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Chapter One: Experience of War
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When Shan was fifteen years old, dark soldiers came out of the west, like a cloud of evil boiling over the soft hills of his homeland. They commanded terrible beasts, which killed with hooked claws like scythes and had cold eyes that dripped icy fire. The soldiers wore helmets that looked like fiends: tusked and snarling and sneering. 

Shan was just an ordinary boy. His mother was dead, and his father, Hod, gathered crops in the fields for a local farmholder. In the winter, Hod harvested wood from the rustling forests that surrounded the fields. Shan worked at his father’s side, with no ambition ever to do anything else. They lived in a one-roomed cottage on the outskirts of Holme, a village filled with peasant folk, whose lives were those of toil and scant ambition. There was a squire, Sir Rupert Sathe, to whom they paid tithes and who occasionally funded village celebrations. Once a year, Sir Rupert attended God’s chapel for the harvest festival, but other than that he was mostly invisible in the villagers’ lives. His sons and daughters spent most of their time, along with their mother, in the city of Dantering, far down the Great Western Road. Country life held no attractions for Sir Rupert’s family, so there were no winsome, blue-blooded maids to fire the hearts of local boys, nor rakehellion sons to make the village girls tremble in their beds. 

Shan was as happy as any person in his position could be. He was fed adequately, the cottage was snug and secure against wolves in winter and cool in the summer. He and his father grew vegetables in the small patch that surrounded their home, and there was a single apple tree that always bore good fruit. His aunt came regularly to make sure he and his father didn’t live like pigs, which left alone they probably would. Once a week they worshipped in the chapel of the God who had no name, and laid offerings of forest flowers at the altars of His three daughters, the virgin, the mother and the one without child. Though devout in their conventional worship, they also made more furtive offerings to the folk of the forest, to ensure that their livestock were free from blight and their produce without bane. Also, most importantly, they revered the guardians of the land, those invisible spirits whose benevolence ensured the seasons gave forth their appointed bounty. The God might enable a person’s soul to walk the airy road beyond death into the heaven of heavens, but all the villagers knew who really held power in the realm of the living; the fertile earth, the running stream, the water-bearing clouds. The guardians cared not for human souls; they were the life of the land, and were treated with respect rather than worshipped.

News came slowly down the Great Western Road, or not at all. The people of Holme knew nothing of politics. When the great city of Dantering fell to the Magravands, nobody heard. Messengers might have fled from the burning walls with dire news for other cities, but the villages were hidden among the hills. Who would bring news to them in time? They were unaware Dantering had been their last defence against whatever might come prowling from the west.

The soldiers came at sundown, first to the manor house. Sir Rupert, dining alone, was dragged roaring from his dinner table and summarily beheaded before the astonished servants, who had been rounded up like sheep. Then the male servants were hung, the women raped and beaten. A commanding officer of the invading army went into the dining room and there sat down with his staff to finish the squire’s dinner. All the time they ate, they must have been able to hear the screams of the women, the pleading moans of the men. 

While their officers were making inroads into the port wine, the rest of the troupe rode down towards Holme, their beasts flapping and scrabbling before them. The guardians of the land sank down into the deep earth at their approach, sensing a power so dark their own was in danger of being snuffed out. Their absence left the landscape without spirit, its inhabitants more vulnerable to attack. 

Men do terrible things in war. To fighting men, people are no longer people. The soldiers displayed the head of Sir Rupert high upon a pole, as they poured like oil over the hills and into Holme. The villagers were taken by surprise, and offered no resistance to speak of, yet still their cottages were put to the torch, their women ravished, and the men cut down like wheat. It was a senseless atrocity. The schemes and aspirations of men in power meant nothing to the people of Holme. They cared only for their daily toil, the bread upon their tables, the roofs over their heads. The soldiers could just have told the villagers who their new masters were and ridden on. Whoever sat in the manor house would still need his land tending, after all.

When it happened, Shan was sitting by the willow pool at the back of the cottage. He heard the noises - strange and terrible - and for a moment sat very still. His instincts told him at once that something bad was happening, something very bad. He smelled smoke, and it was not the sweet smell of wood burning. His father came out of the cottage and looked at him where he was squatting by the water, tense and alert as a young dog. They exchanged a glance, and then Hod went out to the road and looked down it. Shan heard the sound of galloping hooves. Someone was coming, a great many someones. He wanted to tell his father to move, that they should run into the woods in the next field, but it all happened too quickly. Later, he thought about how if he’d shouted out this intuitive suggestion the moment Hod had looked round the cottage wall, they might both have been saved, and for many years punished himself for those minutes of indecision.

The riders were accompanied by two of the terrible black beasts, which lunged ahead of them down the road, scratching up sparks. They fell upon Shan’s father before he could defend himself or attempt to escape. The razor claws slashed and the poisonous eyes dripped smoking ruin. It did not take them long to reduce a human body to a mess of meat no longer recognisable as a man.

Shan was frozen in horror by the pool. He wondered what he and his father could have done wrong. Who were these people? His stasis was mercifully brief and once it released him, he surrendered to the instinct to flee. At first, his limbs moved sluggishly, as in a nightmare. He struggled in what seemed painful slowness towards the back gate. The flesh over his spine contracted, waiting for a blow. Had they seen him? The fact that his father had been gored to death had not sunk in. Self-preservation was his only thought. Suddenly, everything became faster. He vaulted over the gate like a deer, and his legs were pumping madly as he cut a path through the long grass of the field beyond. 

He had almost reached the shadows of the trees, whose labyrinth he knew so well and in which he would undoubtedly have managed to lose his pursuers, when the riders caught up. There were only two, and the beasts were not with them. This was clearly to be different sport. They set their horses prancing round Shan in a circle. He could not see their faces, because of the demonic helmets, but he heard their laughter, muffled by metal. They swung swords that still dripped blood. He tried to keep running, but they left him no avenue of escape. He cowered in the grass before them, hoping that death would be quick.

One of the riders dropped lightly from his saddle, his leather armour creaking. He was hot in his leathers, for Shan could smell him strongly. The soldier said something in a language Shan did not know, but he could tell it was a rhetorical question from the tone: something like: ‘What have we here?’

‘I haven’t done anything,’ Shan squealed, but perhaps they didn’t understand him. 

The things those men made him do and did to him, Shan later blotted from his memory. They were without compassion and so full of mirth at their obscene attack, it was beyond the worst human evil. They hurt Shan badly, and perhaps thought they’d killed him, because after a while, they got back onto their horses and rode away again. 

Shan lay in the crushed grass, unable to see properly. His head was full of a buzzing sound and lights pulsed before his eyes. Carrion flies landed on his face and feasted on the crusts of blood and saliva and semen. He thought his body was broken beyond repair and dared not move. Every muscle felt wrenched and torn. 

The moon rose above him, hung about with a pall of bitter smoke. He heard a vixen cry, and the contemplative hoot of an owl. Wide white wings crossed the clouds above his head. He heard their rattling whisper. Perhaps some of the forest folk would insinuate themselves into the night and come ghosting through the trees towards him. They might take pity on him, and remember the sweet-smelling posies he had left among the mossy roots for their pleasure. But no one came, and the land was quiet, holding its breath, its guardians still affronted and buried far deep beneath the soil.

Shan expelled a careful sigh. Must he wait to die? How long would it take? He thought he could hear ominous sounds in his body, as of vital fluids flowing through the wrong channels, pooling in dangerous places. Through his blurred vision, he saw his father standing over him, and thought that perhaps he’d been wrong about seeing him slaughtered. ‘You must get up, lad,’ said Hod and his face was a mask of grief.

‘Dada,’ murmured Shan through torn lips and tried to reach out with his bloodied fingers. But his father wasn’t there. For only a moment, he thought someone else stood close to him, a young man, still and silent. He tensed in terror, but there was only the sky above him, and a few stalks of broken grass hanging over his face. The tears came then, although he couldn’t give in to them because the sobbing would hurt his bruised chest. He set his face into a rictus of despair and the tears rolled coldly, but he was otherwise immobile.

He lay in the field all night, occasionally dozing, when horrendous dreams would fill his mind and slap him back to feverish wakefulness. The dawn came beautifully over the land, in a roll of mist that conjured every scent from the trees and the wild flowers and eclipsed the stink of burning. Some of the spirit of the landscape was creeping back, tentatively, in fragments. Shan turned onto his side and for a few moments hung poised on his elbows, panting. How was it possible to ache this much and not be dead? Would it take days to die? His clothes were torn to rags and stained with blood. Shakily, he got to his feet and then discovered, with some surprise, that he could walk, albeit stiffly. He could see immediately that the cottage was no more than a smoking tumble of charred beams and boulders. The willows too had been mostly burned and the pool was covered with an oily, ashy scum. What of the willow women, the spirits who lived within the trees? Had they fled or been destroyed? Shan made his way slowly to the gate and leaned there, suddenly terrified of facing whatever might be lying in the road. He hadn’t the strength to bury what was left of his father. Would Hod’s spirit understand? 

Skirting the back of the ruined cottage, Shan peered up the road towards Holme. He felt he must go there, see if anyone was left alive. All was silent, and thin skeins of black smoke rose lazily into the dawn sky. He knew the soldiers and their beasts had gone. There was no sense of their presence. 

Holme was no more. The village had stood for hundreds of years but had been destroyed utterly in only a couple of hours. Shan stumbled towards the old green, which was now a patch of mud and black ashes. Bodies lay everywhere, but Shan could not recognise them. He heard sobbing coming from the ruins, so not everybody was dead. Presently, some women, who had been crouched in a building that was still half-standing, saw him motionless there, staring blankly at the carnage. Two of them came limping out to him, their bodies bent almost double, like those of very old women, though only yesterday they had been young. Their gowns were rags and their faces black with soot, streaked with tear trails. They were still weeping uncontrollably and the sight of Shan’s half-naked body, his lower parts swathed in blood, made them weep all the more and put steepled hands against their mouths. For a few moments, sound faded from the world, and he was faced with a silent image of the lamenting women, their agonised postures, their twisted faces. The buzzing noise rose to a crescendo in his head, then abated, leaving a gleaming calm that tasted of metal in his throat. He realised in later years he had been lucky; the soldiers had thought him pretty enough to be an object of lust rather than simply fodder for their swords.

For three days, the survivors lived numbly in the ruins. Nobody had the strength or will to even think about rebuilding, and in their shock they were cut off from the spirit of the land that gave them vigour. Those few men who had survived by running away came slinking back and buried all the bodies they could find. A few of the women went up to the manor house, but found only corpses blackening in the yard. The doors hung open; already wild animals had gone inside, and had eaten whatever edible things they’d come across. The manor seemed haunted now; the villagers did not stay, even though its untouched walls would have provided shelter for everyone left in Holme.

Back in the village, the survivors ate raw vegetables from the fields unable to face killing even a rabbit for meat. Blood scared them now. The god of blood had come visiting and put his mark upon them. He had murdered the God with no name and desecrated His chapel. The priest had been sodomised with a holy relic and left for dead. In his last agonised moments, one of the soldiers’ beasts had chewed off his arms. Most of the villagers would never be able to take meat again. Few could talk about what had happened, and many sat rocking in the rubble with blank eyes, hugging their violated bodies, their faces masks of ash and pain.

On the first day, Shan went to wash himself in the river. He lay on his back in the water, with no thoughts in his head. If he closed his eyes, the sounds came back; cruel laughter, grunts and screams. At the same time, his nose would fill with the stench of sweat-soaked leather. He could not see how he would ever sleep again and stared up at the sky, his eyes watering because he was trying not to blink. He pictured the images of the three daughters of God hanging over him like clouds. They were not weeping, but serene, impassive. They are only clouds, Shan thought.

On the second day, dressed in clothes too big for him, scavenged from a house of the dead, he returned to his home. The men had removed his father’s body and had buried it beside the willow pool. There was a dark stain on the road where he’d been killed. Apathetically, Shan kicked through the rubble of the cottage, but could find nothing to salvage. For a long time he sat on the porch stone, which had survived intact. The sun beat down and conjured a heat haze in the dust. Behind him, the cooling charred joists creaked and popped. Birds were singing in the trees again, and cattle wandered aimlessly across the meadows. The future was meaningless. Shan was living utterly in the moment, and each that came was empty.

On the third day, a rider on a yellow horse came out of the east. He rode into the ruins of Holme and pulled his mount to a halt where the inn had once stood. ‘Do not be afraid,’ he called to the scuttling presences that had fled to hide themselves at his approach. ‘I mean you no harm.’

He was very patient, and did not dismount, or say anything more. He drank from a water leather and leaned forward in his saddle, resting his hands on the pommel. It was difficult to see his face because he wore a hat with an enormous brim, but hazel-coloured hair streamed out down his back. Eventually, a few of the villagers slipped shyly from their hiding places and watched him without getting too close. He nodded to them and lifted his head so that they could see his smile. His jaw was clean and well shaped. He looked to be a rich man.

‘The demon of death has ridden through this land,’ he told them clearly but in a strange accent. ‘You are not the only ones to have suffered.’

A woman dared to speak then. ‘What of Bischurch, Axenford and Willows?’

The rider lifted his shoulders in a shrug. ‘All gone. Like Holme.’

A sob drifted out from the ruins. Some had had relatives in these villages.

‘Why has this happened?’ asked the woman who had dared to speak.

‘There is no reason,’ answered the rider, ‘really. Greed, power...’ He raised his hands, which were elegant and expressive. ‘You must carry on - as others have. The Magravands are your lords and masters now - unless you have the courage to fight them.’

Few knew what he meant exactly, although some had heard of Magravandias. It was a distant country. ‘What do the Magravands want with us?’

‘Land,’ said the rider, ‘more and more of it, until all the world bears the black and purple banner of their abominable emperor.’

More of the survivors were slinking from their hiding places and among them was Shan. He stood looking at the rider, and experienced a hot pang of envy. How clean he looked, how content. Whatever he might say about the soldiers, it was clear he had not suffered personally at their hands. What right had he to come and talk to them so casually in their grief and despair? Shan picked up a stone the size of his hand, and threw it at the stranger. As it flew from his fingers, some of his anger went with it.

The horse reared and uttered a cry, for the stone had caught it on the withers. The rider nearly fell off, but managed to control both his posture and the animal before his dignity was entirely lost. For a few seconds, he looked very angry, and his fierce eyes scanned the crowd. ‘Too late for that!’ he snapped. ‘It is not I you should assault with missiles! Did any of you raise your hands to the demons that destroyed your homes? I think not. You ran, you hid, you crouched and whimpered! Only a coward would attack a lone stranger who wishes you no ill.’

‘Go away!’ someone yelled. 

Shan had another stone in his hand, and was ready to throw it. It was conceivable the whole episode could have got entirely out of hand, because other survivors were looking at the stony ground intently, their fingers flexing, images of their recent assault brimming through their minds. It would take only a couple more of them to find their courage and the stranger would be surrounded.

The rider must have known this, and maybe regretted his bald words. Perhaps he realised he had told them things they did not want to hear. They were scarred and grieving victims, ready to lash out only when they thought the odds were at last stacked in their favour. The rider scanned the crowd swiftly, then fixed Shan with a steady eye. He did not look angry now. Gathering up his reins, he urged his horse forward.

Before Shan realised what was happening, he had been grabbed and hauled up across the front of the saddle. Because he still ached so much, he could not struggle. 

The rider wheeled his mount around in a circle a few times and addressed the astonished onlookers. ‘You will hear of this boy again,’ he said, and with these words, kicked his horse into a gallop, and careered off up the road towards the east.

The rider’s name was Taropat and he lived in a high narrow house in the middle of a forest, approached by a winding track. He was, Shan quickly realised, a wizard. The journey took two days, and during this time, Shan tried to escape on several occasions. It was then he discovered that Taropat was no ordinary man, because all he had to do to halt the runaway was raise his hand and say a few words, and Shan would come tumbling down as if someone had cast a rope around his ankles. Taropat was a light sleeper, and no matter how quietly Shan tried to slip away at night, his attempts always failed. It did not stop him trying, however. 

‘Boy, give up,’ said Taropat, smiling, after the fifth abortive escape bid. He never bound Shan, or punished him. He did not have to.

Shan could not speak to him and only snarled and spat. He wondered if Taropat would do to him what the soldiers had done. This time he would die fighting. But Taropat did not come near him, except for the times when they rode the horse together, during which their proximity was unavoidable. As they rode, Taropat would ramble on, talking about distant lands, and demons and emperors and armies. Shan wanted to tell him to shut up, he did not care, but something had happened to his voice. It had flown away from him as if it had been a bird captive in his throat. Sometimes he could feel the ghost of its fluttering wings, but no matter how hard he tried, no sound would come out. Taropat did not seem concerned about this. ‘We will soon be there,’ he said, and then explained where ‘there’ was. ‘No-one can find my house, it is so safely hidden. It will be your sanctuary for a while.’ Shan did not question why Taropat had abducted him. It had simply happened.

The forest around the high, narrow house was very beautiful and very old, and the spirits of the trees were strong. As Shan and Taropat made the final stage of the journey along the winding path, ancient oaks seemed to reach out to them with gnarled hands. They were not angry hands, or cruel, but welcoming and curious. Shan felt as if they were riding through a silent, watchful crowd. Sunlight came down softly through the high crown of the forest; the deep green moss around the tree roots shone like crushed velvet. The forest was tranquil; birdsong was muted, but in the distance there was a chime of running water. Small purple flowers sequinned the short apple-coloured grass that grew between the trees. Squirrels leapt across the path, but far over the travellers’ heads, so that the heavy branches swayed and rustled. Shan could sense the presence of forest folk very near, although they didn’t show themselves. He felt comforted. In such a place, he might heal, although his conscious mind did not realise that.

Shan grinned when the house appeared through the trees. It was such a ridiculous shape, he could not see how it remained standing. It stood in its own glade, which was dominated by a large pool fed by a rushing stream that fell over a lip of rock, braceleted with ferns. The house was attached to a water wheel, and rose above it in a crooked spire, crowned by an immense weather vane that spun round madly even though there was no wind.

‘We are here,’ said Taropat and swung down out of the saddle. 

Shan had been in a daze during the journey, but now they had reached their destination, a crashing wave of weakness broke over him. He felt exhausted, used up and withered and could not even find the strength to slip to the ground. He thought, I will never see my father again. It seemed impossible. How could life change so much so quickly?

Taropat lifted him off the horse and carried him towards the house. ‘You must sleep now,’ he said, ‘for three full days. In that time I shall conjure nymphs of respite to comb your mind with their cool fingers. When you wake, your grief will be raw and immediate, but at least there will be a wound to heal.’

Shan wanted to say that he could not sleep properly, but his voice had not flown back to him. All he saw of the house, as Taropat carried him through its dim-lit rooms, were picture fragments: a high-backed chair; a tilted painting of a frowning face; the gleam of a crystal ball on a cluttered table; a tattered cloth hung from the ceiling; cracked paint on the walls beside the stairs. He was taken to a room where the light was green because ivy grew over most of the narrow window. The air smelled of earth and ancient dust. Taropat laid him on a bed that was too soft; the billowy mattress seemed to swallow Shan up. His eyes felt gritty and it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep them open. He could not bear the thought of dreams and in anguish reached out and caught hold of Taropat’s wrist, forcing all his feelings into his reddened eyes. Don’t let me sleep!  Don’t make me!

‘Be not afraid,’ said Taropat gently, and his hand came down upon Shan’s face like a swooping wing. The fingers were cool and soothing and Shan could do nothing but close his eyes. ‘I have put a charm on you,’ said Taropat. ‘Your eyes shall see nothing evil from within or without. If you dream, it will be of the distant past or the best moments of the future.’

Shan did dream. He saw lands spread out below him, as if he were as big as a god. He saw a pageant of banners, horses, and castles steepled with a hundred flagpoles. The panorama of life revolved about him in a swirl of colour and feeling. But all of this he forgot once he awoke. Only one dream stayed with him. 

He saw himself as a very young child, sitting upon his mother’s knee in the cottage garden, his head resting against her bosom. She was an apple woman, rosy and ripe, in the time before the sickness took her breath. ‘Now, Shan, you be a good boy for your mammy. Keep yourself clean and always be polite - even to rude people. You have a secret eye inside your head that sees into people’s hearts. Learn how to open it, for you will need it.’ She tickled his stomach to make him laugh, and Shan could hear his own merriment ringing out in the summer air. Then his mother turned her head to the road and said, ‘Oh, I have a visitor.’ She put Shan down beside her chair, where a bowl of podded peas was lying. He saw her walk to the wicket gate and there was a tall dark figure, who had come to put his mark upon her. She came back frowning. ‘Now that’s a strange thing. I saw a man standing by the fence, but then he was gone.’ 

He is still with you, Shan thought, and could see a shadow hovering tall behind his mother’s body.

When Shan woke, the dream seemed so real, he wondered if it had ever really happened. As the images faded, he became aware of his surroundings and knew he was in a room that now belonged to him. He didn’t know it, yet it was familiar, and he felt at home in its ambience. It was dark, but cosy like a den, and cluttered with items he might have collected himself; strange stones, pieces of gnarled wood, bright feathers from magical birds, twisted rods of metal that might be the spears of lightning gods. After this awareness had settled, Shan’s grief made itself felt. It seemed to have been waiting next in line. Shan was too appalled to weep. He felt ashamed, terrified, and in indescribable pain, both in mind and body. His own cruel ordeal, the utter injustice of the death of Holme, the brutal waste, were beyond his comprehension. The soldiers were not a conquering army but a plague, striking people down at random. Shan knew little of war, but understood that it was the commerce of kings and generals. What had simple villagers to do with it? And surely war meant fighting on both sides? No one in Holme had had the chance to fight. They had been murdered, the victims of a lust that could only be sated by blood and pain. What kind of people were the Magravands? He remembered the two soldiers who had raped him in the field: their demon helms high above him as they circled their horses, the red sunset gleaming on their black leather armour, and the smells of leather, sweat and blood. Firmly, he forced this image from his mind. He did not want to remember any more.

Then Taropat came into the room carrying an enormous bowl of porridge. Shan’s body responded immediately; his stomach growled and his mouth filled with saliva. He had not eaten properly since before the soldiers came. 

‘Now you are ready to begin again,’ said Taropat, sitting down on the bed and offering Shan the bowl.

Shan took a mouthful of the porridge, then felt sick. He was hungry yet couldn’t eat. 

‘Force yourself,’ said Taropat firmly, ‘or I shall have to sit on your chest and feed you myself.’

Shan opened his mouth and a croak came out, the sound that an injured crow might make.

‘That’s better,’ said Taropat. ‘Now eat. I shall let you do so in private. Then, when you are ready, you will find clothes in the chest, and you may dress yourself and come downstairs. You have slept long enough.’

Left alone, Shan took small mouthfuls of the sweet porridge and although it took him nearly an hour, cleaned the bowl. It made his mouth feel dry and his stomach swollen, but there was a new strength in his body. 

On top of the chest against the far wall was a large cracked bowl and a jug of cold water. Shan drank some of the water, poured the rest into the bowl and washed his face and hands with it, then he went to the window and looked out. The water wheel was turning slowly, making a grinding noise. Beneath it, the pool looked deep and dark and watchful, vibrating with unseen life. Bright blue birds flashed in the sunlight, flying so fast Shan could not make out their shapes. Perhaps they weren’t birds at all. The yellow horse was tethered below his window, cropping the lush grass. Beyond, the soughing green shadows of the forest hugged the house in its glade like giant hands. The air seemed to shimmer with the immanence of the guardians of the land. It was an idyllic scene. Shan wondered then what Taropat wanted from him. Was he seeking an apprentice, or had he just felt pity for the grubby urchin scrabbling through the ruins of Holme? What made people perform acts of kindness? Perhaps Taropat wasn’t really kind. It was difficult to tell. He could be fattening Shan up to eat him. Shan remembered his mother’s words in the dream. He wanted to open his inner eye that could read the hearts of men.
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Chapter Two: The High Narrow House
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Taropat had a familiar, a grim named Gust. When Shan first came downstairs into the kitchen and caught sight of the creature, he started gasping and panicking. Gust was squatting on top of the stove, hunched like a gargoyle. Taropat, who was sitting smoking a clay pipe next to the hearth, his stockinged feet resting on the hot-stones, sat bolt upright and uttered a few words that somehow forced Shan to calm down. ‘Don’t be afraid of old Gust,’ he said. ‘He may look a bit fearsome, but he’s a pleasant enough beast.’

Gust was black all over and had gleaming red eyes. His face wasn’t human at all, and he had long, shining claws, leathery wings and a tail. He was the size of well-built child. Later, Shan discovered he could disappear from one place and appear somewhere else at will. It became a game of his to hide in the rafters of the rooms and drop objects down onto Shan, such as bobbins, and saucers and gobbets of mud. But in those first few moments, Shan saw only a demon in the hearth and feared that his suspicions about Taropat’s nature had proved correct.

‘Sit down,’ Taropat said. ‘You cannot speak, so I must ask myself a question aloud that I know is in your heart.’

Casting nervous glances at Gust, Shan sidled across the room and sat down on a wooden seat at the table, some distance away from Taropat’s upholstered chair. Gust watched him unblinkingly, occasionally letting a string of drool fall from his jaws.

Taropat took a draw from his long, narrow pipe, his teeth clicking against the baked clay. ‘You must be wondering why you are here.’ He glanced at Shan quizzically.

Shan kept his face expressionless, made no sound.

‘You must not be afraid. Nothing here will harm you. All I want is that you should heal. The body is one thing, the heart another.’

Shan still felt unable to react, but this did not appear to bother Taropat.

‘When you are ready, I will talk to you about the future, but in the meantime get to know my home and find the part of you that fled your body in Holme. Now, will you send to me the shape of your name?’

Shan frowned, but immediately Taropat had spoken, he couldn’t help thinking of his own name.

‘Shan,’ said Taropat. ‘A good name.’

This man must be very powerful, thought Shan. It still puzzled him why Taropat had chosen him from among the survivors, and despite appearances and soothing words, there might be a sinister reason behind what seemed to be charity. Yet in his heart, he felt safe. Perhaps he could dare to believe he was.

For two weeks, Taropat left Shan on his own for most of the time. The wizard often shut himself away in a room that was an extension to the house at ground level. Shan never went into this room. At first, he was nervous of leaving the glade, for the spirit presences among the trees beyond were far more powerful than any he’d sensed before. The house had a number of sheds and outhouses, which Shan explored. They were full of interesting items, some broken, that kept him amused. Gust seemed curious about him, and followed him around, always keeping a distance between them. After a few days, Shan got used to the grim’s strange appearance, and began to welcome his company. Gust was like an animal. He did not expect Shan to talk, but seemed simply to like being with him. Shan remembered his aunt’s cat, and how it would follow her around. It never liked to be picked up or fussed, but was always near her. Something that felt like a spike of iron pierced Shan’s heart. He realised it was the first time he’d thought of his aunt since before the soldiers came. He had not seen her among the survivors, yet he’d not even looked for her body. She’d simply disappeared from his memory. He too had been like an animal for a while, dehumanised by the horror of his experiences. Shan sat down in the dust and wept; for his father and for his aunt. The grief hurt so much he could hardly breathe. His gut-deep sobs were inadequate expressions of his feelings. His face pressed against his knees, Shan became aware of something warm and living touching him. He looked up and saw Gust’s grotesque face very close to his own. The claws of one hand were resting lightly on Shan’s shoulder. Gust made a noise, a mournful whining growl. His long forked tongue flicked out and licked Shan’s cheek. Perhaps he liked the salt taste of tears. Shan reached up and gently ran the fingers of one hand down Gust’s arm. The hide felt alien; hot and scaly. He had never touched anything like it before. All his life, he’d sensed the presence of spirits and forest folk, but Gust was the first non-human sentient creature he’d seen. Living in Taropat’s house, he might see more.

Shan didn’t know whether he was allowed to bathe in the mill pool or not, but as Taropat was hardly ever around, he decided to do so anyway. Sometimes, when he ventured into territory, which he shouldn’t, Gust would somehow let him know by becoming agitated, or hissing. As Shan stripped off his clothes beside the pool, Gust merely crouched on the water wheel, nibbling his claws, which Shan took as a kind of permission. 

The water was incredibly cold, very clear and had a wonderful taste that was almost sparkling. Shan imagined it was how an elden draught would taste, that magical potion the elden sometimes gave to human folk to give them wondrous dreams by which they were ensnared. Shan had been scared by stories of the elden as a younger child. His aunt had comforted him by saying that there were no elden haunts by Holme.  She knew that because the villagers never found changelings in their children’s beds and no-one went missing mysteriously. The elden were very beautiful, but were so different from men and women, it was impossible for humans to comprehend their abstract morals. ‘To them, we are like beasts,’ his aunt had said. ‘If a man or a woman loved a cow, that would be most unnatural, which is why I don’t believe any of the stories of people having elden lovers. It just wouldn’t happen. They do like to steal people though, and make them dance to death, or drink peculiar philtres that do strange things to the mind. They also find human babies fascinating. I’ve heard they always get bored of them after a while, as some people get bored of puppies, and then they leave them to die.’ She had frowned. ‘I don’t know many humans who’d leave a puppy to die, but still, elden are not like us.’

If there was a place where the elden had a haunt, the forest around Taropat’s house was it. As Shan floated in the chilly water, he shivered, suddenly aware of the rich, mysterious ambience of the glade, its deep-breathing watchfulness. His aunt’s cat had always warned her of unseen presences by staring at places where there was nothing to be seen. Shan decided that Gust would perform the same function, and at present the grim was still happily engrossed in cleaning his claws.

Shan put his head beneath the water and exhaled a plume of bubbles. As they cleared, he caught a glimpse of a sly pointed face in the depths below arrowing towards him. He’d never moved so fast, and was back on the bank in moments, hugging himself and staring at the deceptive waters. Perhaps it was not a good place to bathe after all.

At night, lying drowsily awake, with the moonlight falling through his open window, Shan would hear Taropat’s muffled voice somewhere in the house below him. It would sound as if the man were chanting, or reciting something. Spells, thought Shan, afraid and thrilled. Once he had a strange dream, where it seemed he woke up and went to his window. Out in the glade, Taropat was walking towards the trees. Shan could see him clearly in the moonlight. A pale, flickering shape like a marsh light was hovering through the forest, and presently emerged as a young female thing, who burned white like a flame and had smoking blue hair. Then its form shimmered and it changed into something else, a human boy with pale hair. It’s an eld, thought Shan, ducking behind the curtains. Had Taropat been bewitched?  Would Shan be left here alone? He dared to peer out again, and the glade was empty. A fist of panic thumped him in the stomach, and then he was waking up, lying in his bed. It had not been real. He heard the eerie strands of Taropat’s chanting voice drifting up the stairs.

Although Shan did not try to speak aloud, he chattered to Gust constantly in his head, supposing that the grim could hear. After a week or so, he dared to venture into the forest. Gust scrambled up trees and jumped through the branches. Everywhere was unbelievably green, even the great trunks of the oaks and the beeches. Once Shan was sure he saw a group of aspen women dancing in a glade. When he crept forward to spy on them, he saw it was only a shimmering rainbow dancing over a waterfall. Perhaps.

Another time, Gust offered him a red, fleshy flower, which he had plucked from high in a tree. He gestured that Shan should eat the petals. Filled with a sense of daring, Shan did so, and after a while, began to see spirits everywhere. Panicking, he tried to run blindly back to the narrow house, and got lost. Taropat found him some time later, huddled amongst a nest of tree roots, his hands over his eyes.

‘I’d advise you not to eat anything Gust offers to you again,’ was all he said, then led Shan home. There, he gave him a foul-tasting drink and presently reality reasserted itself. 

Gust crouched on the stove looking slightly abashed. Shan could not feel angry with him. He felt that Gust had only tried to give him something he sensed Shan wanted, something for which he was not quite ready.

If Gust became Shan’s friend, the same could not quite be said for Taropat. In the mornings, Shan would come downstairs and find that some breakfast had been left for him, and he would eat alone in the kitchen. Sometimes, Taropat would be present at mid-day, when he’d nibble a frugal lunch, but he’d always have his nose in a book, and hardly seemed to notice Shan was there. In the evenings, he became a little more companionable, and would read to Shan from history books, although the history was bizarre, and rarely involved human folk. Shan supposed they were just stories, although Taropat would say it had really happened. At these times, Shan wished he had a voice because his mind would be full of questions. He discovered that the inner voice is easier to ignore than the spoken word. If he formed questions in his head, Taropat would rarely answer them properly, although it was clear he knew what was on Shan’s mind.

One morning, Shan woke up with dry eyes, and instead of feeling a painful hard lump in his chest, he was filled only with a wistful melancholy. He thought about how the memories of his father and aunt were happy. Other children in the village had had harsh parents, and had been beaten, but his own recollections were of laughter and warmth. He had worked hard, and it felt strange now to be so idle, but his life had been simple and good. This had gone forever, and whatever future Shan had would be far larger than any he could have expected in Holme. It was as if he had to wrap it up in leaves and bury it among the roots of a tree, like an offering to the guardians. It was over.

Feeling strangely elated, he washed and dressed and went downstairs, thinking that he and Gust could go further afield in the forest today. The morning felt so enchanted, something marvellous was bound to happen. He was surprised to find Taropat sitting by the hearth smoking his pipe, just as he had on the first morning Shan had awoken in the house.

‘Sit down,’ Taropat said, and his voice was stern. ‘Now I must talk to you.’

Shan did so, filled with apprehension.

‘The whole of history is made up of stories, you know,’ continued Taropat airily. ‘Everything has a beginning, a middle and an end. Like life. You understand that?’

Shan nodded slowly.

‘Well, the beginning of your story is nearly over, and soon you will reach the really interesting part. The middle is always the longest bit.’ He paused. ‘Do you follow?’

Shan shrugged uncertainly.

‘Stories happen around us all the time. Some are marvellous, some poignant, while others are tragic. Some are long and last for centuries, while others endure only for an hour. Who can tell when a story really ends?’

Shan wriggled uncomfortably and wished Taropat would get to the point.

‘The Magravands are part of a long and gory epic. It might have happened that their story never touched you - but that was unlikely.’ He pointed at Shan with his pipe. ‘In any case, now you are a part of it, whether you like it or not.’

‘No,’ said Shan, a shaky word. Its arrival surprised him more than it appeared to surprise Taropat, who made no comment.

‘Yes,’ he said softly. ‘That day I found you, I was looking for a boy, a particular boy. It was important to me that he did not miss his destiny. Why do you think the soldiers wanted to kill everybody? It wasn’t only blood-lust, no.’ He stood up. ‘Come with me. I want to show you something.’

Shan followed Taropat to another room, the largest in the house. It was clearly his study or workroom. Its length was filled with tables and bookcases and strange mechanisms whose purposes were not immediately obvious. Taropat sauntered into the room, and reached out with one hand to set an astrolabe spinning. ‘This is my temple,’ he told Shan.

Taropat paused at a table mid-way down the room, and sorted through the clutter that covered it. ‘Ah, here...’ He summoned Shan to his side. ‘Do you know what this is?’

‘No,’ croaked Shan, looking at what appeared to be a quantity of black ink confined between two sheets of glass and surrounded by an ornate wooden frame. The liquid flowed back and forth as Taropat tilted the frame.

‘It is a portable scry-mede. Very useful.’ Taropat cleared a space on the table between them and laid the object down. ‘Now look. If you concentrate, pictures will form in the medium. That is how I learned the fate of the villages around Holme.’

Shan glanced at Taropat in amazement, then stared at the scry-mede. Try as he might, no pictures came. ‘I can’t see...’ he said.

‘Well, it takes practice,’ Taropat said, seemingly amused. ‘The trouble with this type of information is that you never get the whole story, just tantalising fragments. For instance, I learned that Magravandias is on the move again, after what we must suppose was a winter break. At first, I didn’t know where their armies would strike, but they’d been moving close to Breeland with every year’s campaign. Then, I discovered that the emperor’s magi believed that a threat lay in our humble land, which must be destroyed at once. A potential leader had been born - always a bother. Hence, I suspect, the genocidal sweeps.’ Taropat straightened up. ‘I went out to find this person, to save him from the slaughter.’ He sighed. ‘Unfortunately, I was unsuccessful. The Magravand magi were too thorough. By the time I reached Hambone, the boy was already dead. Doubly dead, you might say, and the sight was not pretty. So, the hero is dead and the legend is over.’ He smiled in a private kind of way, the light in his eyes turned inwards. ‘But then I thought, it doesn’t have to be. I shall throw myself into the arms of chaotic forces. I will roll a die at every cross-road to choose my direction. This led me to Holme. When you threw the stone at me you happened to fulfil a prophecy I had made up during the journey. I said to myself that whoever, out of all the wretched people I saw, presented to me some kind of spirit, they would be the one. I let fate sniff out the potential.’ He put a hand on Shan’s shoulder and spoke theatrically, his large dark eyes rolling. ‘You, my boy, are that potential.’

Shan stared up at Taropat in terror. The man was mad. It was all the more horrifying because he clearly believed absolutely in what he was saying. ‘Not me,’ said Shan. ‘No.’

Taropat put his head on one side and cupped his well-shaped jaw in one hand. ‘Hmm. Perhaps. However, what I forgot to mention in the other room is that the endings of stories can be changed by clever individuals, and whether you are a potential hero or not, I intend to make you one.’

‘Why?’

Taropat laughed. ‘The standard answer, I suspect, is “because I can”. Do I have a great love for this country? Not particularly. I could ply my arts anywhere, perhaps even in the court of the emperor, which would be a magnificent irony. I am not a flag-waving sort, although I don’t approve of brutality, especially if I have to witness or experience it.’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose, like you, I have been chosen for a role. It was not my idea in the first place.’

‘Then whose?’

Taropat’s eyes took on a sparkle. ‘Ah, that would be telling. Let’s just say it was the voice of a god in my head. I have to do what he wants, otherwise he’ll become affronted and might make things inconvenient for me.’ Taropat sighed again. ‘Ah, you look so stricken. Don’t worry. The fact is, if the Magravands believe they have killed a future leader, we might as well give them another one. It amuses me to inconvenience the empire.’

‘You be this hero, then.’

‘Me?’ Taropat chuckled. ‘No. I excel at arcane arts and like telling people what to do, but I hate responsibility. Training you will be an interesting project, a gamble, if you like. Who knows where it may lead?’ He began to walk up and down beside the table, gesturing. ‘The Magravands’ story has to have an end, because every story does. Empires rise and fall; that is the way of the world. They become too big at the top and topple over. When that begins to happen, an enterprising soul can take advantage of the situation. It won’t happen yet, but it will. We have to play a long game.’ He stopped prowling and cupped his chin again. ‘Come, come, there is something else you must see.’

Shan followed him to another table further down the room. Here, the aqueous light of the mill pool outside fell into the room in mysterious rays, illuminating what seemed to be an enormous game spread out on the tabletop. There was a map, divided into hundreds of countries, each of which was covered in different coloured beads. ‘Help me scoop up the men,’ Taropat said. ‘Sort them into colours.’

Shan did as he was bid, until all the beads were separated. Taropat sifted through the largest pile, which was black, with his long fingers. ‘Now watch.’ He scooped up the black beads and dumped them onto one of the larger countries. ‘That is Magravandias and her armies, clustered together in a hideous mound.  Ah, they are on the march!’ He placed some of the beads on adjoining lands. ‘Now, they have to keep a strong garrison in these places to keep hold of what they’ve gained. Never know what might be rising from the rubble! But that means they have fewer men at home to send further afield.’ He spread all the beads out on the board. ‘Now do you see? The armies are spread thin, and easier to pick off.’

‘They’ll group together, though,’ Shan said, getting into the spirit of the idea. ‘Then they’ll squash the new leader in the first country he takes.’

‘If he was stupid enough to remain there, perhaps,’ Taropat said, ‘but if the Magravands panicked and did that, it would leave other captured lands even more vulnerable wouldn’t it?’

‘Then the leader would have to have a scry-mede like yours, only powerful enough to tell him what the Magravands were doing all the time.’ Shan’s eyes took on a feverish gleam. He pointed to the board, to the central country where only a single black bead remained. ‘The weakest land would be Magravandias herself, right in the heart of the empire!’

‘Well done!’ said Taropat. ‘Time for lunch. Are you hungry again yet?’

Shan nodded, then laughed. ‘I can talk again,’ he said.

‘Can you?’ said Taropat, and ushered him from the room.

They ate thick white bread and strong peppery cheese at the kitchen table, while Gust munched on a piece of coal atop the stove. ‘How old are you, boy?’ asked Taropat.

‘Fifteen, nearly sixteen,’ Shan answered. He felt excited by Taropat’s ideas. It was all so unreal, just like a game.

Taropat nodded. ‘Hmm, that gives us a few years to play with.’

Shan grinned. He couldn’t believe Taropat was serious. ‘How will you train me?’

Taropat fixed him with dark eyes. ‘Well, we shall start small. You need to be educated, because there are few things worse than an uncultured barbarian. I shall pass certain aspects of my wide knowledge on to you - in a discerning manner, of course - and then we shall see about the rest. Fighting and leadership are not just about athletic skill and brute force, or even cunning strategy. My task, as I see it, is to build your character and your spirit. There will be other teachers for you afterwards. There always are.’

Shan chewed thoughtfully for a moment, then laid down his bread. ‘I haven’t thanked you,’ he said. ‘You saved me.’

Taropat’s face darkened. ‘If I’d really saved you, I’d have come before you lost your innocence in that vile way.’

Shan reddened. He had a feeling Taropat had seen what had happened to him in the scry-mede.

‘Never doubt,’ said Taropat in a low, terrifying voice. His eyes looked wild, insane. He leaned towards Shan, who shrank away. ‘I have seen the harvest of Magravand lust a thousand times. It took from me all that was human, all that could feel. There is a debt to pay, a debt of the soul. I cannot lead an army, and fighting disgusts me, but destiny, or the forces of chaos, saw fit to equip me in other ways.’ He bunched a fist before his face, the knuckles straining white. ‘Nothing happens by chance. Nothing. Especially not if you put your will into living.’

Shan swallowed with difficulty, feeling slightly light-headed. He sensed then that Taropat was a man with a great hurt deep within him that only vengeance might allay. 

‘Whatever!’ Taropat leaned back again, apparently relaxed, and took a bite of cheese. ‘Every experience, however disgusting, builds character and is the will of the gods. Would you like some ale with that bread?’

Shan nodded, once again mute, but this time from fear. If Taropat believed people could change the end of stories why did he believe in the will of the gods? Shan couldn’t ask. He drank the ale that was given to him and stared at Gust who was flaring his nostrils on the stove.
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Chapter Three: Basilisk Hunting
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Living with Taropat by the mill pool, Shan lost track of time. Perhaps it didn’t pass at all and they existed in a strange reality beyond the world of men. Sometimes, when Shan awoke in the morning, he had the strangest sensation he’d been asleep for weeks. Most days, Taropat would take Shan with him into his study, so that Shan could watch him working. Taropat spent hours concocting peculiar philtres with the most arcane equipment imaginable, which often created only an abysmal stinking fluid that had to be poured away. The more successful mixtures Taropat kept in labelled jars on a shelf, then apparently left them there forever. He began to teach Shan about the properties of plants, the phases of the moon and the movement of stars. He would take the boy into a bare room off the main chamber, where he usually performed magical rituals, and there instruct him in the use of the scry-mede. Try as he might, Shan could never see anything in it but darkness. He was never invited to attend one of Taropat’s rituals, for which he was grateful. He was sure he would be terrified. 

As well as this more esoteric training, Taropat introduced Shan to the wonders of books. Shan could already read and write, albeit rather ineptly, but he had never read a whole book before. The experience amazed him. Lost in someone else’s words was like living another life. It made him realise how big the world was, and that an infinite number of things were going on all the time beyond his limited perception. 

If I owned a thousand books, thought Shan, I need never leave this house. Everything in the world could be seen through the eyes of those who’d written the stories and histories, who’d lived them. 

He mentioned this to Taropat, who only smiled. ‘One day, perhaps, you will write your own.’ 

Shan didn’t want to think about that. He was happy with his life of study. He didn’t want to leave the tall narrow house and its surrounding forest, ever.

One morning, Taropat announced after breakfast that the day had come for Shan to take his education further. ‘You will go to a friend of mine who lives nearby,’ he said. ‘His name is Master Thremius and he is a great magus.’

Shan was surprised by this. He’d assumed they lived far from anyone else and said so.

Taropat laughed. ‘This forest is like a vast brain full of little cells, and in each cell is a thought. The thoughts are witches, sorcerers and mystics. It is an odd community, and it took me a while to get used to it myself. I have kept people away from you because you needed time to be alone.’

Shan did not like the idea of having to meet other people. He enjoyed his simple existence with Taropat. Nothing much was happening, true, certainly nothing to do with the destiny Taropat claimed to have created for him, but privately Shan was relieved about that. If he kept quiet and obedient, cut wood, tidied the house and helped tend the garden, perhaps it might never be mentioned again.

‘Don’t worry,’ Taropat said. ‘Thremius has an apprentice, a girl near your own age. It’s about time you started making friends again.’

Nip was seventeen years old and lived with Master Thremius in the hollow of an ancient oak. Their dwelling was extended by a lean-to of mud and sticks. When Shan first visited the place, he couldn’t imagine how an old man and a young woman could live together in such a small space. Then he discovered that there were rooms underground, beamed with arthritic tree roots. 

‘The rooms go so far down,’ Nip explained, ‘that they lead into tombs and the palaces of kings who were buried by earthquakes.’

Shan very much wanted to believe these tales, and hoped that he would one day see the evidence for himself. 

Gust had taken him to the glade and he’d first seen Nip sprawled along a wide lichened branch, picking at her toenails with a short knife. At first, Shan thought she was a boy. When she spotted Gust, she jumped down and said, ‘Hello, grim thing. How are you today?’ and made some coaxing noises one might utter to a cat or a dog in order to make friends. Then she caught sight of Shan. ‘Oho, what’s this?’ Her voice suggested she looked forward to sport of some kind.

‘Taropat sent me,’ Shan said. ‘I’m here to see Master Thremius. He’s going to teach me.’

‘You’ll have to wait,’ Nip said. ‘He’s busy. Sit down. What’s your name?’

Nip appeared to be an almost unnaturally open person. In no time at all, she had told Shan a great deal about herself, while displaying not the slightest curiosity about him. Shan kept quiet, eyeing the vast tree nearby and wondering whether Thremius would make an appearance in a puff of smoke. Nip was a gamine creature, with a pixielike mien, her hair hacked short and sticking up in rather greasy spikes. Shan couldn’t decide whether she was pretty or not. Taropat had told him Nip was close to his own age, but then Taropat had probably forgotten how only two years’ difference might as well be a decade to people in their teens. It was clear from the outset that Nip considered Shan to be a mere child in sore need of education. She dressed like a boy, in ragged trousers rolled up to the knees, a grubby oversized shirt, and scorned girlish pastimes, yet she was quite sure she would be a witch when she was older, which to Shan seemed an essentially feminine career. It would be easy for her to work magic, she said, because she was not quite human.

‘Not human in what way?’ Shan enquired, involuntarily wrinkling his nose.

‘My grandfather was an eld,’ she announced with due reverence. 

‘How do you know?’

‘My grandmother got lost in the wood one day, and even though everyone looked for her, she was nowhere to be found. She returned some months later and was heavy with child. She could remember nothing of what had happened to her. My family drew their own conclusions.’

Shan could think of infinitely more mundane explanations for this event, but held his tongue.

Then Master Thremius came grumbling out of the tree and laid about him with his staff. Nip clawed her way swiftly up the gnarled trunk, while Shan froze. Gust flapped off in the direction of home, clearly intent on avoiding the old magus.

‘Brats,’ said Master Thremius and eyed Shan from his huge height with a less than tolerant expression.

Thremius looked more like a wizard than Taropat did. He had a long beard and hair, which were probably greyish white under normal circumstances, but had been dyed by the juices of root and stem into a dirty green colour.

‘What are you here for?’ he demanded.

‘Taropat sent me,’ Shan replied, adding, ‘Sir.’

‘I don’t want any more brats,’ said the magus, ‘be off with you.’ He went back inside the tree. 

Shan looked up into the spreading branches and saw a brown face grinning down. 

Presently, Nip dropped onto the grass beside him. ‘Let’s go hunting,’ she said and without waiting for a response, set off down a dark and tangled path behind the old tree.

‘What are we hunting?’ Shan asked, catching up.

‘Basilisk,’ replied Nip. ‘I hunt nothing else.’

‘What is a basilisk?’

‘You’ll know when you see one,’ Nip said. ‘Don’t tromp along so loudly. They’ll hear us.’

Shan wondered what he was doing following this strange girl. Taropat had sent him to Master Thremius to learn, even though Shan had no idea what that education might entail. He supposed it was the way of magical men. They liked to confuse you. Still, Thremius clearly had no intention of doing any kind of educating. Perhaps Shan should go back to the narrow house now, find Taropat and explain. He couldn’t quite bring himself to suggest this to Nip, however.

Presently, they came to a glade in the wood that had a horrid furtive ambience and a brown stain in the middle where the grass didn’t grow. Shan shivered. He sensed watching eyes. Birds did not shun the place but those that did rustle the high branches uttered calls like spiteful children. Nip prowled around the edge of this natural circle, occasionally sniffing the air. Perhaps this was the haunt of basilisks. It seemed to Shan as if the sun was suddenly much lower in the sky and the shadows of the trees were hungrier. He wanted to leave but lacked the courage to say so.

‘Ssh!’ commanded Nip.

Shan neither breathed nor spoke.

Nip stood straight, hands on hips. ‘Yes, they were here again last night. I can always tell.’

‘Who?’ Shan murmured.

‘Elden,’ Nip said. ‘They know I look for them, but they are capricious. They hide. No doubt my grandmother lay with an eld of great status. They resent me for that.’

The mood in the glade was broken. Shan crossed the dark stain. ‘I thought we were looking for basilisks.’

‘We are. You just walked across the spoor. Elden roast basilisk. It is the rarest most delicate meat. They will have been hunting here, like me.’

‘What does a basilisk look like?’

‘That depends,’ said Nip. ‘They can look like bristling hogs, a thorny bush or a bird whose feathers are made of claws.  They are kin to the snake and the vulture.’

‘Have you ever seen one?’

She hesitated. ‘I will, one day.’

‘Are they dangerous?’

‘Sometimes. They are timid, mostly.’ Nip grinned rather cruelly. ‘Haven’t you learned anything living with the renowned Taropat?’

‘I haven’t lived with him long,’ Shan said. ‘He hasn’t taught me much yet except...’ He couldn’t speak.

‘What?’ Nip’s voice was softer. She clearly detected a sorrow.

Shan shrugged. ‘My family is dead. Taropat took me away. It was when the Magravands came.’

Nip nodded. ‘Oh yes. I know of that.’ She put an arm around Shan’s shoulder and he could smell her scent of sweat and leaves. ‘But we’re safe here, very safe. This forest is like a special temple. No Magravands could breach it. It would separate them, confuse them, devour them. They are creatures of fire because they worship the god Madragore. Doesn’t earth contain and smother fire?’

Shan laughed shakily. ‘I hope so.’

‘But it is true! We have the potential to be far more dangerous than soldiers.’

‘Through magic?’

Nip uttered a scornful sound. ‘Magic! Is that what you call it? It is the true temperament of the world, that’s all, the true science, the true will of nature.’

Shan could tell these ideas were not Nip’s own. ‘Did Master Thremius teach you that?’

‘It was the first thing he taught me.’

Shan sighed. ‘Now I have to report to Taropat that the master will have nothing to do with me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know. He hit me with a stick and told me to clear off. I’ve learned nothing.’

Nip’s laugh was a wild free sound that filled the glade. ‘You ninny! Are you really that stupid? You’ve already learned a lot.’

‘Like what?’

Nip pulled a ridiculous, wild-eyed face at him. ‘Basilisks? Magic? What an air brain you are!’

‘You reckon you’ve been teaching me?’

‘Well, who taught me?’

‘I don’t think that was what Taropat had in mind.’

‘You mean you don’t think my knowledge, which I’ve learned from Thremius, is as valid as the words coming from his own mouth.’ She laughed again. ‘You have so much to learn, village boy!’

Nip was obviously very proud of her knowledge, and Shan had no doubt that she knew far more than he did, but wasn’t there a higher source? Nip was young, as he was. One thing Shan was wise enough to be aware of was that he had limited experience, simply because he was young. His father had once said to him that knowledge came from experience. This was when one of their goats had become ill. Shan had panicked, unable to help, but Hod had known what the problem was right away. Why? Because he’d seen and dealt with it before. Nip didn’t see it like that. She thought she knew everything. 

As they walked back through the forest, Nip chattering all the time, Shan wondered about what he’d learned from the devastation of Holme. Could he deal with a situation like that if it should happen again? He could run away sooner, maybe, or be more alert for danger. He shouldn’t take security and peace for granted. Was that knowledge or simply fear? Shan was confused. Perhaps Taropat would discuss it with him, although he doubted the possibility.

‘You must come again tomorrow,’ Nip said, once they’d reached the hollow tree again.

‘So you can teach me?’ Shan asked archly.

Nip ignored the tone of this remark. ‘Have you got anything better to do?’

‘I’ll talk to Taropat.’

‘He’ll tell you,’ Nip said. ‘You’d best get home. An innocent like you should not be alone in this part of the forest after dark.’

Shan stared at her for a moment. ‘I’m not as innocent as you think,’ he said.

Nip had the grace to look away. ‘It was fun today. I get bored on my own sometimes. See you tomorrow.’ She went into the tree and Shan heard a low voice mumble a rebuke. Master Thremius no doubt.

Back at the narrow house, Taropat had dinner ready. ‘Well?’ he asked, the moment Shan came in through the door.

With some embarrassment, Shan described his day.

Taropat only nodded. ‘Thremius will do what he thinks best. Go along with the girl. It can’t do any harm. You can maybe teach her too.’

‘You don’t understand,’ Shan said. ‘Thremius wants nothing to do with me. If Nip is to be my teacher, my education will be long. She doesn’t know that much more than me.’

Taropat laughed. ‘Thremius is being clever, that’s all. He’s not a bad old goat at heart.’

‘But what am I supposed to be learning? How to hunt for basilisks?’

Taropat became still, and for a moment Shan saw the most unspeakable expression of grief in his eyes. ‘You are learning about yourself,’ he said. ‘Such knowledge can defend you better than a sword or armour. Such knowledge gives you arrows of the mind. It is the most important thing.’

That night, Shan awoke to a sound. He thought at first that Taropat was chanting again. The sound reverberated through the whole fabric of the house, shook it on a level that was almost beyond human perception. It was the sound of weeping. Shan lay in his bed, utterly chilled. That sound contained all the fear in the world, all the misery. Was it the sound of the magician’s self-knowledge?
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Chapter Four: Tale of the Dragon Lord
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Shan returned to the hollow tree shortly after sun-rise. Taropat had not been evident that morning, but Gust had been hanging around the kitchen making odd mooing sounds. Shan had suggested the grim should accompany him again. Now the creature rustled the undergrowth some yards from where Shan stood, looking at Thremius’ tree house. 

‘Hello?’ Shan called. 

Silence reigned. Birds were motionless in the branches above. A sense of abandonment pervaded the scene. Shan was torn between going to investigate the innards of the tree and returning to the mill house. He walked around the glade, gazing up at the fantastically gnarled bark. The tree was so ancient it seemed sentient, watchful. Shan touched the trunk. A growling sound erupted behind him. He turned to see Master Thremius rushing out of his house, brandishing his staff. His eyes seemed to spit flames. Shan shrank away in terror.

‘Still here?’ snapped Thremius. His staff whistled close to Shan’s ear.

At that moment, Gust erupted, flapping, from a nearby stand of thorns, uttering outraged screams. Thremius adjusted his aim and beat at the grim in fury. Shan called out to Gust, thinking they should both flee the place as quickly as possible, but then Nip came sauntering down one of the forest paths, sucking nonchalantly on the stem of a flower. She smiled a little when she saw what was happening and clapped her hands. Thremius paused in his attack. ‘Ah, there you are, girl,’ he said. ‘What is the assumption today?’

Nip put her hands in her pockets and came to a halt before her teacher. ‘That we can assume nothing,’ she replied. ‘We should live in a state of constant wonder.’

Thremius’ heavy brows beetled together. ‘A simplification,’ he announced. ‘I have ordered this whelp from my presence, yet he remains. I can only assume he is a numskull.’

‘He is just persistent,’ Nip said. ‘You should be flattered.’

Thremius bared his teeth at Shan and went back into the tree.

Shan was in a state of shock. He could only stare at Nip. Gust still appeared to believe he was under attack because he was fighting air ten feet above the ground. Nip looked up and whistled. Did the air shimmer? Gust calmed himself and alighted beside Shan, purring in concern.

‘Ready for a walk?’ Nip said. 

They went to a place where small hard fruit grew on low spindly trees. The forest felt different there, more approachable. The colours of the foliage were predominantly strange bluish-greens. Nip did not comment on what had taken place at Thremius’ glade and Shan, for some reason, could not bear to question her about it. He felt peculiarly shamed. Nip made soothing noises and balmed a graze on the grim’s shoulder with spit on her finger. Gust had sprung to Shan’s defence. He had taken wounds.

‘Taropat wept in his bed last night,’ Shan said, unsure what had impelled him to reveal such a thing.

Nip raised her eyebrows. ‘He is a puzzlement,’ she said, putting her finger back into her mouth. She applied another ointment of saliva to the grim, who squatted motionless before her. ‘I think he’s a fabulously handsome man, one who I could fall in love with, yet at the same time he does not seem like a man at all. I’m quite sure he’d never love me back. I like going to his house on Thremius’ errands, just so I can look at him, but he’s never noticed me.’

Shan felt he ought to offer some sympathetic remark. ‘Perhaps he doesn’t notice anyone in that way.’

‘Mmm,’ said Nip. ‘Thremius won’t tell me much, no matter how hard I pester him, but once he did tell me that Taropat carries a wound in his heart that has gone quite black.’

‘I think so too. Sometimes you can see it in his eyes.’

Nip nodded. She seemed overly concerned with the grim, who to Shan did not appear that badly hurt.

After a pause, Shan said, ‘Do you know why Taropat brought me here? Has he spoken to Thremius about it?’

Nip flicked him a glance. ‘One magus is not required to inform another why he takes an apprentice.’

‘It’s not only that,’ Shan said. He wondered whether he should tell Nip everything, but perhaps that would be unwise. He didn’t know her.

Nip frowned and knotted her hands in her lap. ‘Thremius has said only that Taropat wants a weapon against the Magravands. Maybe that’s you.’

‘Me? It’s ridiculous. It’s ridiculous to think that any one person could be that.’

Nip shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But everyone has to do what they feel is right in life. Taropat has personal motivations. I can’t tell you what they are, because even if Thremius knows, he hasn’t let it slip to me.’

‘Don’t you think I should know?’

‘Yes. Probably. But that is up to Taropat.’ She leaned forward. ‘And yourself, of course. You are a willing conspirator in his dreams. Understandably. He offered you sanctuary when you sorely needed it. He wants to train you for a purpose, this is clear. And if you go along with that, without knowing all the facts, that is the fault of your silence rather than Taropat’s secrecy, surely?’

Shan felt glum. ‘I don’t think he’d tell me anything if I asked. Taropat and Thremius aren’t like ordinary men.’ He reflected for a moment on how Nip seemed to exert a certain measure of control over her cantankerous mentor. ‘How was it between you and Thremius when you first went to him?’

Nip smiled. ‘I was confused for over a year, convinced I was stuck inside a particularly horrible nightmare. Thremius was a monster, in all senses. Sometimes he didn’t even look human.’

‘Why is he like that if he wants to pass his knowledge on?’

‘Perhaps he’s resentful of that need. He’s an insular creature, yet is aware his knowledge is too great to die with him. My mere presence reminds him he is mortal, although I expect he will live the equivalent of four life-times before he finally succumbs to death.’ She laughed. ‘He cannot always practice what he preaches. That is the unfortunate nature of knowledge. It is better to learn than to know, because even when you know, you cannot always live by it.’ She patted Gust’s shoulder, who purred and rubbed his scaly cheek against her hand. ‘A creature like this has more chance of being himself than you or I. We are imperfect creatures, the hybrid offspring of gods and humans, or so Thremius told me. We have the aspirations of the divine, yet the instincts of beasts. It is why we are always fighting each other and ourselves.’

‘I saw nothing divine in the Magravands.’

Nip shook her head. ‘But you are wrong. They are creatures of the great god called Madragore.’ She lay down on her stomach before him, her chin cupped by her hands, her legs kicking the air behind her. ‘I can tell you what I know. The Magravands are ruled by a sun king, an emperor, whose name is Leonid Malagash. He has many sons, who are all rivals, and a dragon lord, called Valraven Palindrake, leads his armies. This Palindrake is supposed to be a very handsome man, though of course I have never seen him myself. He is married to an imperial princess, Leonid’s only daughter, and is said to be a lover of Prince Bayard the Golden, one of the emperor’s sons. He comes from a magical land called Caradore. There is a wonderful legend attached to it. Palindrake is a singular creature.’

‘You sound as if you approve of him,’ Shan interrupted. ‘How can you? He must have led the army that killed my people. My father was gored to death by a war beast. All the men were slaughtered, the women violated. I don’t even know what happened to my aunt. I was...’ He shook his head, close to tears, choking on the remembered stench of leather and sweat.

Nip reached out quickly to touch Shan in reassurance. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m really sorry. I’m stupid sometimes, insensitive, perhaps too much like Thremius.’

Shan rubbed his eyes, embarrassed. ‘It’s all right.’

Nip hesitated, then pressed on. ‘Let me tell you about Caradore. Can I?’

Shan nodded.

‘Hundreds of years ago, the Palindrake family communed with the sea dragons, who live in caves around the coast. They were heirs to a great heritage, and magic ran in their veins. But then, Caradore was conquered by Magravandias. The Magravands knew they could never control the world unless the land of the sea dragons was firmly under their control. The dragon heir, the first Valraven, who was only a boy at the time, was forced to make allegiance with the empire, and one of his sisters was married to a son of the emperor. The Magravand magi used their arts to make him do as they decreed. He was only a boy, poor thing, but through his action, the link with the sea dragons was lost to the Palindrakes. Caradore was put in chains. Isn’t that terrible? Every firstborn male of the Palindrake family has been named Valraven ever since, probably as a reminder. A gruesome mixture of shame, anger, resentment and sorrow must flavour their lives. Imagine it!’

Shan was silent for a moment. ‘Whatever some magi did hundreds of years ago, it seems a poor excuse for someone to be a butcher now.’

‘Maybe it isn’t a poor excuse,’ Nip said. ‘Maybe the Dragon Lord is as much a victim as... other people.’

Shan considered this, surprised to find her words didn’t anger him. ‘You clearly believe so.’

‘I don’t think the world is a place of black and white truths,’ Nip said. ‘It’s more complex than that. Think about it. If you were a Magravand, you’d believe with your whole heart that you were an avatar of good and that everyone else in the world was ignorant, dangerous and destructive. You have to remember that while the empire sweeps across the land, it seeks to impose a divine order.’

‘No,’ Shan said, angry now. ‘I can’t accept that. You didn’t see what happened in Holme. It was pointless cruelty. They revelled in it.’

‘I have no doubt of that, and it appals me too. But Shan, in order to be wise, you have to rise above the world and look down. See things from a wider perspective. You could say that the emperor is not entirely responsible for what happens in the furthest corners of his empire. He has his dreams, his beliefs, but they become diluted or warped as they filter down through the ranks. The Magravands are human, the soldiers perhaps more so than those who control them. War does strange things to men. It is the smell of blood. It makes them more beastlike. They crave it. They do not see fellow humans before their weapons but simply something they must destroy, dismember and defeat. The emperor himself does not walk upon the battlefield. He lives in his gilded palace, dreaming of a perfect world.’

‘Then he is a fool.’

‘Foolish,’ Nip corrected. ‘Deluded. Thremius once said to me that Leonid has unleashed a power in the Dragon Lord over which he has no control.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Shan asked. He was thinking about how Nip lived deep in the forest, far from anywhere. Did Master Thremius go out into the world to gather news, or did he employ an arcane art like Taropat, a scry-mede? Shan still had difficulty believing valid information could be acquired that way.

Nip wrinkled up her nose and clasped her knees with her arms. ‘It is our business to know,’ she said, ‘because it affects us. If something happens in Magravandias, we can feel it here. The power that men crave is related to the power of nature. It is simply that they do not understand it. It is not a tool to wield, but a state of being.’

‘How do you know, Nip?’ Shan repeated gravely.

‘Spies,’ she answered, and jumped to her feet. ‘I’ll show you a spot where the power gathers. Come along, grim thing!’

Shan followed her down a narrow forest path, rugged with tree roots, while Gust leapt from branch to branch overhead. Spies? He was unsure of this answer. Nip spoke with so much authority and eloquence, and seemed far older than her years. This was clearly the consequence of education. She must have lived with Thremius nearly all her life.

The path began to slope downwards, pitted by channels where in winter and early spring, water would run. Nip ran nimbly down the path, while Shan was more cautious, stepping sideways. Gust flew before them, uttering unrestrained gibbers of delight. Stones shifted beneath Shan’s feet. The slope was long. It would be painful to roll down it. 

At the bottom, they came to a glade where a natural spring rose up through the earth. Tiny snaking rivulets stole through the grass and the ground was marshy. Nip jumped from tussock to tussock, leading the way to a deep pool overhung by willows. Gust settled himself in a tree and began preening himself. 

Nip, much to Shan’s embarrassment, began to pull off her clothes. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Into the water.’ 

Shan was reluctant to undress himself in front of the girl. He stood some distance back. Nip’s body was nut brown, as skinny as a boy’s or an elden maid’s. She ran into the water, throwing up a spray. ‘Come on!’ she urged. ‘Are you so bashful? What’s the matter with you? I’ve seen a thousand naked boys.’

Shan could not believe this assertion. He laughed nervously. ‘You haven’t.’

‘Of course I have.  Thremius is a healer. We treat people every day. We take off their clothes.’ She grinned at him. ‘Shan, you mustn’t be shy of yourself. That is another lesson.’ With these words, she plunged beneath the water’s surface, and presently Shan saw her head bobbing some distance away, below a fringe of willows. Stiffly, he undressed himself and gingerly entered the water. It was freezing cold. Nip was nowhere to be seen, but then her body erupted from the pool only inches from Shan’s face. He yelped and winced away. Nip laughed. ‘That’s better. Can’t you sense the power here?’

‘It’s very cold,’ Shan said. ‘Is that a sign?’

She shook her head. ‘No. Water attracts the life force and spring water more than most. Bathing in this pool can heal a hundred hurts. Just lie back and try to feel it.’

‘What’s it supposed to feel like?’

‘Tingling,’ she said, floating beside him, her face turned to the sky. ‘All through you.’

That’s the cold, he thought, but let his body hang in the water as hers did. It was silent, but for the soft chuckle of the pool and the breeze in grass and leaves. Nearby, a lone bird released a stream of shrill notes. In response, a squirrel chattered, high overhead. Shan closed his eyes. There was an ache behind them. He felt slightly disorientated, as if something was pressing hard against his head. It didn’t feel pleasant. He opened his eyes, gasping.

‘There,’ said Nip. ‘You felt it, I can tell.’

‘I feel pressure,’ Shan said. ‘It’s horrible.’

‘You’re not used to it,’ Nip said. ‘You will be, one day. That feeling is the building block of magic, your body’s experience of the life force.’

Shan still wasn’t convinced his experience wasn’t simply an effect of the cold. He began to swim around, trying to bring some warmth to his limbs.
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