they would be too late to stop Bourne from joining the army of Err. “Can’t we wait until later?” he asked. 

“Why?”

AJ shrugged. “We could look around the town…” It sounded feeble even to him, that they would want to explore a town that was doubtful it should exist. 

Bourne chuckled. “I won’t change my mind. You go back by all means, but I’m going on. I’m going to see this through, no matter what!”

AJ reached for the Bible in his rucksack. He wished, how he wished, he had been far more diligent in learning its contents, in knowing what to say… “What if you’re wrong?” he asked desperately. “What if you’re joining the enemy? What if there’s another agenda, if it’s a trap…”

Bourne laughed. “I think the town of Doubt has got to you! There’s no reason to doubt their motives in wanting to help people, even if they don’t happen to come from Aletheia! Christians aren’t the only good people, you know! But even if they are all wrong, that doesn’t mean I can’t do my bit, in the right way, and fight for justice!”

AJ shook his head. There was no stopping Bourne. Dumbly, praying for help that he hoped was coming, he followed Bourne into Doubt. 

Despite the ambiguous signage, Bourne had thoroughly explored this part of Doubt and knew exactly where he was going. Far too soon for AJ, they arrived at the makeshift recruiting office. A colourful poster on the small side door of Doubt Town Council advertised the Rescue In Peril Regiment recruitment and mission. AJ paused to examine it. 

‘Err Needs You!’ was the bold headline, which conjured up in AJ’s mind every sort of warning they had been taught in Aletheia about the dangers and demands of the land by which that city was surrounded. ‘Seeking Fulfilment? Ready for Active Service? Looking for Your Destiny? Join the Rescue In Peril Regiment today…’ There was nothing particularly surprising in the description. It was an enticing advert for a mission of mercy; it sounded exciting and good. But AJ shuddered as he followed Bourne through the door. 

***

Colonel Thrash Thraldom was an impressive man. He was the stereotypical senior army officer – tall, imposing, and loud.

“Names!” he barked as Bourne, followed reluctantly by AJ, entered through the small door.

“Bourne Faithful, sir!” Bourne saluted smartly, and the colonel stopped his anxious flicking through a sheaf of untidy papers.

He observed Bourne for a moment in silence. Then, “At ease,” he ordered.

Bourne stood silent and attentive before Colonel Thraldom.

“You! Name!” the colonel demanded of AJ. 

“He’s not here to join up, sir,” said Bourne.

“Like rotten eggs he’s not!” retorted the colonel. “Everyone who comes through that door joins my regiment! We need you, young man – your country needs you!” 

“This isn’t my country, sir,” said AJ quietly. 

“Explain yourself at once!” 

“I’m from Aletheia, sir.”

“Aletheia, Region 15, is it? Well, that was in Err the last time I looked!”

“But not of Err, not the same as Err at all.” AJ was firm, surprising himself that
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