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One




Shiloh covers his eyes. He peers through the cracks between his fingers as he counts. 

“Go on then!” he says. “One … two … three …”

The sun is high and hot. Sweat prickles on the back of Shiloh’s neck but he doesn’t wipe it away. The dry grass tickles his bare toes. He waits just long enough to see Adder, his friend and playmate, pelting towards the horizon, then he covers his eyes properly, lowering his head so he’s not tempted to peek.

“Four,” he calls. Adder’s frantic footsteps grow fainter. “Five … six …”

Now, all he can see between his fingers is the vibrant green of his robes. The robes of an Earth Whisperer. Python gave them to him two days ago. Woven from rough flax, dyed with some foul-smelling mix, the stench of which hasn’t quite worn off yet. These robes are the symbol of Shiloh’s power. His specialness.

Because, with a hand to the soil and a stray thought, he can make plants grow. He can save the disparate villages across Alphor from starvation. He’s a hero in the making. An Earth Whisperer.

“Seven …” he counts, speeding up. “Eight …”

He likes the way the robes look on him, even though they’re too big. The sleeves fall to his knuckles and he has to keep hitching up the hem so he doesn’t trip. He’ll grow into them. It’s not easy to get hold of the flax to make new ones. For now, though, Shiloh is proud of them. He’s proud of his shaved scalp, of the way the green robe shows off the deep brown of his eyes.

“Nine …” he calls. “Ten! Coming, then!”

He drops his hands, leaps to his feet. Adder has disappeared. Shiloh casts a furtive glance behind him, to where the scent of woodsmoke drifts on the still air. A dark-skinned young man in Whisperer robes coaxes the flames. A tent is erected behind him, and he’s chopping some foraged greenery with a small knife. He looks up when he senses Shiloh watching, grins and waves. Shiloh waves back shyly. He’s still not sure of this man. This mysterious stranger who came to his village four months ago and spirited him away to a new life. But the man was kind when Shiloh cried the first night, and the second. And the third. He told Shiloh his name was Python, and the boy traveling with him was Adder. Not the names their parents gave them, but names they earned as Whisperers. And soon, he’d said, Shiloh would leave his villager name behind and gain his own Whisperer name. Shiloh had screamed at that. Tried to run. Cried. Resisted. Python treated him with patience and gentleness. And now, Shiloh’s heart lifts at the idea of earning his own name. Proving his power. 

Something skitters through the dry grass, scurrying over his foot. Shiloh yelps. When he looks down, a small, white mouse stands out against the deep brown of his toes. It freezes when it feels him watching, sits on its haunches. Its whiskers twitch. Shiloh lets out his breath.

A mouse. Not a snake.

He doesn’t know whether to be grateful or disappointed.

Gently, he shoos the mouse away. It streaks away into the grass. Shiloh shields his eyes, scans the horizon for signs of his friend.

Adder is two years older than Shiloh, and a full Whisperer. A proper Whisperer, with a name to match.

Named after a snake he rescued. A snake that bit him, and whose venom he survived. At some point, all Whisperers face this danger. Something about Shiloh’s magic will make him immune to the deadly venom of Alphor’s snakes.

Theoretically.

It’s not like Whisperers haven’t died from snake bites before. But Whisperers are the guardians of the earth. Protectors of Alphor’s wildlife. Who else will rescue snakes from villagers who don’t understand them? Shiloh puffs up his chest before he can help himself. That’ll be him one day. A proper Whisperer, named after a snake whose venom he survives. A snake he saves.

Soon.

The thought makes his skin tingle and he hugs himself, his chest filling with the joy of adventure to come. One day, he will walk into a village without fear in order to save a fearful creature. The villagers will look at him with reverence and gratitude. And it won’t matter that he’s only eight. It won’t matter that he still cries for his Ma at night sometimes. He’ll be a hero.

First, though, he has to find Adder. That boy is far too good at hide-and-seek and, this time, Shiloh’s determined to find him before nightfall.

He sets off in the direction he saw Adder take.

Dry grass crackles under his feet. The rains are often late in Landlock Province, getting tangled in the mountains to the west, but they’re particularly delayed this year. Shiloh’s feet kick up whorls of topsoil dust, which swirl in his wake. The land undulates in rolling hillocks, tussock grasses making the ground uneven and perilous. Shiloh stumbles a couple of times but picks himself up. The sun beats down. The summer is going to be long and blistering. Another year the Whisperers will work twice as hard to raise crops, to funnel water from deep underground. Another year villagers will grumble and cast them dark stares when some of the crops inevitably fail.

And now, Shiloh is one of those at the end of the dark stares. The accusations. His heart hammers. Sweat tickles the back of his neck. He runs. He runs and feels the pull of the earth under his bare feet. The whisper-language of grasses, trees, and vines. The miracle of his gift. And the curse of it.

He runs so fast and so hard that it’s a while before he stops, realising he can’t see the camp anymore. He glances behind him, chest heaving. No sign of a tent, of Python, of smoke hanging in the still air. No sign of Adder, either. Besides its rolls and crinkles and troughs, the land is featureless. And Shiloh stands in the openness of it, in full view of the darkcats that hunt here.

The back of his neck prickles. A sharp panic spikes in his throat. He suppresses a whimper.

“Adder?” he says in a half-whisper. Then, a bit louder, “Adder?”

No answer. Adder’s got the patience of the snake he took his name from. He could sit in a ditch or under a covering of grass all day, giggling at the thought of Shiloh searching for him.

Only now, Shiloh doesn’t feel like playing. They’re far away from camp. Far from safety. He needs Adder to come out so they can go back.

His feet tingle. The panic in his throat spikes again and he crouches, leaning on his knees to catch the breath that suddenly seems out of his reach. He’s alone in a strange place. Small. Frightened. Helpless—

No, not helpless. He’s a Whisperer, isn’t he? He has power over this world and the things that grow in it. He’s special.

He stands up, brushes down his robes, and takes a few deep breaths. His Ma always told him a few deep breaths would help him think better. Help him calm his childish tantrums. Let him find his center. Realign.

She’s right, obviously. For the briefest moment, he lets himself miss her. He’s not permitted himself that luxury for at least the last month, and even now, he hastily wipes the tears that burn in his eyes.

She’s not here, is she? And she wouldn’t get it, anyway. She’s not a Whisperer. Pointless thinking of her. He could be a grown man by the time he sees her again. If she’s still alive by then. If he’s still alive by then.

He clamps down on that thought before the panic spikes again. Deep breaths. Recenter. Calm.

Something moves to his right, making him jump. He bites down on the yelp that threatens to escape, scanning the grass for whatever it was that frightened him.

He almost misses it, his gaze skimming right over its brown coils, so like the mottled, dried grass. It’s only when it flicks its tongue out that he sees it. A snake. Small, dull, unassuming, resting in a patch of sunlight.

A strange cold prickles all over his skin. He crouches, hands on knees, peering at the snake. It’s so small, about the length of his arm, and so slim. Despite its stillness, he sees the bunched muscles, its sinuous strength. It’s a powerful hunter. Lightning-quick. If he were a mouse, a flash of fangs, a sharp pain, and it would all be over.

But Shiloh reckons the quickening of his heart isn’t fear. He shuffles closer. The snake’s tongue flickers from its mouth, tasting the air. It shifts, recoiling its head. It can sense him. Shiloh’s fingers itch. Perhaps this is his moment. He wonders what the snake is. A viper of some kind. Viper would be a good name. A name he could be proud of.

He doesn’t think about his hand moving, but it moves anyway. Slowly reaching for the snake, fingers outstretched. The snake twitches, agitated. His breath tightens. He wonders how much this will hurt—

“Shiloh!”

Shiloh snaps his hand from the snake as it turns and flashes away into the grass. He stands, shoves his hands into his robe pockets. He feels heat rising in his cheeks as he sees Python sprinting towards him. Adder is behind, hurrying to keep up.

“I—” Shiloh says, as Python kneels in front of him, grabs his shoulders. “I just—”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Python growls. Shiloh flinches. Python shakes him. “You do not touch wild snakes unless it’s necessary, do you understand? Do you understand?”

Tears burn Shiloh’s eyes. He doesn’t trust himself to speak, so he nods once. Python cups his chin and Shiloh looks into the older man’s eyes. Python reminds him of his older brother. Like his brother, Python’s skin is a little lighter than Shiloh’s. There’s a kindness in his eyes. A gentleness to the curve of his mouth. He’s strong, moving with easy confidence through the world.

Only now, Python is bunched and tense, eyes flashing with anger. His mouth is set in a grim line. He doesn’t look like Shiloh’s brother, right now. He looks different. Frightening. Shiloh lowers his eyes.

Python lets out a long breath. “This isn’t a game, Shiloh,” he says. His voice is gentle again, but Shiloh can’t bring himself to look up. “Alphor’s snakes are wild creatures, evolved to survive. They don’t distinguish Whisperer from villager and if they’re frightened, they’ll bite.”

Shiloh frowns. “Yes, but—”

Python hushes him, fiercely. “A venomous snake bite riddles the body with poison,” he says. “It hurts, Shiloh. Even if we survive it, it hurts. It’s a frightening pain. And although our magic helps us overcome the venom, it isn’t without danger.”

He pauses, but Shiloh doesn’t know what to say.

“It is a moment that changes you, Shiloh,” Python continues. “And you don’t take that step until it’s absolutely necessary. Until you’re ready.”

Shiloh’s head snaps up. His fists clench. “I am ready!” he says. His eyes slide towards Adder, stood behind Python with his gaze lowered. His cheeks flush red. And as Shiloh watches the older boy, he realizes it was Adder who went to get Python. Adder who stopped Shiloh being bitten. Adder who stole Shiloh’s true name from him. His frown deepens.

“You’re not ready, Shiloh,” Python says. “You showed me that, today.”

He stands, takes Shiloh’s hand. They walk back to camp in silence. Shiloh looks back once, but the snake—and his chance—is gone.








  
  
Two




Dawn light penetrates the walls of the tent. A breeze stirs the canvas. Shiloh sits up, hugging his knees. It’s not cold, but he pulls his robes on anyway, frowning at the sleeping form of Adder beside him. The older boy lies on his back with one arm thrown over his eyes. His mouth is open and a drool glistens on his lower lip. He snores softly. 

Shiloh’s frown deepens. He kicks his way out of his sleeping bag. Adder obviously doesn’t  feel bad about what he did yesterday. They’re supposed to be friends, aren’t they? It’s alright for him. He’s already got his Whisperer name. He rescued a frightened snake last year, saving it before it was bludgeoned to death by a terrified villager. Shiloh wasn’t there to see, but Adder’s told him the story a hundred times.

And he said the bite didn’t even hurt.

Why was he so worried about Shiloh getting bitten by that viper yesterday? He’s a coward, isn’t he? He just doesn’t want Shiloh to have what he has. To be a proper Whisperer. The thought makes anger burn in Shiloh’s ribcage. He throws the tent open, stumbling into the morning sun.

Python’s already up. He’s got a fire going, some herbs, garlic and onions frying over it in animal fat. It smells rich and flavourful. Shiloh’s belly rumbles and he clutches it, but Python looks up and smiles.

“Hungry?” he asks. Shiloh thinks about it, then shakes his head. Python’s eyebrow twitches, but he doesn’t push. He stirs the pot.

“We need to keep heading south, today,” he says. “A few villages that way will start to sow, soon, and they’ll need our help. But I want to continue with our lessons as we go. I want you to search the soil and see if you can find oak or beech seeds. We’re going to practise on saplings for a bit.”

Shiloh bites his lip and nods. “Fine.”

He’s not really listening, though. He’s trying not to look out over the rolling landscapes, back to where he found the snake yesterday. He frowns at his bare feet, then glances up to find Python watching him.

“I need to forage this morning,” Python says, dark eyes fixed on Shiloh. “Want to come?”

Shiloh shakes his head. He rubs his shoulder, remembering how Python had grabbed it yesterday. Shaken it. How his face had twisted with anger. He shakes his head again, more emphatically this time. Python’s jaw tenses but he doesn’t push.

“Alright,” he says. “But I want your word you’ll stay close to camp and do as Adder says. Can I trust you?”

Shiloh looks up sharply. Trust. That’s a funny thing to bring up right now, isn’t it? Shiloh isn’t the one who betrayed his friend yesterday. Shiloh isn’t the one who told. And Python getting angry was stupid. This question is so unfair.

But Shiloh doesn’t say any of that. He just nods and waits for Python to turn back to the pot of frying herbs, then he crouches outside his tent, scowling at nothing. For a while, he does as Python asked; he shoves his hands into the soil, closes his eyes and Whispers through roots and vines. He’s careful—oh, so careful—to avoid reaching into the slender, silver filaments that spiderweb their way between all flora. Those aren’t plants. They’re not animals, either. They’re a strange, alien life form that Whisperers are forbidden to connect with. Mycelia. Fungi. The threads in which Whisperers lose themselves.

Shiloh’s never even been tempted to break that rule. He doesn’t want to go mad. Doesn’t want to end up an empty husk, eaten from the inside by fungal spores, and sprouting with mushrooms. But that’s a good rule. That’s a rule that saves lives.

Python stopping him from touching that snake was a bad rule. It didn’t make sense.

The more Shiloh thinks about it, the angrier he gets. Eventually, he pulls free of the soil with a huff. There’s no oak or beech down there anyway.

He stands, brushes the soil off his hands, and turns to find Adder watching him. The older boy has a guilty flush in his cheeks.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey,” Shiloh says sullenly.

They’re both silent for a bit. Shiloh digs his toes into the soil. He doesn’t want to fall out with Adder. The boy’s been his only friend for months now. If they fall out, they’ll still have to travel together. They’ll still have their lessons together. There won’t be any escape.

But Shiloh can’t shake this anger. This bitterness at what Adder did. Why did he have to tell?

Python comes to stand between them, placing a hand on each boy’s shoulder. “I’ll only be by that cluster of trees over there,” he says. He points into the distance, where a tangle of scrubby trees and bushes darkens a distant hillock. “If you shout, I’ll hear you. Stay together and stay in camp. Clear?”

Adder straightens his shoulders and nods. “Yes,” he says. 

Python smiles. “Good lad,”

Shiloh scowls, watching as Python grabs a flax satchel and a small flip-knife. Good lad. Like Adder’s the sensible one. Like he’s a real Whisperer and Shiloh’s the wayward pretender. He watches Python head towards the trees, then turns away.

Adder goes to sit by the fire, helping himself to fried herbs and onions. And, as Shiloh watches the older boy eat, an idea forms in the back of his mind. Dark and reckless and maybe a bit unfair. But Shiloh’s anger beats loudly in his ears, drowning out any voice of reason.

“Want to explore?” he says, kneeling beside Adder. The older boy freezes, a spoonful of onions halfway to his mouth.

“Python said to stay here.”

“Python said, Python said,” Shiloh teases. “You’re a Whisperer, Adder. Not a coward.”

Adder’s face flushes crimson, and Shiloh feels a stab of guilt. But he’s said it now, and he’s not apologising. Not until Adder does.

“Anyway,” he continues, “I only want to go looking for herbs. Python’ll be pleased if we do some foraging. We can bring back some food of our own.”

Adder frowns. “I thought you didn’t want to forage.”

Shiloh stands, folding his arms. “Never said that,” he grumbles. “I just didn’t want to go foraging with Python.”

Adder chews thoughtfully. There’s still a guilty flush in his cheeks. “I dunno,” he says. “I think maybe …”

“You think what?” Shiloh snaps, annoyed. “It’s only over there.” He gestures into the distance. “Anyway, you owe me, don’t you?”

He shoves his fists on his hips, glaring at his friend. Adder does owe him. And from the look on the other boy’s face, he knows it. Adder sets his wooden bowl in the grass, his breakfast half eaten.

“Alright,” he says quietly. “But we don’t go far, ok?”

Shiloh doesn’t answer, just turns and heads away. Out of camp. Back towards where they saw the viper yesterday. For a moment, he’s scared Adder won’t follow. It shouldn’t matter, except he wants Adder as a witness, to see that both he and Python are wrong.

Shiloh is ready.

And then Adder will have to tell Python the truth, and apologise to Shiloh, admit he was wrong.

Shiloh doesn’t look round, but eventually a shuffle of feet tells him Adder’s following. They retrace the path of their game yesterday. Adder draws level with Shiloh and Shiloh risks a glance at him, but if the older boy has an inkling of what Shiloh’s planning, he says nothing.

“Where’re these herbs, then?” he asks. Shiloh shrugs and stuffs his fists in his pockets.

“Just a bit farther.”

He feels a thrill of excitement as they reach the dip in the landscape where he saw the viper. But the snake is nowhere. Shiloh curses to himself. There’s nothing here but dew-soaked grass and—

His breath catches when he sees it. The entrance to a burrow, almost entirely hidden by long grass. The only reason Shiloh spotted it is because he caught a flicker of movement. The flash of a snake’s tongue darting out of its mouth. It’s the viper’s burrow, and she’s sat right near the entrance, her blunt head just visible.

Adder throws his hands up in annoyance. “There’s no herbs here, Shiloh!” he protests. “What’re we—”

Shiloh sees the exact moment his friend realizes where they are. Adder’s eyes go wide and his face empties of color. “No, no. This is all wrong. We’re heading back now. We’re—”

But Shiloh’s already moving towards the burrow.

“I’m calling Python!” Adder says. He turns to run, then hesitates, and Shiloh knows what he’s thinking. There won’t be time to reach Python before Shiloh’s been bitten. He’ll have to stay. He’ll have to witness.

“Stop being such a baby, Adder,” Shiloh says. He kneels by the burrow, his shadow falling across the snake. He expects her to withdraw. Most snakes are shy. He knows this. But she doesn’t. Instead, she blocks the entrance to the burrow with her coils, lifts her head, ready in strike position.

“Shiloh,” Adder says, urgently, “you don’t understand. She’s—”

Shiloh’s not listening. His fingertips tingle. He reaches towards the viper.


      [image: ]Afterwards, Shiloh struggles to piece together what happened.

All he remembers is Adder yelling his name, a hand grabbing him and wrenching him away. He remembers seeing the snake strike, almost in slow motion. She rears up, her mouth impossibly wide, fangs swinging forward—

And sinking into flesh.

Someone screams but it’s not him.

There is pain and panic, but it’s not his.

He remembers running, yelling Python’s name.

And then they’re back in one of the tents. Python’s working frantically over Adder’s prone form. The older boy spasms uncontrollably, eyes rolling. He cries out and claws the air, fending off enemies that aren’t there.

Shiloh watches, horrified. Shameful.

Until Python yells at him to get out.
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