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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.












 


‘Harden not your hearts.’
The Book of Common Prayer 1662:
Psalm 95.










BOOK ONE



AUGUST 1967 – MARCH 1979









 


LOYOLA COLLEGE, OXFORD
BACHELOR OF ARTS DEGREE
1993
HONOURS


PAPER FOUR:


HISTORY – EUROPEAN SECULAR 1500-1950


TIME ALLOWED – THREE HOURS


ANSWER FOUR QUESTIONS, TAKING AT LEAST ONE FROM


EACH SECTION


ALL QUESTIONS CARRY EQUAL MARKS


SECTION A – ENGLISH HISTORY


1 Account for England’s survival as the sole ‘Protestant’ state in Europe 1601-1649.


2 Outline the main events of the English Civil War 1642-1649. Give THREE reasons for the ‘Protestant’ Parliament’s defeat.


3 ‘Charles I’s conversion to Catholicism in 1635 made a Civil War inevitable.’ Discuss.


4 To what extent did Charles III’s policy in the late 19th century prevent the formation of a United Kingdom in the British Isles? Did the Anglo-Scottish wars of 1819-1821 and 1899-1901 destroy all prospects for unification?


5 Write brief notes on TWO of the following:






OLIVER CROMWELL – either birth to 1649 OR 1650-1666 (exile and conversion).


THE EARL OF ESSEX – with particular reference to the revolt of 1601.


CARDINAL ARCHBISHOP CRANMER.


The accession of MARY II and ‘HENRY IX’ in 1563.


The ‘SPANISH ARMADA’.


SECTION B – CONTINENTAL EUROPEAN HISTORY








6 Describe the main events of the Great European War of 1708-1820 and account for the Holy Roman Empire’s eventual success.


7 What were the main reasons for the Polish-Imperial War of 1896-1901? In what sense was the outcome to neither side’s advantage?


8 ‘France is no longer a major power; indeed the forces ranged against it bring into question its long term survival as a nation.’ Discuss Professor Griffiths’ comments with particular reference to Burgundy’s expansionist policies.


9 Describe the major Polish/Imperial Crusades against the Tartars, Magyars and Ukrainians in the period 1900-1950. To what extent did HETMAN PILSUDSKI’S campaigns ensure European security during this period?


10 Describe and account for the rapid collapse of ‘Protestantism’ after the destruction of Hamburg in 1600. [Restrict your arguments to the purely historical field. Theological considerations are dealt with in a separate examination paper.]


SECTION C – GENERAL HISTORY


11 Trace, by the citation of Church Council decisions and papal Bulls, the Church’s developing attitude towards magic and magicians in the 9th – 15th centuries.


12 Describe the process of conversion of the IROQUOIS peoples and account for their present domination of the New World Provinces. To what extent did this vindicate the papal/imperial ‘Nativisation’ policy? Why is this policy considered to have failed in Australasia?


13 Examine the political relationship of the Arch-Magician RONCEVAT and the Emperor CHARLEMAGNE. To what extent is RONCEVAT responsible for the political structure of modern Europe?


14 Describe the three major historical schools of thought on the initial discovery of the magical arts. To which one (if any) do you subscribe and why?


15 Describe the major Crusades to the Holy Land from the 11th – 17th centuries. Why was the ‘ENTERPRISE of RICHLIEU’ a lasting success when all previous attempts were not?










CHAPTER 1



In which our hero is introduced and receives an education.


The slender pale woman raised her eyebrows in surprise and peered closer at the shiny metal in her hand. Curse the gloom for deceiving an old, old soul so, she thought, but there was no mistake – the fine needle-like arrow emanating from the centre of the silver circle was swinging wildly to and fro. She hissed violently, and the young males crouching tiredly about her tensed their long limbs and gave ear.


‘Prepare, the mistress calls – be watching and report the approaches to me.’


Two of them, hefting light spears, vanished into the surrounding dusk, and the old woman dropped the still-active silver circle to paw and search in the bag which hung about her neck. At length she brought out a tiny pack of cards, and in an intent manner laid three on the mossy ground before her. While she studied the portents thus revealed, the two spearmen returned and one bent low to whisper into her ear.


‘There is a newcomer-breed, a brat, late for one such to be — ’


She silenced him peremptorily with a wave of a white, gnarled hand, ‘Take him, no blood; I will watch and later talk.’ As an afterthought she added, ‘The cards have promised much.’


The one to whom she spoke slid elegantly backwards and led the small band out of the shallow grassy depression in which they had been sitting.


The boy, enjoying the minor thrill of an unauthorised and post ‘bed-time’ walk, had no warning at all of their approach. All at once he found himself in the middle of a ring of wicked-looking spears which were held by dimly glimpsed figures, seemingly sprung out of the earth itself. The lad was no more than six or seven years old, slight for his age with black, bright eyes and long straight hair. Surrounded by his tall, slim assailants he felt as though he were standing at the bottom of a well. So far as he could see in the dim light, they wore long, dun-coloured cloaks and wide hats. But it was their faces that caught and held his attention, to the exclusion, even, of the spears they held. In his very limited experience the boy had never been looked at with such an utter lack of sympathy before and an icy feeling took possession of his stomach. Then he noticed their almond-eyes which contained no pupils and which glowed faintly yellow.


With no avenue of escape, his hand flew to a skinning knife hung about his leather belt. This drawn, he tripped and stumbled through the ‘warding words’ the village priest had taught the children. And all the while he was gamely brandishing the knife (which suddenly seemed so small) before him.


‘In the f-face of iron, by Christ, I tell you b-begone.’


The spearmen did not even stir in acknowledgement and tears began to spring into his eyes. But he did not give up the ghost; studying the knife before him, he considered it with reference to his own throat and then that of his nearest tormentor. He did not want to fight in such a hopeless mismatch, but knew, even in his growing panic, this was what he had to do.


The old woman had been watching this little scene throughout and concluded, with grim satisfaction, that her instincts and tools had yet again been vindicated. The newcomer-boy had seen his own death in the humourless eyes about him, but had not abandoned himself to despair. He had had the presence of mind to remember the laughable iron superstition, and then when all else had failed had considered suicide, but then decided on selling his life in preference to giving it away. All this was very good, doubly so in one so young; a precocious brat, even for the newcomers, she thought with a smile.


His first (and potentially last) test was over. The woman made herself visible to the boy, who immediately seized upon her appearance with relief and gratitude, because it postponed his fatal course.


The old lady, drawing herself up to her full six feet, made a dramatic sweep with her shawl and studied the boy with her ancient deep-set eyes, from the prominence on which she had chosen to make her entrance. Nevertheless it was he who first broke the silence. (Such promising impudence, she thought.)


‘Are you elves?’


His voice was high but steady, and tears had ceased with the arrival of hope. She ignored the question and fixed him with a glare so penetrating that this time he flinched.


‘Look boy,’ she said, ‘and observe closely; you are safe.’ (It seemed unnecessary to add now.) ‘But even so you must answer everything I ask as truthfully as you can, if you wish to return home, and,’ – she spat ferociously – ‘I will know if you lie to me. Now watch.’


She looked up to the sky and gazed all about, even though darkness had come. Having settled her eyes towards one direction, she spoke a word, barely audible and quite meaningless to the boy, but a strikingly profound one. For it brought a small bird, a robin, which flew straight as a die at the old woman and settled on her arm, singing wildly. She smiled amid wrinkles, and with grandmotherly charm asked him, ‘Would you like to be able to do this, boy?’


As she spoke, the bird increased its noise to an almost frantic level and the boy forgot his recent fears. He considered it advisable to be truthful, and at length said, ‘Yes, madam, I would.’ (For it was a clever trick, and moreover this seemed to be the answer required of him – with a little bit of flattery masquerading as respect.)


‘That is good,’ she noted. ‘Now, would you like to be able to do this?’


She spoke another outlandish word and the robin, still cheeping furiously, flew away at high speed, only to hurtle with a tiny thud straight into a nearby sapling, falling lifeless at its base.


The watching spear-bearers flashed a quick, mirthless grin with perfect white teeth, and the boy, horrified and once more fearful for his safety at this new manifestation of violence, shouted. ‘No, NO!’


It was noticeable however, that his last negative, although louder and more vehement, contained obvious hesitation and doubt. Instead of the little bird (for which he felt genuine pity), he saw a hated schoolmaster, the village bully and a number of other nightmare figures hurtling impotently towards destruction, in response to one mere gesture. A sudden flame of ambition and a wish for power sprang up within him.


‘Untruth, untruth, UNTRUTH!’ the old woman screamed at him. ‘Tell me the truth.’


This outburst, combined with a sense of guilt at his own unworthy thoughts, proved to be the final straw for the lad’s over-tried nerves and he descended into a deep slurry of tears.


Patience, patience, Joan, the old woman thought, the boy is yet unversed in the world; it is all different with the newcomers. Still he is entirely as foretold, and worthy of cultivation.


‘Where are you from?’ she asked. It had some minor relevance and an easy question would serve to settle him.


He looked up, found his verbal feet and answered: ‘Clarkenhurst.’


She knew it well – in an elfish way and from a distance – but well. Clarkenhurst: a hamlet become sizeable in a thousand years of incremental growth. One church, one inn, one school, one smithy, one street; all that was needed for an uneventful, isolated newcomer-life. The proximity of Reading had helped it no end, although few villagers would care to admit it: the city being ‘Little Babylon’ to the great ‘Babylon’ of London itself. Of late, mild prosperity had touched some of the village houses, turning wattle into brick and thatch into tile. Not too rich, not too poor; nothing of real note, for good or ill, had ever disturbed its happy history. We’ll change that … thought Joan.


‘Listen to me just one more time, little boy,’ she went on, ‘and then you can flee to your family. Should you wish to learn these tricks and manymore besides, should you desire to know more of us and should you want to become greater than normal men, return here, to this very spot, on the evening of the new moon. Be unafraid little one, for we intend you only kindness.’


The boy raised his tearful head, but in the little time it took him to do so, they were gone, vanished silently, and only the grassy hummock, silhouetted in the moonlight, remained. Wary, and still with knife in hand, he took one more wide-eyed look at his surroundings, and then fled home.


Safely away from prying eyes, some distance away, Joan rested once more with her silent spearmen. He would return, she felt sure of that. His moment of hesitation had given him away and she was infallible when it came to detecting someone with qualities adaptable to her people’s needs. Should the child be so unwise as to prattle to his family or village neighbours he would soon have such ‘nonsense’ and ‘fairy tales’ knocked out of him; what humans did not want to believe, they most assuredly would not. No, he would return, more was the pity for his poor little soul. Not that that was any of her concern, of course; she merely served another with higher purposes. She was therefore graciously allowed many powers and much knowledge. (She acknowledged the debt with a reverential nod.) It was not her part, or her nature to make judgements. In any case, she remembered long ago (so long ago) another wise woman saying that no one, not even the black eminence, can take a soul: it must be freely given. And that, if justification were really needed (which she did not think it was) was good enough for Joan.


From Tobias’ point of view, his return to Joan was ensured, for all small boys dearly love to cause mischief, and so much the better if it can be done without a clipped ear at the end of it. This was the bait that she held before the lad to entice him on and further in. He was special she said, not like other mortals; and if he did but concentrate, he could play many games, both malicious and amusing, on the villagers. As a special ‘pretty’ when he returned at the new moon she gave him an ugly little arrow-shape of rowan wood: as instructed he had covertly directed the point at the retreating back of his chosen target and concentrated. In consequence Father Allingham, the parish priest, was confined to his bed (and its environs) for a fortnight with a looseness of the bowels which the village surgeon had termed ‘quite remarkable’.


Accordingly, young Tobias Oakley had escaped the boredom of church attendance and Sunday Bible instruction for that glorious period, since no replacement for Allingham could be secured at such short notice. A less happy consequence of Tobias’ actions was that old Grannie Hammond, aged ninety-one, a devout church-goer and much in fear of death, died in her bed without the solace and benefit of the Church’s last rites.


He was not a naturally vicious boy, but with all the ruthlessness of childhood he was greatly disappointed when the arrow failed to work a second time. In this case his target was his father, who had anointed Tobias’ ear with a large hand for liberating a meat patty from the family larder. It was only then that he realised these things did not come as easily as he had imagined, and that if he wished to learn (and he did) he had to persevere with the fearsome lady’s teaching.


His sleep in the intervening ten days had been interrupted and uneasy, but it was not the agony of indecision that kept him awake, rather an elementary struggle of conscience with the decision he had already made. Seven years old was too young to appreciate the spiritual pitfalls along the path to salvation, despite Father Allingham’s bellowed threats in the pulpit every Sunday (or nearly every Sunday). With all the sheer practicality of childhood, Tobias’ main stumbling-blocks were fear of physical harm to himself and the invention of excuses plausible enough to explain his absences to his suspicious family. In the end, because he was both a courageous child and a convincing liar, conscience was driven mumbling to its bolt-hole in the inaudible distance.


He had presented himself at the new moon, a little way off from the original meeting place, and laid in wait. Just in case, he had sharpened his knife specially for the occasion and had appropriated his brother Jeremiah’s prized boar-spear, even though the latter was far too heavy for him to use properly. Within the security engendered by these implements he felt both confident and grown up.


This fragile bubble was soon burst when, despite his efficient (he thought) concealment, he felt a sharp pain in his backside and turned to see Joan, and a grinning elf (one of the previous party? It was impossible to tell) who was lightly gripping the spear with which he had just been jabbed.


That night Tobias learnt a great deal that (if he did but know it) scholars and magicians of the Papal Thaumaturgic College itself would have given their first son or favourite maid to know. Joan told him all that her protégés needed to know of her people. That proved to be very little, but just sufficient to settle Tobias’ spirit of curiosity. She did this so that his mind could be duly turned to more apposite matters. Reviewing his knowledge at a later date, Tobias was to find it added up to next to nothing. The elves, the heath people, call them what you like, were not human stock; ‘newcomers’ was what they called the larger folk with whom they shared the land and the term carried an implied sneer. He heard names that meant nothing to him: Bassion, Rhegged, Suth-Rege and Bins-Kom: once mighty kingdoms that were no more. These elves were the remnants, embittered custodians of displaced glory, nursing cold dreams of restitution. They were whimsical, strong and violent; they did not worship the crucified God and were, in sum, wise and cruel beyond the measure of men. They came and they went, and no one knew the manner of their passing. Everyone knew of their existence and nearly all (especially the Church) sought to forget this knowledge. This was quite easily done, for the elves normally had nothing to say to man and he, in turn, had no desire to converse with them. In this way the elves lived only in the dark corners of winter fireside-conversation or in mysterious window tappings at the dead of night.


Tobias learnt a trifle more than this, but not one hundredth part of the truth (if indeed that was known by anyone on earth) and, despite all the arcane knowledge he came to accumulate during the course of his long life, he did not ever significantly add to Joan’s few disclosures that night of the new moon. Only later did he come to appreciate that the elvish people were spiritually dangerous and, from then on, he no longer despised the common sort for their unrationalised fear of them.


On the occasion of that second meeting he listened for some twenty minutes to what Joan had to say. All the while the crouching spearman continued a cold appraisal. At the end he was given the ‘pretty’ that was to so ravage Father Allingham’s internal workings. After a characteristic dismissive wave from Joan’s shawl, Tobias was obliged to drag a slow, meditative way home under the milky gleam of the slender moon. Already his childish thoughts were being inexorably drawn down trackways unknown to those of his school-room contemporaries, and his rowan-wood arrow gave him an acute sense of power. Compared to the arrow, the clumsy, mundane spear he carried seemed by far the inferior weapon. Now he would show them.


He was, however, quite wrong: there was no showing to be done. Joan alone held the real power and all she passed on to him in their subsequent meetings was information. Even the dramatic attack on the priest’s health and dignity had been solely due to Joan’s skills, not to those of Tobias. New moon after new moon he spoke to the old woman; all the time she patiently edged his blossoming mind along, forward and (most important of all) sideways, yet she truly taught him nothing at all. Eventually he rebelled and threatened to tell the priest of her existence, so that the Holy Office would be called in and then she’d be sorry, because she would be caught and tortured and burnt …


Joan shouted a word by way of reply and Tobias instantly felt such anguish that its very memory could raise cold sweat for years to come. It felt as if someone had gripped his heart and the thing (soul – call it what you will) that made him what he was – and then squeezed very hard. The elves were not careful or considerate with their charges, and the ever-present spearmen had laughed long at Tobias’ writhings. Later on that night, at home in his bunk, he had tearfully sworn never to contact the sorceress again.


But at the next new moon he was at the appointed place, sullen and curt perhaps, but there all the same.


Farmer Todd Williams had buffeted young Tobias the week before for trespassing in his orchard. That night, rather than push her charge too far, Joan gave the boy a talisman which, placed strategically in a paddock, caused the farmer’s precious ten-beast dairy herd to sicken and die. The following year was hard to the Williams family, for they had become reliant on the income from these useful animals. They were obliged to call upon the ‘Church-dole’ and two of their daughters had to go away into service to supplement the family’s diminished earnings. One returned soon after, pregnant by (it was alleged) the master of the house.


Once again though, to Tobias’ disgust, the talisman, stealthily retrieved, was ineffectual when produced for a second outing. Nevertheless he did find himself in trouble with the villagers in other ways arising from his secret education. Joan’s attentions had so imbued him with the concept of his own superiority that he came in time to believe in it and to act the part. With no complementary power to back up his airs and graces, Tobias found that life became quite hard until he learnt to hold back his tongue and keep his ideas to himself. After a while he could effortlessly maintain a façade, behind which he lived out, unknown to anyone, his private and real life. This is just how the elves would have it, and as a result Tobias found village life less trying. His parents were pleased that his inexplicable delusions of grandeur had turned out to be a mere passing phase. Thus everyone was happy with his progress.


By the time of his ninth birthday. Tobias had all but irretrievably moved away from his peers – noisy, brawling brats for the most part – and people commented on what an unusually quiet and polite boy he was. Some went so far as to say that he was unhealthily reserved, and in this the bitter, old maiden aunt and melancholy neighbour in question were wiser than they knew. Tobias rarely expressed any opinion and was never seen to be boisterous. Yet behind his shield of reticence, he forgot or forgave nothing, and a mighty ledger of grievances grew in size day by day, awaiting full and correct payment. He became a bitter youth, but his act was so polished that no one noticed.


Tobias’ father could both read and write, and so was of some standing in the village. Less happily he was also a small, pedantic and fussy man, but these minor cavils aside he was a good father to his children. Like his father and grandfather before him, Mr Oakley worked as the local clerk to the Papal tithe-commission based in London. The term ‘tithe’ was a misnomer; his Holiness’ requirements were more lenient. This body levied a penny in each shilling from the earnings of all but the highest in the land and then transferred the revenue collected on to Rome. In due course much of the money found its way back to England to maintain the national Church’s work and to alleviate poverty. Hallowed by age, the imposition was commonly known as ‘Peter’s Pence’. It was also bitterly (if secretly) resented. It was therefore a tribute to Tobias’ father that his transparent fairness and moral rectitude prevented any of the tax’s unpopularity transferring itself to its local record-bearer. In cases of serious hardship it was not entirely unknown for Mr Oakley to overlook certain small debts, or even pay them himself, and for this the villagers repaid him with respect.


Having nine other products of his loins to consider, Mr Oakley could devote little attention to Tobias save to ensure that the rudiments of education were driven into his head. The patriarch of the Oakleys entertained fond hopes of installing all of his male offspring into posts within the vast and complex machinery of Church government. Such employment would be their passport to an assured lifetime of moderate prosperity and respectability and so was much to be desired.


Tobias’ father also considered it his duty to ensure his children lived according to the tenets of the catechism and the Bible. To this end, every Sunday saw Mr and Mrs Oakley with their progeny behind them like ducklings, off to be uplifted by Father Allingham’s ministry. At some time during the evening of the Sabbath the family would also gather together to hear Mr Oakley read from the only book the household possessed, a large and battered Bible. The reading would be hesitant and stumbling for the text was in Latin and Mr Oakley’s grasp of that language was far from complete.


When not about his various duties, Tobias’ father’s only visible pleasures were his pipe and an evening spent reading the Albion Journal (several weeks old and lent to him by the schoolmaster, Mr Pegrum). One of Tobias’ earliest memories was of his father sitting in his crow-black frock-coat and high white collar, separated from his family by bluish coils of baccy smoke and ‘tut-tutting’ at the outrages he read in the out-of-date newsheet.


Mrs Oakley, by comparison, was small, worn out by childbirth and very quiet. She had never lost her sense of gratitude at marrying slightly above her station (for her family were churl-status and a literate husband was therefore a notable catch) and she showed this in a life of utter devotion and obedience to her spouse. Thanks to her good husbandry of their income, the family ate better than most on rye bread, soup, fat-bacon and eggs. On High and Holy days, they even ran to fish and poultry. Even so, to survive, all members of the family had to cooperate and so the children were kept industrious. There were certain periods of free time, however, and no one saw fit to question the fact that Tobias chose to spend his in early evening wanderings …


By the time he was twelve he had absorbed most of what Joan had to tell him of the elves’ peculiar views, and with understanding came agreement. Intellectually he embraced the cold, ironic morality of Joan’s people, although at no time was he pressed to do so. To him the elvish stance seemed enormously stern, hard and manly, and so he was glad to adopt it. At this early stage in his life the elf-influence did not run particularly deep and his humanity was not displaced very far. Often he weakened and was warmhearted.


It is said that roving seamen, because of their contact with widely varying social mores, tend to become amoral or immoral, depending on one’s point of view. By travelling a few hundred miles they can see that what might be counted right in one place is regarded as sinful in another. If, therefore, Right and Wrong are determined solely by longitude and latitude what application could either possibly have to a peripatetic life? So the reasoning went.


In the same way, Joan showed Tobias the parochial nature of his village’s morality and, beyond that, the similar arbitrary constraints in his nation and the civilisation which gave it birth. This was all unfamiliar and heady stuff but, bit by bit, unhampered by ethical considerations his ideas and scope of thought widened.


Therefore at the age when his society first deemed him to be a man (at fourteen years old, for life was brief and childhood, of necessity, short), his personality was considerably more developed and mature than his years would suggest. Around this time Joan’s teaching finally appeared as a consistent whole to Tobias, whereas before it had been largely unconnected fragments of disturbing, fascinating knowledge. It came to this: Joan had taught him no cure-all conjurings, no spectacular bolts of lightning such as he had fondly hoped for at first. Instead she had brought to life whole areas of his mind hitherto dormant; areas otherwise destined to remain forever passive. The comparison that occurred to him was a homely one: that of a heavy blanket being slowly lifted off a person in bed; the body once relieved of this unnoticed burden feels a new freedom of action and lightness of spirit. The simile perhaps showed his lack of experience outside the realms of village life but it was an apposite one nevertheless.


New ideas floated behind Tobias’ savage self-control; he freely entertained concepts which, expressed publicly, would have drawn upon himself the baleful attention of the Holy Office. Yet the powers demonstrated by the fate of the robin and hinted at in most of the moonlit meetings remained steadfastly Joan’s alone. He did not feel cheated because of this for he knew (on the basis of a somewhat uncritical assessment) that he had been given, if such a thing were possible, a powerful, energetic and tightly controlled intellect. The ‘common masses’, his parents, his schoolmates, troubled him not at all, for Tobias knew he was superior and whatever else Joan cared to teach would be based on this sound foundation, and would come in her own good time.


In actual fact the ‘good time’ in question came at the very next new moon after Tobias had reached the above conclusions, abstracted and brooding at the back of a wearisome Friday divinity-lesson. The old fool Pegrum had wittered on about the estate of man and how God’s wishes were manifested in the arrangement of society. Tobias very quickly concluded that Joan had summarised that particular proposition far more accurately and with infinitely more sensitivity several years ago. Accordingly he blocked out the schoolmaster’s bleating (a job made easy by years of constant practice) and moved on to more profitable, private trains of thought.


On the evening of the new moon, Tobias waited with weakening patience for the family meal to end. After this was over he was obliged to help his brothers repair the fencing around the compound which housed the family pig. By the time this was finished he had to hurry away if his usual meeting was to be completed before the light faded totally. Joan did not approve of his bringing a lantern and would only permit it on the very shortest days of winter. He often had to stumble and feel his way to the general area, and wait in the pitch darkness for Joan to arrive. The elves never seemed to have the slightest difficulty in finding him and usually appeared silently at his side directly after his arrival.


His father and brothers did not question his quiet slipping away that night or any other for that matter. He had become a taciturn boy, obedient enough but capable of iron resolution in rebellion. His father had once or twice entertained thoughts of making a point over parental authority with the lad, but no one incident had ever merited such a confrontation. According to the nature of these things the matter drifted and the patriarch of the family retained his position unchallenged but untried.


Sometimes Joan would be alone on the heath, at other times there would be up to a dozen of the silent males. Very occasionally another female would arrive alongside Joan, but no one save the old lady would ever speak to Tobias. With all this in mind the young lad chose at random a small hummock beside a line of scrub bushes and sat down upon it. Dusk prevailed now, and in the village, visible to Tobias between two stunted trees, lights were beginning to be lit. He had long since ceased to gaze at the new moon; it had been his constant companion since the dawn of his childhood memories and had become one of the accepted, invisible objects of familiarity to him. The heath itself was held in similar regard since he quite often came out for evening walks on it, if only to make his regular new-moon visits less conspicuous. People eventually assumed he had an obsession with the charmless place and ceased to regard his behaviour as necessary of remark.


At fourteen Tobias was a slightly undersized young man with unfashionably short hair. (‘That is not necessary to ensure your head is free of livestock’, his father had said to him, ‘we are not churls after all.’) Due to the fortunate circumstances of his birth, lack of proper nutrition had not acted to stunt his growth or twist his bones as it had with some of the ragged people who eked out their life on the ‘Church-dole’ in tumbledowns at the end of the village. That evening he wore the britches and woollen sweater typical of his lower-artisan class. As usual a knife hung from his belt, but by now it was a proper man’s working blade. It was also large enough to be a ferocious weapon, although the villagers’ tiffs were usually fought out with fists and working men’s steel-tipped boots. Tobias did not live in a violent society; confused drunken brawls outside The Lamb and Flag on a Friday night were common and wife-beating was not entirely unknown, but these affrays rarely resulted in any serious injuries. Even so it was just such a knife, produced by the village smithy, that the infamous Glyn Benny had used in his fury to gut an Italian pardoner some forty or so years ago. Benny had been duly hanged for this deed soon after, but he lived on in village memory, partly because it was the last memorable thing to have happened there and partly because he had only put into practice what a lot of people roundabouts had long dreamed of doing. As they would have put it, ‘It was high time that some of those twisty, widow-swindling, pansy jack-priests had a knife put in their pockets and got sent back to Rome as they were.’


Few were stupid enough to say as much though. Tobias’ father had once told him how, as a young man, he (and most of the village) had travelled all the way to Reading to see justice done to the irreligious scoundrel. As has been said, this probably represented a minority viewpoint.


So Tobias found the knife served as a practical comfort. For example, one never knew what one might meet on the heath.


A low cough told him that Joan was there and he raised his guarded unquiet eyes to see her and two elf-warriors. Instantly he perceived that this particular session was something special; the minutiae of detail he noticed (thanks to Joan’s teaching) revealed it as plain as speech. In a somewhat melodramatic way the trio had appeared where the moon made a pool of weak milk-shine, and so they were coloured in nothing but sharply contrasted black and white. It had the nearly superfluous effect of making them look anciently evil.


‘To work!’ she said. ‘Tonight we’re going to perform a test, a little piece of revision shall we say – of everything you have been told … and a little more.’ At this private whimsy she moved the wrinkles of her face into her own version of a smile. ‘Are you prepared?’


‘I am.’


‘Good. Firstly: do you know and understand all that I have told you about personal force?’


‘I do.’


‘Do you know and understand my teaching concerning the links between mind, emotion and reality? How each can mould the other?’


‘Likewise.’


‘Do you remember what I have told you of the cosmic order and all that creeps, crawls and flies on, over or under the surface of this world?’


‘I do, but do not believe it in its entirety.’


‘As you wish.’


‘Just so.’


‘Finally: do you remember the words and sentences of power that I have taught you?’


‘I do, but they remain meaningless to me.’


‘Not for much longer. Now, beloved, come closer to me and listen.’


Tobias strode three steps forward; obedience to Joan was by now an unquestioning item of trust.


The two male elves moved forward as well, dragging with them a sizeable draw-string canvas bag. Tobias fancied that he saw it move; there was something living inside it. With effort, the warriors held the bag up between them and slightly loosened the string.


‘Now,’ said Joan, ‘place your hand, nothing cautious, into the bag.’


Tobias stepped forward and did so. Immediately he felt a strong set of teeth fasten about two of his fingers. One he twisted free at once, but the other was bitten clean through to the bone. The pain was like intolerable rapiers – no –pins of white-hot steel thrusting up his arm. His finger was released and he pulled his hand from the bag. The bitten digit hung loose, half-severed, and blood splattered merrily around; precious little skin remained on the palm either. He set his teeth in a grimace due to pain and (controlled) anger.


‘In that bag,’ Joan told him, ‘is a brutal animal; horrible beyond your conception. We will let it out now and you must kill it. Have your revenge.’


As she spoke, the two men undid the string further and then upended the bag. Something white and stringy landed on the grass, whining loudly. Too quick for recognition it hurtled across the hummock diagonally away from Tobias and his tutor. Tobias saw something that was pallid-white, that whined nastily, and he felt the starburst in his hand. His eyes lost their customary shield and flared; with his good hand he pointed at the limping, scampering creature. He shouted one of the gibberish phrases he had heard Joan use.


At once the thing slowed and for the first time permitted scrutiny. It too was an elf, save that it was naked and covered with scars; its long hair was not billowy and gossamer-like as was normal with elves, but dull and matted. He (for it was a male) stopped dead; blood erupted in a waterfall over his lower lip, then trickled from his ears, nose and eyes. One staggering pace on, the figure dropped with the finality and grace that lifelessness bestows.


Tobias, profoundly shocked, lowered his arm and a silence fell. At some point (how long after, Tobias could never say) Joan spoke into the cathedral-like peace.


‘I have consulted the cards, beloved, though perhaps it is an impudence on so minor a matter. Should you bind the finger tightly straightaway, you will not lose it.’


Tobias addressed himself to this awkward task and in due course, although his kerchief was transformed to a magenta colour, the flow of blood was staunched. No one had offered to assist. Then he stared at the corpse again, slowly regaining control as he did so. He slapped down the initial, natural desire to blurt out something nonsensical.


‘Well, Joan: why and what?’


‘Tobias, my chick, my lovely,’ she replied, ‘you are a magician.’


He looked pained. ‘But did it have to be a killing?’


She studied him for a brief while.


‘Would it help if I said he was an abomination and a murderer of helpless infants?’


‘It might.’


‘Then he was an abomination and a murderer of helpless infants.’


The two spearmen grinned.


‘You mock me, Joan.’


‘Indeed not, child. I only seek to ease you in your troubles.’


‘Which are of your making.’


‘Not entirely; you had a hand in the matter too, if you’ll excuse the term.’


Tobias abandoned the point; his thoughts had moved elsewhere. ‘How did you know that I could become a magician – what if I had failed?’


‘Our mistress told me,’ Joan replied in a decisive tone, ‘and she does not lie.’


Tobias turned his head sideways and smiled with an expression of patient cynicism.


‘Ah, so wise and so old you are at fourteen summers,’ she said. ‘So clever and disbelieving.’ There was a stern note in her voice.


Her charge refused to be drawn on this point either. ‘What now, Joan?’


‘Well lad, don’t you have any ideas and notions about the world? It’s there like a great game for you to play and thanks to me you know all the rules from the very start; and how to cheat at it too.’


‘So?’ he said weakly.


‘So there it all is, the whole wide world, filled to sweating point with maids to be swived, men to fight or befriend, money and good things to accumulate; loves, hates, sorrows and joys to be ridden on their course. I should have to tell a young man all this?’


‘You make it sound an exciting prospect, but at the moment the thought of being a magician excludes all others.’


‘You should be glad always. But remember this clearly, for it is of the utmost importance: magic is a major part of power but not the entirety of it. The key to everything is power – hear me. Power is the only real thing in the universe. You have started to understand its nature: now make it your lifelong lover and devote yourself to its exploration. Find yourself a purpose or not, as you may wish, but live it whatever you decide and never give less than total attention to the love of your life.’


Tobias looked at her and frowned. ‘What I don’t understand is what you gain from this. You wouldn’t do it unless for gain.’


‘Your life is our life now,’ she said with awful finality, ‘ours, and our gain.’


Tobias, however, could no longer be so easily intimidated. ‘You do not have and cannot have that.’


‘In a sense, yes. In another, no,’ she replied. ‘The next time we meet, the question might be easier to answer.’


Tobias looked at the body again and then deeply into Joan’s pupilless eyes. Both of them simultaneously saw, unbridled, wild power, and were abashed.


‘Is there anything more tonight, Joan?’


‘No, indeed, beloved. Goodnight.’


He turned and strode off clutching his injured hand, but abruptly about-faced a dozen or so paces away. To his surprise Joan and her two accomplices were still in position, dramatically outlined against the moonlight. He called back, a note of anguish in the upper ranges of his voice.


‘It needn’t have been a killing Joan – not a killing.’


He returned at the next new moon but as he had more than half expected, the elves did not come. He did not bother ever to go again, for he knew that his strange education was finished.









CHAPTER 2


In which our hero makes practical use of his knowledge and thereby makes himself known to a wider public.


Two years later Tobias was sixteen, and had given an enormous amount of thought to all that had transpired in the course of his unusual childhood. He concluded that the work Joan had performed on his mind and opinions was both unique and vital. In the field of magic, however, she had merely ‘awoken’ his talent and given him a head start. The seemingly meaningless ‘words of power’ she had taught him by rote now assumed new significance when he understood (he thought) the underlying principle. They served as the shorthand of magic, saving the trouble of constructing the spell anew each time. Indeed, so far had he progressed in the intervening two years, and so hard had he worked that he now had several new words of his own devising. It was, he found, a matter of comparative simplicity to adopt a word and imbue it with power. The trick lay in believing the thing, so utterly, so implicitly, that word produced belief and belief, through power, produced effect. This last stage was far, far, the most difficult part, and only Tobias’ bitter determination made it at all possible. At the cost of enormous travail and stress he cajoled his mind into accepting a few new ‘spells’. He was not yet fully aware of it but he was possessed of considerable skill and, considering that he was now unaided, was increasing his powers at an impressive rate. It was fortunate, therefore, that he had learnt at least one virtue at Joan’s feet, namely modesty.


His sorcerous development remained a secret from the rest of the village. For although magicians were familiar-enough figures in the fields of politics, war and the higher echelons of the Church, the humble community of Clarkenhurst had never yet boasted such a son or daughter. Long before living memory the Church had set its face against the practice of magic, and although this had, almost a millennium ago, proved to be impractical, not to mention unwise, still a faint whiff of hell-fire attached itself to the magician’s art. Tobias was therefore unsure of the reception any disclosure on his part might receive and, after due thought, this and other considerations led him to bide his time before committing himself.


He made no attempt to contact Joan or her people again, partly because their last meeting had been so unpleasant but mainly because it would be a pointless enterprise. He well knew that such searches were exclusively unsuccessful or fatal. In a moment of introspection he suddenly realised that the Church was right to try and suppress conscious memory of the elves. It might be done for half-forgotten, ill-understood, reasons but it was justified.


At fourteen his other, more conventional, education had ended as well and it was time to don the black fustian suit of the working man. His father, by use of what little influence he had, secured for him the post of under-clerk to the Parish Remembrancer, Mr Fitzsimmons. This worthy, by dint of his fancy name, claimed a connection, albeit distant, with one of the wealthiest families in Berkshire. This led him to put on a grandeur of manner which ill-fitted his unprepossessing character and uncertain place in the village hierarchy. His allotted duty was to record the busy life of the immediate area – the births, deaths and marriages, the harvests, the bastards, affrays and contracts. In short he noted down the very stuff of life and despatched it; written in dog-Latin and compiled in metal-tipped, leather-bound volumes, to the Bishop of Reading’s administrative office, and thence eventually to his library. Since Clarkenhurst was a relatively peaceful and pleasant place in which to live, these volumes were seldom, if ever, consulted; although some were to survive to occupy the gentle scholars of an era far in the future and undreamed of in Tobias’ time. Mr Fitzsimmons would not have been either gratified or made dejected by this foreknowledge of his work’s reception; to him the compilation was the thing, the ensuing utility being very much a secondary consideration. In view of the somewhat thankless nature of the Remembrancer’s post, this was perhaps a very healthy attitude for its holder to adopt. However it took certain types of people to think in this way and Tobias was not numbered among them.


The only reasons that he had been accepted for the post were because of his acknowledged ability at his letters and the less than incidental factor that Fitzsimmons, a bachelor, held romantic aspirations concerning Maria Oakley, Tobias’ eldest sister. Under his breath Tobias cursed his employer for a filthy old lecher, but was little surprised when, a scant six months subsequent to his starting work, Maria Oakley became Maria Fitzsimmons. Even this short interval was perhaps too long, for Maria’s voluminous wedding gown barely concealed the significant thickening about her waist; and but for Fitzsimmons’ position in the village, Father Allingham would have had some stern words to say to the couple. As it was he merely glowered throughout the ceremony; a few of the coarser sort in the congregation were heard to chuckle.


Tobias’ new brother-in-law was not too hard a taskmaster, but long service at his chosen occupation had rendered him incurably pedantic and fussy. These qualities did not augur well, for the Oakleys were of a more straightforward and easy-going disposition. Before long, Fitzsimmons’ very voice could irritate both wife and assistant clerk, but both (for different reasons) kept their thoughts to themselves.


To spend one’s days endlessly compiling other people’s petty pastimes was anathema to a youth who had been shown a glimpse of greater and wilder things. However this was balanced by the indolent streak in Tobias and so he carried quietly on, ever more discontented and constrained by the village context. Bit by bit the things that Joan had spoken of seemed less applicable, less and less anything to do with the dull, day-to-day, real world. The monotony began to affect him, disrupting the logical, ‘streamlined’ mind he had been so proud of, making him moody and fractious. As things turned out, this emotional state proved to be his friend and salvation, just as if part of a plan, and in the end the change Tobias dreamed of was imposed upon him.


To achieve their ends the fates had seized humble Mr Fitzsimmons as their catalyst and agent provocateur.


On a hot July day Tobias was sitting drafting a long-since deceased cleric’s spidery writing into fair Church script. The part of his mind that was not yet in a slumber registered the fact that the letter was attempting to call the Bishop of Reading’s attention to the ruinous state of St Matthews in Bradley, a nearby hamlet, and the dangerous condition of the church roof. The missive was over twenty-five years old and had recently come to light in a dusty search through a long neglected, indeed forgotten, strongbox. The writer, the resident priest of St Matthews, had been fully justified in his alarm, for an accompanying letter, dated a mere two months after the first, recounted the roof’s final collapse. God had seen fit, the letter revealed, to allow this to happen while a service was in progress and a number of the faithful had been badly hurt. Thus vindicated, the priest was less temperate in his second letter than his first, and for his own good it had been intercepted by one of Mr Fitzsimmons’ predecessors. It did not do, it was not wise, to address a prince of the Church, however minor, in angry ringing tones, however justified.


Tobias entirely failed to appreciate that compared to his usual work, this copying was quite animated. Lethargy and mounting frustration combined to make each pen-stroke a dull effort. As his assistant approached the apex of the monotony mountain, fortune directed Mr Fitzsimmons’ feet away from his luncheon table and his once-again pregnant wife to see how his under-clerk was progressing. He had dined very pleasingly on Maria’s home-made pie and porter, but whereas this would imbue in most people a more charitable and forbearing attitude to the world about them, in this particular gentleman it only served to reinforce his conviction that the world should be tidy, correct and without fault of any kind. Walking to his office he saw two dogs greet each other in their characteristic manner, and this brought home to him that all was not neat, clean and concise as it should be and his vague idea that he should do something about it rose more clearly than usual to the surface.


Discord, therefore, had a great richness of material to work on: the heat; an annoying, persistent bluebottle in the office window, two innocent, if unfastidious dogs, Tobias’ boredom; a dead man’s out-of-date correspondence and, best of all, Mr Fitzsimmons’ pedantry.


The aforementioned gentleman entered his little kingdom and peered for a long while over his clerk’s shoulder.


‘Master Oakley, pray tell me how you have headed this letter you purport to be copying.’


Tobias looked at his work, could see nothing obviously wrong and so answered boldly. ‘Your Grace, sir.’


‘So I see Tobias, so I see.’


‘But that’s correct isn’t it? That’s what the letter says.’


‘Sir.’


‘Sir.’


‘And, might I ask, who is this letter written to?’


‘The Bishop of Reading.’


‘Precisely, Tobias. And therefore you well know that the heading is incorrect. To address a Bishop in writing one uses the term “my Lord Bishop”. Kindly change it.’


‘But, Mr Fitzsimmons, I’ve only faithfully copied out the letter – the fault, which I acknowledge, isn’t mine, it’s with the priest who wrote it.’


‘Then should he have started the letter to the “all-high Emperor of Atlantis”, you would presumably have copied that out.’


‘No, but —’


‘But me no buts, Master Oakley – do it again.’


At this point Mr Fitzsimmons most unfortunately chose to emphasise his point by drawing the inkstick he carried in his breast pocket across Tobias’ copied document. The youth looked coolly at his morning’s labour, now ruined, and then at its destructor. Tidal waves of fury rose high enough to overwhelm the sea-walls of control that he had built up. He spat a word of command. That little part of his mind not consumed with anger or dulled by work doubted anything would happen, but doubt was instantly allayed. As if a giant’s hand had pushed him up, the wailing Mr Fitzsimmons was lifted and propelled backwards on to and through the front windows of his writing house. The wooden frame splintered and the small glass panes either cracked or fell out entirely. Slightly bloodied, his frock coat torn to ribbons, the village Remembrancer lay panting outside, watched open-mouthed by two passing matrons. They were entirely unused to the respectable Mr Fitzsimmons making such spectacular appearances.


Very self-consciously, and stiff-legged, Tobias strode out into the street and dispassionately viewed his ex-employer. His ex-employer returned the gaze but with less equanimity.


‘I wish you to remain quiet concerning this, Mr Fitzsimmons Sir,’ he said, and spoke another word of command. Leaving the small pantomime behind him, Tobias then headed off down Clarkenhurst’s main street while all about him his bridges burned merrily.


After this the village was split into two camps which might be roughly described as ‘pro-Tobias’ and ‘anti-Tobias’. At first the strongest expressions of feeling were confined to debates in the village pub or gossip between neighbours, for the issue was very far from being clearly defined. No one could be sure about what had happened to Mr Fitzsimmons and he was saying nothing – literally. Every time he attempted to speak about Tobias or the much-discussed incident, his tongue clove to the roof of his mouth, so that he only produced an amusing ‘glug-glugging’ sound. Nor could his palpitating hands clutch a pen when he tried to set events down on paper. Everyone agreed that something supernatural had occurred, that was sure, for no undersized sixteen-year-old could hurl a portly man twelve foot or so through a window and bind him to silence afterwards. People began remembering all sorts of incidents from Tobias’ past, both real and fancied, to confirm their own particular viewpoint.


Tobias found that the controversy which surrounded him brought various consequences, both good and bad. In the former case, he started to receive all sorts of goodwill presents from impressed or placatory villagers. Among these gifts was the ample and pleasing body of Betty Lockwood, a farmer’s daughter two years older than himself. This was an entirely novel and exciting experience for Tobias and one in which he indulged to the full while it lasted. But she was an experienced girl, ‘a much-loved person’ as the village young men put it, and she soon threw him over when he refused to take her on a guided tour of fairyland.


On the contrary side he found that he lost those few acquaintances, never close, that he had managed to retain through the long, strange years of his training. His father, while perhaps furtively pleased to number a sorcerer in his clan, felt uneasy in the boy’s presence; partly because of the evil reputation of magic unsanctified by the Church’s authorisation, and partly because the natural hierarchy of the family was nullified at a stroke. What power did a man have in his own house if one of the younger children could put his father and his elder brothers through the window if it took his fancy? Mealtimes became tense and strained affairs in the Oakley household and Tobias took to staying out of the house in deference to the discomfort he was causing his family. Eventually reticence was cast aside and his bed was moved out into a lean-to adjoining the garden storeshed and there he made his home.


No other village employer cared to risk a rump-first voyage through a window and so young Oakley found himself devoid of an occupation. Solitary, and to all intents disowned, he spent his days sitting on a slight hillock on the approach to the village from Reading, like an old-time penitent, most profoundly bored. Joan had missed out one facet of power in her impassioned speech during their last meeting he thought – it was very lonely.


He also discovered a new, harsher side to the Church in the person of its representative in the village, Father Allingham, the ogre of his childhood. A neat handwritten message, summoning Tobias to the presbytery, had found him in his new, ramshackle ‘home’. Over the heady novelty of a glass of sherry wine, the priest had been kindly but very determined. With the freedom and power concomitant (‘Pardon?’ said Tobias) to the status of magician, the priest had told him, went great responsibilities and restrictions on one’s behaviour. Oakley was safe, if not welcome, in the village as long as he did nothing further for ill. Otherwise the Parish Council (under Allingham’s browbeating control) would feel constrained to make a demonstration of public displeasure. Tobias was not entirely sure what form this would take, and it was left unspecified, but he knew his novice sorcery would not protect him from a mob of murder-intent villagers armed with knives and fowling guns. It was therefore no surprise that the tête-á-tête ended amicably with Tobias well aware of the general limitations set upon his life style.


Even from the most positive point of view it was a somewhat spartan life style, however far apart his limitations of action were set. Within village society no niche existed for an exalted figure (save for the Squire, an absentee landlord addicted to life in London) who furthermore compounded his jarring maladjustment by originating from local low-born stock. People mistrusted and were wary of Tobias Oakley’s reputed powers, and this soon acted to inhibit social intercourse like a slow poison, so much that within a month his sole conversation was with captive audiences, namely himself, animals or infants. More and more often he would spend the day aimlessly studying the sky from his favourite hillock, only returning home for meals; meals that his father was starting to begrudge since Tobias’ labour was now no longer added to the family’s collective effort.


He had hoped that the recognition of his new status would have led to more contact with the ‘higher’ minds of the community, such as the surgeon, or even Allingham at a pinch, for he strongly suspected that much of use could be gleaned from educated folk. But because of his abnormality, he was effectively ostracised. Once they realised that he could not foretell the future, cure their sick cow or brew up an infallible love-philtre, the villagers steered clear of Tobias. On one occasion Maria Fitzsimmons née Oakley called to see him to petition for the return of her husband’s former eloquence. In truth she only did this for form’s sake and at her spouse’s fervent prompting, and so when Tobias decisively shook his head she did not press the point. Upon reflection she even began to warm to the idea of her husband being just a little more contemplative and taciturn than hitherto.


The truth of the matter was that Tobias was in no position to effect a cure even if he had wanted to. He did not know how. It was all very well to harness a strong emotion to produce a tangible magical effect, but another thing altogether to reverse the process when no equally strong wish accompanied the requested act. Anyway, Tobias found himself totally indifferent to Fitzsimmons’ future good health; he had passed from his mind. What was the point therefore of exerting oneself on his behalf?


If only Tobias had roused himself to slightly deeper thought, he would have known that Father Allingham, as overseer of Clarkenhurst’s wellbeing, could not accept the present state of affairs as a modus vivendi. The thin brooding figure on the hillock disrupted the well-regulated pace of village life by his presence alone, and so could not be tolerated for long. Allingham had met several magicians in the course of his theological college days, but at heart he was as unsettled by them just as much as his less well-travelled flock who were, after all, of the same stock as he. Ever one for direct action in human affairs (with God holding a watching brief), he had sat at his writing desk immediately after Tobias’ interview with him and made arrangements, in a letter, for Master Oakley’s future career.


This explains why, a few weeks later, Tobias’ daytime tedium was dispelled by two horsemen entering the village. This in itself would not be unusual or worthy of note but for the fact that both riders were priests. To be more accurate, one was a full priest and the other, judging by his gown, an acolyte. As such, they came along the road in due order of precedence. At first the priest gave Tobias no more than a glance – villages always seemed to have at least one idiot with nothing to do but lay about and gawp – but a few seconds and two steps on, his head jerked around to appraise the youth more closely. While the acolyte drew up behind him, the priest stared for a short while, and then a smile spread slowly across his face. He was old, grizzled and florid, but his eyes were still full of life and seemed kindly. Tobias stood up and returned the smile without committing himself. As he did so the priest slowly, stiffly dismounted and turned once again to face him. Tobias’ thoughts raced – something special? His hopes rose as he realised he was about to be addressed.


‘Good day to you, are you … Tobias Oakley?’


‘Good day Father, brother,’ he replied; the hitherto silent acolyte nodded at this greeting. ‘Why do you want to know?’


A flash of strong ill-will and impatience visibly crossed the priest’s face. Tobias’ opinion of himself had been so bolstered up in the last few weeks that he had not appreciated the obvious impudence of his reply.


‘Come, come,’ the priest said, ‘either you are or you are not he – which is it?’


‘I’m Tobias Oakley, yes.’


The priest’s calm, friendly mien returned. ‘Good. I thought so – I sensed you have the talent. Years of acquaintance with it gives one a certain perceptive ability, you know. I am Father Guido Mori from the Holy Thaumaturgic College – in Rome,’ he added as an afterthought.


A Roman, thought Tobias, but speaking perfect English … A magician? Could it really be?


‘And this is Pierre Bodu, my temporary assistant. We have come from London to make you a proposition, Tobias. Will you show us to your … to Father Allingham please, and we’ll talk things over; how’s that, eh?’


Tobias didn’t have to think about it. Preoccupied with novel thoughts, he nodded eagerly and fell in beside the horsemen. For all his abstraction there was an unmistakable air of triumph about him.


Guido remounted and set his horse to follow the youth. He felt old and weary, and his buttocks ached with riding. He was so tired, and faced a task that did not appeal to him. Even so, at least this would not be a coercive job, there was that consolation; no need for force or bloodshed. Mind you, he thought, I suspect we only just caught this one in time.


In the Archbishop of London’s expansive library, in the vast ibex-skin 1973 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica in particular, a servant of Church or State might open Volume Thirteen of this work and find:




1. Thaumaturgic Colleges (including Holy)


‘… practice. Those who display above average ability or who lack proper guidance in the usage of magic are allowed to go to Rome. There they are trained by the very best exponents of each particular sorcerous art and in moral, magical and political philosophy. Less able candidates, or those urgently needed to fill vacant journeymen posts in the Church’s Temporal Administration are trained at national colleges, several of which are maintained in the most advanced countries.


Each graduate from the various colleges has priestly status, but is free of explicit pastoral duties, thereby making him free to serve the expedience of the moment as, when and how his Holiness sees fit.


In this way magic is made a useful and respectable tool of Church affairs and statecraft, and the colleges serve as a guarantor of magical orthodoxy and propriety opposed to the ever-dubious operation of independent thaumaturges.


SEE DRUIDS, JACK-MAGICIANS, WITCHES, WIZARDS, WARLOCKS.’





In common with most of the Encyclopaedia, this was substantially true, in fact entirely true; but it was not all of the truth. The Holy Thaumaturgic College itself was a grim, prison-like edifice that rose six storeys high, just outside Rome’s walls. Talented young magicians went there when rounded up by servants of the Church, such as Father Mori, retained specifically for this purpose. Willing or not they went, the younger the better, and their potentially subversive talent was regulated and harnessed for the good of Christendom. Nowadays even young girls were taken in, whereas before their skills had been pointedly ignored or, if necessary, extinguished by fire. Although they could never become priests, as their male companions did, sorceresses had gradually become an accepted part of the Church apparatus, and the experiment (for such had it been) looked likely to become a permanent feature. Writers often cited this development as evidence for the growth of Christian charity and forbearance.


Whatever their sex, the usual product of such training was a dedicated and loyal top-notch magician of around twenty-five years of age, who could also be useful in the performance of various Church duties. Occasionally there were rejects, for the study of magic was inherently perilous, and a small but steady number of gibbering idiots and discreetly buried cadavers was also produced. The instructors refused to admit of any magical defences other than those appropriate to the mental configurations of a devout and orthodox Christian. An (intentional) consequence of this was that the pupils, lacking access to alternative defences (for they did exist) were forcibly obliged to conform or perish; accordingly the obstinate infidel or atheist succumbed and failed very quickly. Therefore as a reliable training mechanism, it can readily be seen that this system worked pleasingly well for the Church. Long before, the Church had been of a different attitude and had tried to extirpate magic by papal bull and auto-da-fé; then when this inevitably failed, it sought to make the practice its own exclusive tool. This policy was, of course, similarly doomed to failure; no visible sign marked out a magician from his fellow men, and many, for a great variety of reasons, kept the knowledge of their abilities hidden from general view. In consequence an unknowable but probably large number of sorcerers escaped the Church’s net and ‘Druids’, ‘Satanists’ and unconventional practitioners abounded. On occasion they were better than anything the Church could produce, which was distinctly worrying to that body.


Tobias, however, had never seen an encyclopaedia and only had the most flimsy concept of the Roman college or any other for that matter. In his mind it conjured up pictures of subtle and dangerous wizards, power and prestige, all of which he found agreeable. Applied to himself, such images and ideas were positively stimulating. He knew little and cared less about service to his Holiness and the Universal Church; this was partly due to ordinary adolescent rebelliousness, and partly because he knew that a more mysterious, and possibly greater power and knowledge moved out in the wild places. Needless to say this attitude was concealed, quite invisibly, behind his cold control; indeed he began to regret his unusually open behaviour when talking to the priest. In all probability it was of no moment at all in this early stage of what promised to be a prolonged acquaintance, but Joan had said that first impressions were of vital import in dealings with all but the most intelligent of humans. At such a promising time it was more essential than ever that he did not forget his training. He acknowledged his fault and, being young, just as quickly forgave himself.


Father Guido, meanwhile, in the privacy of his thoughts reviewed a vast parade of transitory acquaintances. He had presided over the direction of a long stream of youth being fed as grist to the orthodox magical mill and, year by year, found himself more critical, more sad, less … convinced. The memory of his own training still had the power to generate icy chills and disturbed sleep. He had confessed his feelings, had the necessity of it all patiently explained, but still could not cast off the feeling that he was spending his one life pandering to something … wrong. How could he let others become scarred in the same way? Perhaps his gift, his ‘talent’, was a curse – a mere prop to the wickedness of the world? In the early, wakeful hours he sometimes felt … burnt out.


His spiritual struggle had not escaped the attention of the more subtle confessors. The more they considered the problem, the more obvious the solution became: the Church possessed many isolated monasteries and religious houses where men of great spiritual gifts (often a severe disability in terms of the world) could go to fight their inner battles away from material distractions. Just such an establishment was pencilled in on Father Guido’s file in the office of the Archbishop of London; when and if his utility was quite exhausted the entry could be inked in, thereby settling the issue as neatly and painlessly as possible. Such a course of events was not in the least uncommon and no one, at least no one who mattered, thought the process sad or cruel; people served the Church in one way, and when they could do so no more they served it in another. Any theologian would affirm that the sufferings and struggles of a good soul were every bit as important to the Church as services to its tangible body. It seemed to be an eminently sensible arrangement and one that was beneficial to both parties.



OEBPS/images/9781473200890.jpg
%EWAY

‘A UNIQUE TALENT’
STARBURST

ADangerous

Enengy

JOHN WHITBOURN





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





