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			It was the forty-third Catechism of Blessed Absolution that broke Ulix. The boy had made it through the Rites of Imperial Truth, the Intonations of Saint Ozbadier and the First and Second Orders of Sanctity, but by then the words of the Catechism had slipped from the youth’s mind. He stuttered and faltered, panic only further obscuring his memory of the dusty High Gothic syllables. A few seconds of hesitation were all that Bishop Eziah needed. 

			‘If you can’t even speak the God-Emperor’s praises, how can you possibly sing them?’ he thundered, a fleck of the old man’s spittle hitting the choir novitiate’s cheek. The boy cringed, and the bishop’s expression grew even darker.

			‘If there’s one thing He hates more than a lack of faith, boy, it’s a lack of courage. Hold out your hand.’

			Instinct kept Ulix frozen. Eziah snatched his arm and pinned it to the cold slab of the lectern between them, his face a rictus of manic zealotry. 

			‘We must believe in no one but the God-Emperor, He on Earth, Father of Mankind.’ Like a cruel joke, the words came back to Ulix as the Bishop raised his switch reed, but the hunched old man wasn’t listening. The switch came down on Ulix’s bared forearm with a hideous crack, and the boy’s yell echoed back from the vaulted ceiling of the scriptorium. 

			‘Your rotten influence has spread to Matthias,’ Eziah spat before landing a second blow. ‘He’s gone mute. I won’t allow your canker to spread to the rest of my novitiates. Pain will earn you salvation.’ 

			Ulix didn’t reply. He screwed his eyes tightly shut, all of his attention focussed on trying not to cry. His defiance only drove the bishop to greater fury. By the time he was done, Ulix’s pale arm was a latticework of raw welts.

			‘I’m cutting your vittles for the rest of the week,’ Eziah hissed, panting with exertion. ‘You will return at three bells tomorrow, and you will try again, and if you can’t offer up veneration befitting this holy basilica, I will break either you or this reed. Whichever snaps first. Now get out.’

			Ulix fled. His vision was a blur of angry tears, and the lofty corridors of the Basilica of Himaeus the Justicar echoed with his muffled sobs. His dorm was dark by the time he reached it, the rest of the boys already tucked into their sleeping alcoves. Only his own lumen stick still burned, its flickering light barely strong enough to pick out the craggy, bare stone walls and flagstones of the novitiates’ quarters. 
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