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                           Chapter One
The family of Padmasam the Sage owned a large estate of farmlands nestling in at the edge of a vast mountain range. Brought up in the family compound, Padmasam was surrounded by a great many brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, cousins - and almost any other kind of relative you’d care to mention - but his favourite out of the whole tribe was his granny. He loved and respected his mother and father, but his granny was different somehow. She was really something else, his granny. 

Ruling over her descendants and all the land she owned like a benevolent despot, she berated some, cajoled others, but even the ones she was nice to were never too sure when the castigations would deafen their ears. She’d never shouted at Padmasam, but then again it seemed as if she’d hardly noticed him among all the rest of her numerous descendants.

One day, when he was about ten years old, she came sweeping through the courtyards near the middle of the family compound with the usual small retinue in her wake, and saw Padmasam playing in a corner with some other kids. She stopped and thought for a moment, then shouted him over.

'You are ...'  Though she knew fine who Padmasam was, she sometimes had trouble remembering what everyone was called. She repeatedly snapped her fingers at him, waiting for the cue. ‘You are … You are …’ she said.

'I'm Padmasam,' he replied timidly.

'Stand straight. Don't slouch. I've been hearing about you. A clever boy. Now, there are some things you should know about. Your father, may he rest in peace, was an idiot. Your grandfather, may he rest in peace, was an even bigger idiot. But your great grandfather ... well, he had it. And it seems you might have it as well.' she said, speaking quite quickly.

'What have I got?' said Padmasam, a bit confused.

'The brains,' said the granny. 'The brains to think the big thoughts. Why are we here? What is going on with the world? We've  got enough ploughmen. We’ve got enough blacksmiths. We've got enough of everything, so we can afford a philosopher. If we don't attend to this, you'll end up a poet. This family needs someone to think for it. You'd be useless at anything else anyway. Too dozy. Don't worry. It's better than working for a living.’ She paused for a moment then. ‘Maybe when you're older, you’ll understand why your granny's got to grow old and die,' she said.

But when his granny did eventually die after quite a long illness several years later, the problem was that Padmasam did not understand why his granny had to die. He was very upset and wouldn’t stop asking anyone who would listen questions about this. Some people told him to shut up. Everyone said the world they lived in was a good place since they all had plenty to eat and there was enough money around to buy him books and teachers, so what had he to complain about? But he did not understand how the world could be a good place when his granny had to grow old, suffer, and die.

 He was really upset when his granny died. For weeks after her funeral pyre, he was inconsolable. Always more introspective than his brothers and sisters, no one could get close to him then. He brushed them off. After a while, he said he was okay. But he wouldn't attend to his studies anymore.

 His teachers took him aside one day. Your granny had to die to make way for other people, one of them said. Padmasam burst into hysterical laughter at that one. It wasn't very polite. Then another teacher said his granny was in one of the heavens for sure since she was a wonderful woman after all. 'Where is it?' he shouted out. 'Show me one of these heavens!' he demanded of them. You have to die, said another one, so that life has a meaning. Life doesn't mean anything if you don't have death.

'Are you telling me that you have to suffer and die?' he protested to his teacher. ‘Is that what has to happen in this life?’

'Yes,' said the man.

'Well, I won't have it!' Padmasam shouted at them. 'I'd rather be a wild animal than have a life like that!'

Wanting to be like a wild animal when you are fortunate enough to be a human being is, of course, a bit mad. Everyone thought Padmasam was losing it. He hid himself away in corners of the place and when anyone tried to talk to him, he shout: Go away! I'm trying to think! One day one of his teachers told him to calm down, just wait a while and he'd get over it. This drove Padmasam wild.

'That's it!' he shouted, storming off.

The next day all that was left of Padmasam was a chalked note on a blackboard: I'll come back when I can be of some use, it said.

They thought he must have walked into the mountains, which began where the family estates ended. Holy men and magicians were said to live among these mountains and, though few from the fertile plain ever ventured far into these high places, that is what Padmasam did. Avoiding everyone, he went into the wilderness where he hoped no one would find him and where he might have the peace and quiet to think the big thoughts.

At night he'd make himself a shelter from leaves and branches, and the next day abandon it, and walk on. Whenever he saw another human, he walked further into the awesome vastness. Though he managed to avoid both starvation and predation by wild beasts, Padmasam began to realise that far from understanding all about life and death, which was what he’d hoped to do, in fact, he’d started to lose his mind.

Without anyone around to talk to, the little voice in his head started talking to itself. Eventually, he would find himself standing around muttering complete nonsense. Unconnected words and phrases drifted through his consciousness. Waves of emotion, good and bad, swamped him sometimes. He'd have to get a grip. He'd have to focus his mind somehow.

He began to do this by concentrating on the air going into and out of his nostrils. He found if he did that for a while, the rambling nonsense in his head went away and his mind would really become quiet. His breathing was very dependable. Air always went in and out of his nostrils. He could count the breaths going in and out. He could count up to ten or until a thought occurred, then start again. Sometimes, when he was doing this, his mind and body began to fill with a pleasant sensation of quiet alertness.

One day he was sitting by a stream, staring into the water and counting his breaths when he saw the reflection of a man, who was standing behind him. The man was dressed in animal skins and had a plaited beard with long matted hair. 

‘I’ve been sent for you,’ he said. ‘If you want to be any use to anyone, you’d better follow me.’

There was a collection of caves dug out of a hillside where holy men lived, and they took Padmasam in, and taught him things about heaven and earth which very few people knew.  Soon he could sit for hours and hours, and his body would fill with bliss. They taught him a breathing technique which allowed him to prevail against the coldest winter. Eventually, he could stay warm in the middle of a blizzard.

 Sometimes he seemed to become breathless and his mind filled with ecstasy. After many years spent with these holy men, he didn’t need to sleep. He could go for months and months without eating anything, surviving on breathing in the essence of starlight. By the time he was a grown man and in his prime, the holy men in that hermitage had nothing left to teach him, and he walked on.

Then one day he came upon a perfect spot. It was a large overhanging rock looking down upon a great wild valley between mountain ranges. A stream ran down close by. In the years since he’d left the holy men, he'd seen many good places to sit, but this was exceptional due to the wonderful viewpoint over the valleys and the jagged mountain skyline. He determined to stay in this place until he died or understood everything.

All kinds of strange things happened to Padmasam while he sat there, but if you'd been watching him from afar, you'd have just seen him sitting there. Almost all the strange things that happened to Padmasam happened to his mind. And he sat there for an awful long time. Soon he did little else. One day he sat down and didn't get up. At night time he was still sitting there. The weeks passed, the months passed, the seasons passed, and he still sat there. So deep had he gone into his mind that he didn't notice when the snow fell. Neither did he notice when the sun beat down. He felt neither heat nor cold. He just seemed to be sitting there.


One day, when he thought he’d understood everything he was going to understand, he decided to get up and go back to where he’d come from. But the Padmasam who stood up was not the same as the Padmasam who’d sat down. His hair, now grey, almost stood on end. Though it is possible to describe what Padmasam looked like - he wore a cotton shift which, like a nightdress, almost stretched to the ground - the way his mind had developed was way, way beyond the descriptive power of mere words.

    When he finally got back to the fertile plain of his childhood, he noticed how much things had changed. Then by talking to the people there, he slowly came to realise that his whole family had died. And not only that. Their sons and daughters had died too and so had the next generation and the generation after that, and the ones after that. They were all dead.

'Well, I suppose that's just the way it goes,' Padmasam said.

 Padmasam realized he must have been over two hundred years old. He wondered how he’d gotten to be so old. If he'd been dead, everything might have made more sense. He could make things happen by just thinking about them, but he didn’t really want anything for himself.  Padmasam didn't really care about himself at all. All he cared about was other people.

Since everyone in that part of the world seemed happy enough and prosperous, Padmasam said goodbye to the descendants of his brothers and sisters and cousins and set off back towards the mountains. He walked and walked and walked on until he came upon the old and new kingdoms, a land divided by a raging torrent, surrounded by mountains on all sides. 

The people there were not happy or prosperous, but needed his help more than he could ever have imagined.

CHAPTER TWO

Several hundred years after Padmasam the Sage came through the mountains, the old and new kingdoms were still divided by a raging torrent of a river, which swept down from the mountains and divided what might otherwise have been one kingdom in two. 

Some days after crossing the torrent and going into the new kingdom, you might have come upon a valley and, in the middle of this valley, an extinct volcano stood. Two hundred years or so after Padmasam the Sage arrived from across the mountains, a young girl was running up to the top of this extinct volcano, frightened for her life and close to the end of her strength.

Shantha could hear the shouts of the soldiers coming from below her on the mountainside, and they seemed to be gaining. Terror stopped her thinking. She wasn't thinking anything. With all her heart and all the strength she had left in her body, she was fleeing, just fleeing, scurrying as fast as she could up and up the mountain path towards the cave of a demon master.

An arrow glanced off a rock to her right and clattered away over the loose stones. The sight of the arrow made her run even faster. The soldiers weren’t trying to catch her. They were trying to kill her. Then another arrow flew over her head.  This time it stuck into the ground and the flight feathers still quivered as she hurried on up, pain in her legs, gasping and scrabbling now on the last little bit before going over the lip and onto some flat ground at the top of the mountain.

She could see the cliff face and the huge door, all rivets and reinforcements made of metal, built in and blocking the front of the cave. Desperate for some other avenue of escape, she kind of staggered to a stop then ran back to the lip, and looked down the mountainside again. Triumphant cheers from the soldiers down below. How they screeched and whooped and waved their bows when they saw that she had stopped! Exhausted, panting like a frightened dog, she stared down at her pursuers. They’d gone quiet again and were hurrying on up once more, seemingly more determined than ever.

Only one track led up the mountain and only one track led down. Then there was the flattened ground before the cave and the cave itself. There was nowhere left to run to except the cave. Watching the soldiers come closer and closer, the girl didn’t even want to think of who or what might be in that cave, but there was nowhere else to run to. Half frightened out of her wits, she ran up to the door and battered and battered on it, slumping to the ground.

'Just pull it open,' a voice seemed to say.

Hearing shouts at her back, she turned and could see the first of her pursuers already over the lip and onto the flat ground. He was about to let fly an arrow when he suddenly screamed and fell backwards for no apparent reason. She stood up and pulled at the large metal ring and the door came open quite easily.
She hurried inside and tried to pull the door shut behind her, but couldn't. With the light from outside she could see another, smaller door in another brick wall right in front of her. She bunched her fists and beat on it frantic with fear, but it didn't move. Then the heavy outside door slammed shut at her back and she seemed, at first, in complete, utter darkness between the two doors. She collapsed to the floor.

'Try giving the door a little push,' the voice seemed to say in such a calm and reassuring way.  

She stretched forward and gave the door a shove and it swung open. Terrified of the men coming after her, she crawled through the door and lay there on the floor of the cave. Somehow the door closed behind her and if it was possible for that place to be even darker than in behind the first door, then it was darker. Nowhere had ever seemed to be as dark as inside that cave.

'Please, don't hurt me! Don’t hurt me!’ she pleaded.

She knew there was something there. She could feel it. The sense of a presence there in the dark with her was almost overpowering.  It was all over her like a hot, muggy, summer's day.

'Please, don't hurt me!' she shrieked and, trembling uncontrollably, her face pressed into her hands as she lay on the floor.

'Please, please, please,' she said in a quieter voice this time. But her eyes were shut as tight as tight could be. Riven with fear, she waited for and expected the worst.

'I’m not going to hurt you,' the thing said. There was something wrong with the voice. You could tell it wasn't a person's voice. It just didn't sound right.

'Are you a demon master?' asked the girl

'No. There's no demon master here,' said the voice.

Thump, thump, thump went the outside door as the soldiers tried to batter their way in. Then a screaming roar, a horrible unearthly sound, shook both doors and the girl felt her legs quake and twitch in a spasm of fear. She’d never heard of anything on this earth which could make a noise like that.

'No, no, no, no,' she kept mumbling.

'Don't worry,' said the voice. 'No one's coming to get you. You are quite safe with me.' The voice paused then. ‘If I was going to kill you, you’d be dead by this time. You’re safe. Believe me.’

 The strange sounding voice was so calming she started to feel reassured almost straight away. She stopped mumbling and shaking quite quickly. Soon she was just lying there listening, straining to hear. But there was no more banging. The voice in the cave started to chuckle. It was a very kindly chuckle.

'What a terrific noise,' the voice said. 'I shouldn't congratulate myself, but that was a brilliant noise.'

'What about the soldiers?' said the girl. There was no sound at all coming from outside now. The voice laughed outright.

'You should see them! Running down the mountainside as fast as their fat little legs can carry them! What a sight! What a fright that gave them!'

'Who are you?' said the girl quietly.

'I'm your protector,' said the voice. 'I'll protect you from the soldiers outside for as long as it takes.'

'As long as what takes?' asked the girl.

'Let's not worry about that just now,' said the voice. ‘You must be exhausted after your journey. Wouldn’t you like to have a little sleep?’

‘You’re not going to eat me, are you?’ said Shantha suspiciously.

‘No, no, no.’ the voice reassured her. ‘I haven’t got a mouth for one thing.’

‘If you’ve no mouth, how can you talk to me?’ Shantha asked.

‘The same way I can keep the soldiers away,’ said the voice simply. ‘I really am very clever, so I am,’ it said, chuckling again.

‘Are you a magician then?’ 

‘Why don’t you tell me something about yourself. I’ve been waiting for you for quite some time. What’s your name?’

‘My name is Shantha and I was born in the year of the crow. I’m nearly twelve,’ she said.

‘Well, Shantha, you’ll probably feel more comfortable if you weren’t lying there in the dirt. Just move along back a bit and you'll feel the wall of the cave. There's a lovely curve in the stone there and you can rest your back against it.'

 Shantha very tentatively moved her foot back and back until it touched the wall. Then she sat up and felt the curve the voice had talked about. It was quite comfortable really, and warm and cozy in the cave now. She sat there with her eyes wide open in the total darkness, and felt whatever it was in the cave on her face, in her hair, all over the place. But it had stopped bothering her. She did feel a lot safer now. 

‘Maybe I could tell you a story?' said the voice.

‘What?' said the girl, surprised.

'Don't you like stories?' said the voice.

'Well, yes,' said the girl. ‘My father used to tell me stories at bedtime.’ 

'Then I'll tell you a story. That should settle you down. Have you ever heard of Padmasam the Sage?’

'Oh, yes!' said the girl. ‘He’s the most famous magician there ever was.’

All the best stories told to the children of the old and new kingdoms were about Padmasam, the great magician and sage, so when the voice started telling her about when Padmasam first appeared in that country, she tried hard to forget her troubles and become all ears. 

-------------------------------------------------------


CHAPTER THREE

When Padmasam the Sage came across the mountains, the voice began, soothing and mellifluous, the people he met in the first village he came to just stood and stared at him. They seemed amazed. It wasn’t just the raggedy cotton shift and the grey hair almost standing on end. For so long had they been separated from everything else by the mountains that they imagined, most of them did, that nowhere existed besides the mountains and the old and new kingdoms encircled by them. 

No one could remember anyone other than demon masters ever coming down from the mountains and no one believed that anything good could ever come from there. Some people from the old and new kingdoms thought devils could walk around in the guise of human beings. Or maybe some other kind of supernatural emanation –a good or an evil spirit - could be going around pretending to be a real person. Almost everyone believed in that kind of thing, so everybody shied away from Padmasam at first. 

They would probably have plotted to kill anyone coming down from the mountains other than Padmansam, but there was just something special about him. He radiated kindness. Before long the people there could just tell that he wasn’t there to harm anyone. He smiled. He sat down. He patted a dog. Before hardly any time had passed, the villagers showed him a hut where he could stay and brought him some food to eat.

 There was a hut next door. He was about to chap on the front door when a voice shouted to come in. Padmasam bowed under the lintel and stepped into this little hut. There was a man sitting on a rush mat in there, staring at the light coming from a small butter lamp. There was no one else in that dark little hut and the man looked up and asked Padmasam to sit down. Padmasam sat at the opposite side of the butter lamp. The man didn’t take his eyes off the lamp.

'I told them you were coming,' he said, ‘but would they believe me?’

'How did you know I was coming here?'

'My twin heard about you when you were a day or so away. He sent me a message on the wind.'

It turned out that he and his twin brother had been selected as children to learn telepathy. They practised for year after year after year. At first they had to sit and stare at each other and guess which colours they were thinking about. When they started getting the hang of this kind of thing, they'd try it while sitting next door to each other. Then the spaces got bigger between them until they could pick up messages from a village away. But when they could do that, they didn't have to work. The villagers supported them, providing them with everything they needed.

‘What did you tell them about me?’ asked Padmasam.

'I told them there was some kind of stranger coming this way. I thought you might be a demon master who’d gone mad. That sometimes happens.'

'What is a demon master. Do you people think a demon master is someone who can control demons?'

'He can make demons.'

'What from?' said Padmasam.

'From his mind,' said the man still hunched over the butter lamp. 'From nowhere. From nothing.'

As he sat there talking to the telepathist, Padmasam realized that the difference between imagination and real life had somehow not yet become evident to these people. What a peculiar view of things they had! Describing something as purely imaginary wouldn’t have made much sense to anyone from the old or new kingdoms. If you could think of it, whatever it might be, it had to have a reality in some plane of existence somehow somewhere.

 For instance, when they thought of their ancestors, which they did during special festivals, they didn't somehow see much difference between the image of the dead relative in their mind’s eye and that person in an afterlife. They thought their thoughts could be alive, or had some kind of life of their own somehow. 

Maybe because they'd lived apart from the whole world for so long, you could say they’d become stuck at a stage of mental development long passed by more civilized people. But maybe the way they looked at things wasn’t better or worse, just a little different because in some ways they seemed very smart. They’d tried to develop telepathy. It seemed to work. This was just as well because they needed something to warn them of errant demon masters, crazy demon masters, and occasionally demons wandering around without masters. 

Padmasam was more interested in the demons and demon masters, but the man was determined to fill him in on all the other emanations, manifestations, and incarnations of lots of other supernatural creatures. He came back to evil spirits. 

'Evil spirits are disembodied entities of varying degrees of malevolence,’ he said. ‘You might feel them around places, but you can't see them.'

'Are demons like that?' asked Padmasam.

'Like what?'

'Like a bad feeling you have about places.'

'No, no, no,' said the man, shaking his head. 'You can see demons alright.'

'What do they look like then?'

'All sorts. The worst one is Heraca, the guardian of the east portal of the seventh cold hell.'

The man seemed somehow to lose interest in his immediate surroundings right then. His eyes lost their focus, then he stared at the small flame for a few seconds. With a frightened yell, he jumped to his feet and grabbed hold of the cow horn hanging by a hook at the back of the door.  Standing outside his hut, he started blowing the cow horn. Then he rushed up and down, shouting about a demon coming at the top of his voice. 

Everyone started running like mad into their huts and barring the doors behind them. The man came hurrying back and pushed Padmasam inside before pulling the door closed and barring it. 

'A demon coming this way! Hide! Everybody hide,' he said, cowering on the floor. Padmasam unbarred the door and stepped outside. 

A kind of beast lurched into view over the ridge. It stood up like a giant lizard on its back legs, all four of them, and the long spiky tail swished along behind it. It had two heads and two mouths with razor sharp teeth in each mouth. It had three arms down either side of its body. On one side, a hand held an axe, a spear, and a sword. Down the other side, there was a skull with blood dripping over the sides, but the other two hands had been severed. Blood pumped out of the stumps. It stood on the ridge and roared and roared. 

 Then, in its awful confusion, the beast swung the axe and the hand holding the skull was sliced off. The horrible cries of rage and pain resounded throughout the village. Then the beast fell onto its side and the two heads started biting at each other and at anything else within the reach of the murderous teeth.

 Then it jumped up and started to run, blood from its wounds dripping down its sides and splashing off onto the track on either side. It was running straight for Padmasam, but he just stood and watched. As it came closer it seemed somehow to grow fainter. It shimmered at first and the cries grew less loud. It disappeared altogether near the middle of the village and then there was nothing but the smell of rotten eggs everywhere.

'Well, that's not something you see every day,' said Padmasam before going back into the hut where he found the telepathist still cowering in terror on the floor. 

'It's gone,' Padmasam  said. 'Whatever it was. What was it?'

The telepathist asked Padmasam to describe the demon and when he did so, the man was convinced it must be Jakaga, the guardian of the west portal of the second hot hell.

'You seem to go in for hell in a big way around here, ' said Padmasam. 'Doesn't anybody around here ever go to heaven?' he asked.

The telepathist explained about the seven hot and cold hells, the intermediary hells and the occasional hells, but he also pointed out that the people believed in far more heavens than hells. But even the portals to the heavens were guarded by demons.

'Are they all as mad as the one out there?' asked Padmasam. 

'He must have eaten his master,' said the man. 'They go like that when their masters can't control them.'

'Do they always eat their masters?' asked Padmasam.

'If only they would,' said the man

The voice in the cave stopped telling the Padmasam story right about then though the girl desperately wanted the voice to go on. Being inside the story was better than anything else she could think of. As soon as the story stopped, she started worrying about the soldiers again.

'How can you protect me from them?' she said. She'd gone all shivery again.

'Well, they're not battering on the door, are they?' said the voice.

'But surely they'll come back.'

'No doubt they will. But they will not come onto the flat ground in front of the cave.'

'Why not?'

'Because I will terrify them if they do. It's dark outside now. Don't you feel sleepy? In the dark the girl gave a big yawn. 'Well, if you move along the wall just a little, you'll feel a wonderfully soft mattress set into the floor. And on it there's the snuggest, cosiest sheepskin cover you ever slept under. Just move along a little and you can sleep there.' The girl found the mattress and cover and almost immediately fell into a deep, deep sleep.

Then a part of the cave started to glow. At first, it just lit up a little, but then it grew and swirled and seemed angry somehow, trapped and stretching into the darkness. Restrained in its movement, the thing seemed to seethe. Then a soft noise came from there, a cross between a groan and growl.

'Don't worry, Heraca,' said the voice. 'She's with us now and your time will come. 

                -------------------------------------------

                          CHAPTER THREE


The cave had been cut into the cliff face long, long ago and wasn’t much bigger than a big room.  When the girl wakened up, it was suffused with a kind of dim light. She could look around. There was a little ledge carved into the wall where someone may have lay down to sleep and a kind of seat was cut into the stone beside that. But there was a part of the cave which seemed obscured somehow, which she couldn't quite see into. As she made towards it, the girl heard the voice again.

'You're not quite ready for that part yet,' it said.

'Why can't I see over there?' she asked.

'Because it's not lit.'

The girl looked all around then and noticed there was no sheepskin cover and no soft mattress. The floor was bare.

'Where did my bed go?' she said in amazement.

'When you don't need it, it's not there,’ said the voice. ‘Aren’t you hungry?'

'Always,' said the girl. She felt really sincere about that.

'Well, what have you been having for breakfast?'

'Porridge oats,' said the girl.

‘Is that all?’ the voice inquired.

‘No. Porridge oats, and water, and salt,’ she replied.

'And what about the mid day meal?'

'I’ve been having porridge for that as well,' said the girl.

' And what do you have in the evening?'

'Porridge.’

'How's about porridge and sultanas and prunes for breakfast then?’

The girl didn't say anything because she thought he must be joking somehow, but when the voice told her to turn around, there was a chair and a table, on which sat a big steaming bowl of porridge, a jug of milk, and bowls of fruit. There was even a bowl of sugar.

 She'd never seen such food since leaving the old kingdom and was amazed to see a feast like this just sitting there. She looked around warily as if the food was for someone else. Then, as casually as she could manage, she put her hand into a bowl of sultanas. They were real. Tentatively, she pressed the tips of her fingers into the pile and one or two had kind of stuck to them when she pulled them out. Then she had to put her fingers in her mouth of course, or at least as far as the tips where the sultanas were stuck. An explosion of sweetness made her close her eyes and savour the moment. 

'Can I?' she said, her mouth hanging open now as she gawped at the food. She was completely starving.

'Go ahead,' said the voice.

The girl sat down on the chair and stared at the food for a moment or two, and sniffed the air, wondering about the best way to go about this. Slowly, she thought. Very slowly. It took her ages to eat everything. Then she was rubbing her finger round the sugar bowl and there was absolutely no food left. The girl put down the bowl and started to look a little anxious.

'I need to go,' she said in a quiet voice.

'What?' said the voice. 'You can't go.'

'But I have to go,' she pleaded.

'Go where?'

'Just go!' she kind of said in a hissing voice. 'We always go outside.'

'For what?'

'Because we have to go!'

'Oh,' said the voice. 'I see. Well, if you've got to go, you've got to go. If you touch the wall, you'll see a way.'

She didn’t really know what the voice was talking about, but leant over and very tentatively touched the part of the wall closest to her. She could hardly believe it when a door glowing deep blue slowly emerged as if from the stone itself.  She lifted the latch, and looked round the door, and couldn’t believe her eyes.

It was a fabulous place to go. The floor and walls were carpeted with short grass, which gave the air a greenish light. There was a rapid stream rushing down a gunnel in a slope at the end opposite the door. You could put your feet there for squatting and all your business was swept down into a hole in the floor. Long soft grass grew by the stream for wiping your bum. The running water sounded lovely. After she'd finished up, she couldn't resist touching the grass on the floor and walls, never having seen grass quite so compact and green.


 Outside, the cave seemed hardly lit at all. She sat in the seat cut out of the wall and started to brood. She could feel the air, hot and muggy, and somehow more oppressive after the other place. But she knew the other place wasn't real. Even she knew water couldn't run like that at the top of a mountain. After a moment or two, she started feeling really sorry for herself and a few tears began to drip off her chin.


'Are you crying?' said the voice, sounding really surprised.

'No,' said the girl, sniffling.

'What for?'

'I miss my mum and dad,' the girl said. 'I'll never see them again, will I?'

'That depends,' said the voice.

'On what?

'On you,' said the voice simply.

'I'm only a little girl,' said Shantha, feeling a bit sorry for herself.  'There are soldiers outside waiting for me. What can I do?'

The voice was laughing then. 'Maybe one little girl can make all the difference. Do you think they knew who you were? The soldiers, I mean.'

'Yes. They chased me all the way from the old kingdom, I think.'

'I wonder why they would spend all that effort on just a little girl?' said the voice.

 'I thought I might be a kind of messenger,' said the girl.

'What was the message?'

'I don’t know.'


The voice was laughing again. 'Well, isn't this a bit of a mystery? Someone sent you with a message, but you don't know what it is. Perhaps if you told me something about yourself we could work it out together.'

'What do you want to know?' said the girl, without showing much interest.

'Tell me about the Dragon Lair. Tell me about how you got there and all that sort of thing.'

'How do you know about the Dragon Lair?' the girl asked.

'Tell me all about how you got there,' said the voice.                                                                   

                       ------------------

                            CHAPTER FOUR

She was sitting on her father's shoulders on top of the huge bundle he carried and was the first to spot the Dragon Lair when the tired stream of refugees passed the patch of gnarled spruce on their way through these foothills. 

 The stone built stockade seemed almost poised for movement on top of a steep, steep hill with a double crown. Battlements shaped like arrow heads snaked over and down from one summit to the other and joined at the two huge doors set into the giant dragon heads.

 Enclosed by the walls of the fort was an area almost the size of a small town. But you couldn't see that from where the girl sat on her father's shoulders. She stared up at what she could see of the castle in amazement nonetheless. Nowhere else in the old kingdom was there any place like this.

When her father saw that they had almost arrived at their destination, he put Shantha down by the side of the road. Her mother sat in a tired heap and started to cry. This was never good, but she'd had cause to cry in the last few months of travelling and now she was crying with tears of relief. If anywhere in the old kingdom was safe, surely it was here in the Dragon Lair, the place decreed so long ago by Padmasam as a refuge against evil.

After a short rest, the three of them got up and began once more to trudge along the cobbled road that led up to the dragon's head nearest them. Shantha held onto the hem of her father's jacket until they were close to the gates, where they had to stop because a queue of people had formed there. They waited their turn and inched forward into the dragon's jaws.

 The guards guided them towards a man at a table who had a huge ledger in front of him. Her mother seemed worried that they might not be allowed in, but the man at the table suddenly laughed when her father told the man who they were.
'At last!' said the man. 'We've been told to look out for you. I'll get the reward!'

Her father asked why, but the man didn't seem to know. But he shouted on a guard who took them into the small town. It was mobbed, crowded with people and carts, a chaos of pigs and dogs, goats and chickens, and people shouting at the top of their voices.

 Shantha had never been among so many people before and had never been in a town this size. It was exciting and scary at the same time. She clasped tightly her father's jacket as he followed the soldier who shouted at everyone and everything to get out of the way. Surrounded always by big people and baggage, Shantha really had no idea where they were going now, but they kept on till the crowds thinned and they were in the narrow alleyways, going down into the valley between the two small hilltops at either side of the town. 

Then they were in a square and standing in front of a big door with guards in front of it. The doors opened and they were led in.


The guard who had taken them there spoke to someone and left them outside another door in an empty corridor. She sat between her mum and dad and was amazed for the first time at the size of the bundle in front of her, which her father had carried all the way.

'I think it's going to be alright,' her father said to her mother.

'I hope so,' she replied.

They didn't say anything else and all waited quietly till the door opened and another guard led them into a large room. There was a table almost at floor height and a man sat crosslegged on a cushion behind it. He gestured for Shantha's parents to sit across from him and smiled at her as she crouched down between them.

Shantha didn't know it then, but this was The Keeper whose family had been responsible for the Dragon's Lair for the past two hundred years. He was wearing a richly embroidered quilted jacket and was a fat little man with his hair pulled back in a pony tail.



'So you've come,' he said. 'At last. How is the girl?' 

Her parents affirmed that Shantha was well and had withstood the journey in good health. When The Keeper asked Shantha how she was, she said she was hungry. Her parents scolded her and looked embarrassed, but the man with the ponytail just laughed. But he had some food and drink brought, so that was the main thing.

 While her parents politely nibbled on the food, Shantha concentrated on eating and wasn't paying too much attention to what the adults were saying after that. She started listening when the man spoke about the visit that had been made to her parents years before. He seemed to be chiding them.


'My wife couldn't have any more children after Shantha. We couldn't let her go away from us,' her father said.


'Let's hope the delay has not been disastrous for us all,' said the man. 'Still, you're here now.'



Shantha was eating a fig right then, which was far more interesting than anything the adults were talking about and she hardly paid attention once more. They were going on about school and where they would stay, and all that kind of thing. Shantha didn't really mind about anything as long as her parents were there and she had plenty to eat. They'd been living on oatmeal, raisins, nuts, and what they could scavenge on the journey, and she couldn't remember the last time she'd eaten a fig. People who don't get a chance to eat figs don't know what they're missing.



Soon the talking was over and her father picked up the giant bundle once more. They were shown out the door and led away by a guard who took them down a narrow staircase to the ground floor at the back of the building. There they were shown into a tiny room with a tiny window. The room was completely empty. Even the walls were bare. While she watched her mother open the little window, the door closed at her back. 


'Have they put us in jail?' she asked her father.


Her mother started to laugh. Shantha hadn't heard her laugh like that for ages. Even her father started to laugh and he was normally quite serious. Of course, when they finally put Shantha in jail, she knew it wasn't anything like that room.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

                                          CHAPTER FIVE



Shantha hadn't really mentioned the part about the jail when she was telling the voice about getting to the Dragon's Lair. Neither did she mention any of the bad things she'd seen on the road to that fort, the sick and dead along the way, the misery, tears, desolation and madness of people fleeing for their lives.

 Most of the folk from the small village where she'd spent most of her life had refused to go. Enslavement or death seemed preferable to a march to who knows where, to look for a place most of them didn't actually believe existed. Besides, they'd always been on that land.

Her parents believed in the truth of the Dragon's Lair because of the strange visitors who came to see them when Shantha was not yet four years old. They wanted to take the child away. They would take her parents as well. Her parents would be well looked after. But they wouldn't leave the land until they believed that devils had come across the mountains and were killing or destroying everything in their path. It was said they lived in tents and hated buildings. Not a stone upon a stone did they leave standing even when they spared the people.

'Did they tell you much about the Dragon Lair when you were there?' said the voice.




'I wasn't there for very long.'



'How long?'



'I don't know.'




'Did you have any birthdays there?' asked the voice.



'No.' The girl didn't seem to be very keen on talking about the Dragon's Lair for some reason.



'Did you go to school there?'



'Only for a day.'



'One day!' said the voice, surprised. 'I hoped you'd have had a lot of schooling there. What was the matter? Didn't you like it? Why did you only go for one day?'



'After that, they put me in jail,' said the girl.


'After one day at school, you went to jail! You must have been very naughty!' said the voice. The girl didn't respond to that. She was looking rather sheepishly at her feet, and fidgeting. 'Why did they put you in jail?'



'Somebody lost a hand.'




'Somebody lost a hand? At school?' said the voice in amazement.



'It was during playtime!'  said the girl quite assertively.

'What were you playing? Pass the hand?'

'We weren't playing!'

'Still, you'd have to be more than a little absent minded to lose your hand whether you were playing or not.'


'You seem to have lost your whole body,' the girl said, being quite abrupt and cheeky.



But how the voice laughed at that. It laughed and laughed. When it had stopped laughing, the girl asked for another story although the first two were nothing like any she'd heard before. The usual Padmasam story would be about the sage's adventures in one of the hot or cold hells, or about how the sage played tricks on nasty, bad people. They were really fables to help kids tell the difference between right and wrong, but the last one she’d heard from the voice was much better than that.  She really liked the big lizardy thingy. 



       CHAPTER SIX

Not long before Padmasam left the settlement where he was staying, he encountered his first demon master. He'd gone out for a walk to investigate the surrounding country and was still a little distance away from the village when he saw the telepathist come running towards him.

 Usually, Padmasam was encircled by kids and dogs by the time he got this near, but the kids weren't around today. Neither were the dogs. The village looked surprisingly quiet. The poor telepathist was quite out of breath when he stopped in front of Yutkesbava.



'We're being attacked by a demon!' he managed to gasp.

'Where?' said Padmasam.



The man pointed into the village, but they were standing on flat ground and there was no demon that Padmasam could see.

'Turn and come with me,' said the man quickly. 'It'll be dark soon and we can hide in the fields. Come on! Come on!' He was pulling Padmasam by the arm.



'Apart from the stink, the last demon wasn't such a problem,' said Padmasam.



'But this one has a demon master with him!'


'Well, in that case I think I'll go and say hullo,' said Padmasam.

The telepathist was jumping up and down and saying no, no, no, come with me, but Padmasam began to stroll into the village anyway. The telepathist started running towards the potato fields, but his curiosity got the better of his fear and he eventually stopped, and sneaked along just a little way behind.

There was a small man with long arms and bow legs standing outside the last house Padmasam came to. Not to put too fine a point on it, he was an unattractive little specimen. A muscley, big dwarfy person in a red cloak and a floppy hat. He was waving a cudgel and shouting to the people locked inside the house.



'Give me gold! Give me your silver! I want all your money! Open the door or my demon will pull your house down!' he shouted.

A giant man was standing beside the little guy. But he wasn't really a man. Men don't have four arms. Neither are they ten foot tall, but the demon was more man-shaped than anything. Huge muscles rippled on the big bare arms and the great hands kept clenching and opening. He looked completely solid and immensely strong.



'I want to pull down, yes,' the thing kind of gurgled. His head was red and his lips were yellow, his teeth blue. He wasn't going to win any baby of the month awards, that's for sure.  'Shove, pull, shove, pull, ho, ho,' he continued to gurgle. His mouth was very large and long, but the words weren't making it out right. There wasn't much distance between his eyebrows and the top of his head, so maybe he wasn't the sharpest knife in the pantry either. 'Pull down, yoho, yes!' 



'I'm going to count to three!'  said the demon master. 'One, two, three!’ he said, but nothing happened. ‘Alright! I’ll give you one more chance and count to three again,’ he shouted. ‘One …’



'Two,' said Padmasam.



Startled since he hadn't heard Padmasam approach, the big dwarf wheeled round to confront him. Padmasam was just standing there looking at both of them with an air of puzzled amusement.

'Your hair is standing on end!' said the demon master, scoffing at him. 'In that shirt I'm surprised you're not freezing to death, you skinnymalink beanpole, tramp, beggar and fool! Go on, get away! Go away! Go away!' The man was going beetroot and waving the cudgel at him. He did seem very annoyed.

Padmasam looked at the man and the demon, and tried to keep his face straight, but found it impossible. Soon Padmasam could hardly move for laughing. Though he was trying very hard, every time he saw the demon he just lost it again. His laughter threw the big dwarf into a complete fury. He leapt up with his cudgel and crashed a blow down on top of Padmasam's head as he lent over, still trying not to laugh. 

But the blow rebounded from the top of his head with such force that the cudgel went right back over the big dwarf's shoulders and made him fall over onto his bum. The demon master was so shocked he just sat there on the ground staring up at Padmasam until the latter sat down on the ground beside him.

'That's a good idea. Let's sit down and have a little talk, shall we?' said Padmasam.



'I'll get my demon to pull your head off!' screeched the demon master. The demon came shambling over to where they were sitting and loomed over both of them, a vacant kind of expression on its face. 
'Pull, shove, oh yes,' he gurgled.



'Go and push the tree.' said Padmasam.



The branches of this tree spread out far and wide and it was a very big tree. Even a ten foot super strong demon wasn't going to make much of an impression on this tree, but the demon shambled over and started pulling and shoving at the trunk. He seemed very happy doing that. The demon master was completely incensed by this.



'How dare you tell my demon what to do?' he shouted, jumping to his feet. He tried to lift his cudgel, but it seemed to have grown awful heavy and he fell down again.


'Has it got a name?' asked Padmasam.



'Eric,' said the big dwarf.



'Eric?' said Padmasam. He glanced over at Eric, but had to look away quickly. Perhaps he would have found Eric less amusing if he had been called something like Jakaga or Ugaran. Calling him Eric just made him seem sillier to Padmasam though ordinary people would have been terrified of this monster call him what you like.



'How long did it take you to make the moron? I mean, the demon?' asked Padmasam.



'Twenty years! Long hard years in the dark! Nothing but gruel and bread for twenty years and now I've got a chance to make my fortune, who do I run into but you! Who are you? How dare you order my demon around? You can't do that! You can't do that!' shouted the big dwarf angrily.



'How long?' said Padmasam incredulously.


'Twenty years!'




'Twenty years? For an Eric? What a fantastic waste of time!'

'Eric! Eric! Come here and pull his head off! Come here and pull his head off this instant!' The demon master was on his feet again, jumping up and down, bellowing at the top of his voice. Eric looked a bit vacant for a moment, but then his eyes seemed to focus on Padmasam with murderous intent. He'd almost started to move before Padmasam spoke.


'Climb up the tree and look for some apples, Eric,' he said.


'Apples? Yes! Pull them off the tree,' said Eric. He turned and started to climb into the tree.



'Come back, you idiot! Come back here!' shouted the demon master. When Eric seemed completely oblivious to his cries, he turned to Padmasam. 'You can't do that! You can't tell my demon what to do! He's my demon! Leave him alone, you vagabond, tramp and pointy haired loon! I made him! He's mine!' said the furious demon master.



'And what did you make him from?' said Padmasam.



'From my mind!'



'That's very clever,' said Padmasam. 'But tell me. Is the demon independent of your mind or supported by it?'



'It is both independent of my mind and supported by it!' said the still irate demon master.



'So where is your mind?' asked Padmasam with feigned innocence.



'It's in my brain, you idiot!' barked the big dwarfy person.


'Are you sure that’s the only place it is?'



'Of course! Everybody knows it's in your brain, you fool, idiot and poltroon!'



'So if we could keep your brain alive outside your body, would your mind still be there?' asked Padmasam. The demon master sat down again then and had a little think. 


'Yes,' he said finally.



'But if it hasn’t a body and senses, how can it feel anything or know anything?'



'Obviously, it can't,' said the demon master, drawn into this conversation but very suspiciously.



‘But if your brain doesn’t know any words, how can it be thinking?'



'It wouldn't be thinking. It's just existing,' said the dwarf. Yuktesbabva picked up a small stone.



'This stone is just existing. Has it got a mind?'


'Of course not! It hasn't got a brain.' Suddenly, something occurred to the big dwarf. He jumped up in glee. 'You don't think most of the time you're asleep! You've still got a mind then! Ha! Ha!’ he shouted so happily. ‘I got you that time! Yes, I got you that time.'

'Can you think when you’re dead?' asked Padmasam, quite unfazed by the delight of the demon master.


'Of course, you can!' The demon master believed in all the hot, cold, intermediary and occasional hells as well as the even more numerous heavens, so he was more or less bound to think you could think when you were dead. Otherwise, how could you know you were in these places?



'Then your mind doesn't have to exist in your brain?'



'Well, no. It can exist in other bodies,' said the big dwarf. He sounded a bit doubtful. Though like everyone else in the old and new kingdoms, the big dwarf believed in reincarnation, he could sense that he was losing the connection between minds and brains along the course of this argument.



'But if your mind can exist in other bodies, why can’t it exist in your hand, or your foot, or your toenail?' said Padmasam.


'If you cut your hand off you can still think!' shouted the demon master.



'But you said you could still think when you were dead. So you could cut your head off and still think. Am I getting this right?' said Padmasam with a smile.



'No, you're not! Your mind is mostly in your brain when you're still alive. Alright?'



'But a little bit could be in your hand?'



'A very tiny, insignificant part might be just be in your hand, maybe.'



'Then your hand might be helping to support Eric. Is that right?'



'No, you befuddled half wit! He's being supported by my mind!'
'And where is that again?'



'Alright! It's nowhere! It's nowhere! It's nowhere!' shouted the demon master, jumping up and down in a rage once more.  Then he turned and rushed to the tree, staring up into its branches. 'What have you done to my demon?' he shouted, coming back. 'He's disappeared!'
'No, he hasn't. He's up the tree picking apples,' said Padmasam.



'It's not an apple tree!' the demon master raged.


'If Eric is supported by your mind and your mind is nowhere, well, I don't see how that works. If it's nowhere, surely it’s nothing. How can nothing support something?'


'Don't do this to me!' the demon master said, suddenly overpowered by all this thinking. 'How can I support a demon with my mind if I don't know where my mind is? Eric's all I've got,’ he said, terrible panic and fear arising in him. ‘Even my mother hated me! Girls used to laugh at me! Nobody would give me as much as a lousy potato, but I knew I could get them back. Someday, I said, you'll all be sorry! You'll be sorry alright. And I would've made them sorry too, but you've taken my demon away. Please give him back to me. Please, please,' he said, pleading now on his hands and knees.


 'If I give him back to you, will you do what I tell you to do?'

'Yes, yes, anything,' said the big dwarf.



'Take Eric back where you made him until you know where your mind is. Then people might like you even though you are an ugly little specimen. Well, here comes Eric,' said Padmasam cheerfully. Eric was climbing down the tree then. In two of his huge hands he'd collected apples. 



'Lovely, lovely apples,' said Eric. The demon master rushed over and hugged him by the leg. Eric started juggling the apples in his four giant hands, sending them flying and spinning through the air in arcs of ever increasing complexity. Sometimes one would disappear into his mouth. It was as if he didn't know the demon master was there.
'I have him back! My lovely big Eric,' said the demon master.

'If you can't keep control of him, mightn't he kill you someday?' said Padmasam.



'You think I can't keep control of my demon?' the demon master snarled back at him, his confidence returning now that he had hold of Eric's leg. 'What do you know, you stupid old tramp, idiot and dog! I am the demon master! I am the demon master!' he shouted out. 'Give me all your money! Bring out your gold and silver, you snivelling peasants, jackanapes and down with the dung beetle dogs! I have a monster to rip off all your heads! Come out and see if you weren't so scared! You maggots! You poltroons and idiots!'



'You really are a nasty little piece of work, aren't you?' said Padmasam. 



'Try any funny stuff with me, pointy haired galloot, and I'll go straight to the Demon Lair and report you. Yes, come on, Eric, let's go and report him to the proper authorities! See how he likes it when the Master of the Demon Masters gets wind of this! Tell other people’s demons what to do! Who ever heard of that? Let's leave this village. Come on, Eric,' he said, guiding him round and pointing him back towards the ridge on the way out of the village. 'These people are poor poverty stricken rogues and cheats! We'll do better down the road, I'll bet! Gold and silver! Pots of it! And pots more of it!'



And so they left Padmasam sitting on the ground as he watched them go. Twenty years later and all you had was an Eric, not a Heraca or even a Jagaga. But an Eric. This kind of gave Padmasam food for thought. And who could be this Master of the Demon Masters, the man from the Demon Lair?

'Well, who is he?' said Shantha.



'I'll tell you about the Master of the Demon Masters later perhaps,' said the voice. 'But now it's your turn. What are you going to tell me about?'



'I don't know.'



'Tell me about what happened to you at school,' coaxed the voice.



'I don't want to,' said Shantha, shaking her head and looking groundward.



'Do you feel guilty about it?'



'No! She was asking for it!'  she said.



'Well, why don't you tell me what happened?'



'I just don't want to.'



‘Alright,’ said the voice. But the voice never uttered another word for ages. To Shantha, the silence just seemed to last forever.

‘Well?’ she said finally. ‘Well, well, is there nobody here?’ she said quite boldly.

‘Yes?’ said the voice. 

‘There’s nothing happening,’ Shantha complained. 

‘What would you like?’

 ‘Another story might be good,’ she said. 

‘You tell me something and I’ll tell you something,’ said the voice.

‘What would you like me to tell you about?’ said Shantha.

‘What happened at school,’ said the voice.

‘Well, if I tell you about school, will you promise to tell me a Padmasam story with two monsters in it this time?'


'We’ll see,’ said the voice. ‘Just tell me what happened at school?'

-------------------------------------------------------------

                                    CHAPTER SEVEN
Her mother had gone back to where they were staying. When Shantha watched her go, she tried not to look scared. There were a lot of new kids in the class that day and quite a few of them looked scared when their parents went away, but Shantha tried not to. She just kind of pursed her lips when her mother left the classroom. She'd never been to school. They didn't have schools in her village. She didn't really know what to expect.



When the parents left, all the kids were standing behind a desk. They all had their own desk and their own seat. A huge fat woman with a giant bum stood in front of them dressed entirely in black. Her hair was scraped back into a bun and she carried a big pointy stick. She started walking up and down the aisles, telling everyone about what they were going to be taught that day. 



There was going to be a class in learning how to write things down. Then there would be one teaching how to do things like stand on your head and tie yourself in knots. Then there would be one telling you about special pressure points on your body. After that, they would have a mind games class and then they could all go home before lunch.

As this big fat person walked up the aisle beside Shantha, suddenly she hit the pupil two in front on the arm with the big pointy stick. That didn't look so good. Then the big fat woman shouted something Shantha couldn't make out due to the weird accent the woman had. But they shouted at you. And hit you with a big pointy stick. Then the big fat woman came up the aisle until she was beside Shantha.



'And what's your name?' she said. It didn't sound friendly. It didn't sound unfriendly, but it still didn't sound friendly. Beside Shantha the woman was a giant.


'Are you going to hit me with the stick?' asked Shantha in a quiet voice, but giving her a very sidelong glance at the same time.

'What?' said the big fat woman, leaning down towards her a bit.



'If you hit me with that stick, I'm running home to tell my dad. Anyone who hits me with a stick is going to be sorry,' she said.



'Don't talk as if your mouth is full of stones, girl!' said the big fat woman. 'You must speak using your lips, teeth and gums,' she said, showing Shantha first her lips, then teeth, then gums in an exaggerated way while she said it. She looked like some kind of big fat giant monkey doing that.


'But I am speaking using my lips ... teeth ... and gums,' said Shantha, making the same facial gestures.  'Otherwise no noises would come out. My mum said people might not understand me too well because I am from a different place.'


'You'll end up in jail, you impertinent peasant!' the big fat woman suddenly shouted.

 At first the room fell dead silent. Then someone started to snigger. Soon after that it seemed to Shantha that impertinent peasant must be one of the funniest things you could say about anyone. Lots of them were laughing at her. She went red in the face. The big fat woman went to the front of the class, told them to sit, and take the crayon and slate out of the desk.



Chalk sometimes squeaks. If you're sensitive to it, you could be driven mad. Shantha hadn't tried to write anything down before. The big fat woman wrote something on the blackboard out front and they had to try and copy it.  Squeak, squeak, squeak. It was all over the place. Squeak. And she was making a terrible hash of trying to copy this thing down. 

Then it seemed to Shantha as if the room was getting hotter and hotter. Soon it was boiling. Her face was as red as a beetroot. Her neck was all sweaty. She wanted to go and ask for a drink of water, but was too scared of the big fat woman really. So she sat there and got hotter and hotter. Then she felt a wee bit sick. Then she felt a wee bit dizzy. She'd stopped trying to copy the thing on the blackboard. Her head rolled back and she could see the ceiling going round and round before it all went black.



The big fat woman was leaning over her, a giant black cloud of a woman at first blocking out everything else. She was holding the big pointy stick. Shantha had never fainted before and she didn't understand it at first.



'Did you hit me with the stick?' she said suspiciously.



'No,' said the big fat woman. But she looked concerned. 'You fainted. Come out here and let me have a look at you,' she said. 
And with one easy movement, she picked Shantha up off the floor and took her to the front of the class. There she put her down on a stool and tried to undo the front of her clothes.



'You're boiling,' she said. 'How many layers of clothes do you have on there?' She was tugging at the front of Shantha's clothes. There was buttons alright, but when she undid the buttons, she still couldn’t get the top layer off. 

It was colder in the south of the old kingdom, where Shantha and her parents came from, and in the winter it was really freezing sometimes. The southern people were not rich. They wove only one type of cloth and used it for most things, but mainly clothes and potato sacks. They dressed in layers of this cloth and in the wintertime the women would sew their children’s outer garments together. This made sure they kept warm, but it meant that you couldn’t remove your clothes a piece at a time.

Shantha’s mother had sewn her in at the start of the journey and though it became warmer the further north they traveled, it hadn’t been really warm till the day Shantha went to school. Her mother had taken away the quilted jacket Shantha normally wore, but had left her in the sewn up layers.

'I'm sewn in,' said Shantha.



'What?' said the big fat woman. 'Sewn in? What are you talking about?'



Shantha tried to explain to the woman with the giant bum all about sewing kids in for the winter, but the woman still didn’t get it. She’s still pulling at the clothes and looking puzzled.

'What? What are they made of?'



'The same stuff we use for sacking.'



'Potato sacks?' 



'Yes,' said Shantha as if this was the most natural thing in the world, which it was where she came from. 

But if you thought impertinent peasant was funny to her classmates, you should have heard them when the stuff came out about the potato sacks. Potato sacks was the most hilarious expression they'd ever heard. People were falling off their seats laughing at her. Chaos reigned. When the eruption abated, the big fat woman just shook her head and told her to go back and sit down.



She sat there pulling at the front of her many layers, trying to get a bellows effect going for most of the rest of that class. Squeak, squeak all around the place. Nothing else until there was a yelp as someone got it with the big pointy stick. Then squeak, squeak again. In a fight for survival she'd more or less stopped trying to copy down the thing on the blackboard, but the big fat woman didn't seem too keen on coming near her, so that was okay. After what seemed like a hundred years, they were let outside for a break.


Shantha had noticed a water tap at the corner of the quadrangle on her way into the classroom and she raced straight for it. The balconies above were filling with people and she wasn't the only one making a run for the tap, but no one was anything like as desperate as she was. She practically drowned her head in it. Tons of water down her face and neck, but most of it seemed to go straight down her throat. After a huge drink, she felt a bit tired out and sat down with her back against the wall. Soon there were hardly any spaces between the people. 



Then three big girls were blocking out everyone else. They were a lot bigger than Shantha who was small for her age anyway.

'It's the impertinent peasant,' said one of them.


'Swoon, swoon,' said another one. 'It's so hot in these potato sacks, I might just fall down,' she continued, pretending to faint into her companion's arms.



They were looming over her so much that Shantha had to stand up. They were still looming over her. The third girl was the biggest. She stood in front of the other two and spoke next.

'You'll end up in jail! You'll end up in jail!' she said, poking Shantha in the chest. 'Yuk! Potato sacks! Yukky! Yukky!'



'Leave me alone,' said Shantha. She was feeling a bit scared. Her back was to the wall and she bumped into it when one of the other girls pushed her next.



'We don't want your sort around here!' she said. 



'Leave me alone,' said Shantha, a little more desperately this time. She began to move along the wall, but the quadrangle was really overcrowded and it was hard just to walk away. She slid along, but they pushed in front of her again.


'You aren't half dirty,' said the first one to stick her face in hers. 
'Yes, you're a dirty little peasant, aren't you?' said the next.

Shantha had been told not to hit people. Her mother and father had said there was never a good reason for hitting anyone. She'd punched a boy on the nose once and it stayed squinty after the blood stopped pouring out of it. Her parents had kept her inside for a week after that and she'd learnt her lesson about hitting people then alright. But these girls were scaring her. The third one in the line punched her on the chest. 

'Dirty little peasant!' she said, leaning right into her face. The three of them crowded her. She felt like bursting into tears. One of them was pulling at her clothes.



'They're all sewn together, look!' she was saying. Shantha's mum had told her to be careful with her clothes. They might have been made out of potato sacking, but they were practically all they'd been able to take with them when they fled.



'Yukky! Yukky!' said another one. She pushed the other two aside and grabbed at Shantha's arm. It was just about then that Shantha started to get angry. There was a tearing sound. Shantha looked and the cloth was ripped. Then a terrible fury began to arise in her. The girl thought tearing her clothes was funny. There was another rip, bigger this time.


'May your hand wither!!' Shantha roared, staring at the rip then the girl's hand. They jumped back at first, but then another girl pushed into her again. 



'May your hand wither,' she said in a soppy, mimicking voice.

But before she got the whole sentence out, the girl who'd ripped the cloth had started to scream a scream filled with fear and horror. She was staring at her hand, which was held up in front of her face. It seemed to be shrinking in on itself, turning grey, wrinkly and old. She screamed and screamed and, although there was a lot of noise in that place, everyone heard her. And no one had ever heard anyone screaming like that before. 



Shantha stared at the hand in amazement. The girl touched it and a part came off, kind of rubbed off and crumbled like dust. If it were possible, the screaming reached a new level of intensity as the rest of the hand fell off and landed on the ground. One of the other girls tried to pick it up, but it disintegrated and fell away like powder. That girl’s eyes went saucer shaped then she started to scream and scream and scream as well.  Shantha was feeling really scared when the third girl started shouting at her.



'You've killed her hand! You've killed her hand!'


The girl who'd lost her hand started running pell-mell into the people crowding around, screaming and wailing like a banshee, falling down and getting back up again, racing around like a headless chicken. The other screamer was trying to follow and grab hold of her, but then just stood in the one place and had hysterics, shrieking about devils and stamping her feet. But even with that commotion people at the back were still crowding closer to have a look at what was going on. 
'You killed her hand! You killed her hand!' the girl in front of her kept shouting.



'I'll kill you if you don't leave me alone!' Shantha shouted at her. The girl jumped back, real fear etched all over her face.

 'She's going to kill us!' she shouted.

 Then she started screaming as well and turned and rushed into all the people who were still pushing forward. There was a melee going on now and you could see the hysteria starting to spread, rippling in waves out from where Shantha stood.



'I'm going to kill all of you!' she bawled, wanting to get everyone away from her. The third girl was pushing into people as she tried to flee, but this gave Shantha some space to put her hands up like claws and bawl out as loudly as she could. Then she looked as if she was trying to lunge at people, pretending to be a tiger. But it didn’t matter what she was pretending to be, the hysteria from the three big girls proved infectious and people were almost immediately scrambling into and on top of each other, trying to get away. 

The panic spread to those further back and then everyone seemed to be caught up in the frantic scramble to get out of the quadrangle. People were tumbling in the rush and people were climbing over other people to get to the exits as fast as possible. Some of them must have got hurt, but no one stopped trying to get away and hardly any time had gone by before the quadrangle was completely empty. Apart from Shantha.



 There seemed nothing else for it, so she had another drink from the tap and sat down against the wall. All the noise seemed quite distant now and there was peace and quiet for a moment or two. Then the big fat lady with the giant bum came out and led Shantha off to jail. But she didn't have the big pointy stick with her.



The big fat woman said she'd have to stay in the jail until her parents came for her. It was really a basement room without light. Though it wasn't completely dark, it took Shantha a while before she could see much at all. Luckily, she wasn't scared of the dark and, being an only child, she was more used than most to being on her own. 

She had no idea what had happened to the girl's hand, but told herself that her parents would come as soon as possible and take her away from this horrible school. She did cry a little bit, but after a while she started thinking about what she liked to think about and then the time just flew.


Shantha had been developing a small town in her head for almost as long as she could remember. She hadn’t ever told anyone about it. It was called Nimjin. It started when her father carved some animals out of pieces of wood and gave them to her on her third birthday. There was a rabbit and a horse and a deer. They were very crude carvings, but she really loved them and would play with them for hours and hours, making them talk and argue and sometimes fight. 


Her parents never understood what was going on when they heard their daughter whoop and scream from odd corners of the house, but the town of Nimjin was in the making. The crude carvings had developed in Shantha mind into fabulous creatures with some amazing attributes. Some could fly. Some had special powers like turning water into ice. Others were very bad indeed. The headman who'd developed from the original rabbit had killed his mother-in-law with poison and had taken someone else's wife by the time Shantha was seven.



She might have been almost twelve when she reached the Dragon's Lair. By then she didn't need any toys. She could close her eyes and be walking down the streets of Nimjin as if she was really there. Or she could fly over the top of it and land at selected spots to find out the gossip. They had a jail in Nimjin and she was lucky she didn't end up in a jail like that. They hung you up by your ankles there.

Shantha became so absorbed in her imaginary town she had no idea how long she'd been in the jail when her parents arrived to see her. They were very upset. Her mother was crying as she hugged her. Her father started to look very worried when he spoke to the guard who'd come along with them. People out the front were waiting to stone them. They'd have to sneak out a back window and head for The Keeper's house. There were crowds out front of that as well, but the guard led them in a side entrance. They took Shantha straight to The  Keeper. To say that he did not look overly pleased with Shantha would be a bit of an understatement.


-------------------------------------------------------

                                       CHAPTER EIGHT
Her mother and father were standing on either side of her and The Keeper was sitting crosslegged behind his little table. He was looking at Shantha and she was looking back with her lips pursed.

'They say you disappeared someone's hand,' The Keeper said.



'I did not,' said Shantha.



Her mother started to speak up, but The Keeper asked her to be quiet. Her father spoke then.


'Just tell the truth,' he said.



'I am telling the truth,' she replied.



'Well, what happened to the girl's hand?' asked The Keeper.

'It kind of dried up and fell off as far I could see,' said Shantha. 'She and her two friends were pushing me and tearing at my clothes.'

'Why would they do that?' said the Keeper in surprise.



'Because I'm an impertinent peasant who wears clothes made out of potato sacking,' said Shantha. 'They didn't like me. They made me scared and then they made me mad. She ripped my clothes and I told her hand to wither. That's all.'



'So you did make her hand wither?' the Keeper asked.

'No, I did not,' said Shantha. 'When her hand fell off I was as amazed as the next person. How can I be blamed for making someone's hand fall off? It doesn't make any sense.'


'But her hand did wither and fall off,' said the Keeper.



'Yes,' said Shantha.



'Well?' said the Keeper.



'Well what?' said Shantha.



'Well, are you still saying you had nothing to do with it?'


'May this house fall down!' Shantha shouted suddenly in a loud voice. The Keeper's head jerked back in fright and he looked sharpish over both shoulders, but the house didn't fall down. 'See?' said Shantha. The Keeper was still looking a bit uneasy.



'Has she ever been in trouble before?' The  Keeper asked her mother.



'No, she's always been a good girl.' said her mother, the way mothers always do.



'I punched someone on the nose once,' said Shantha. She felt her father dunt her on the back.



'No, nothing like this,' said her father.



'They couldn't straighten the nose out afterwards,' said Shantha, quite chuffed at that.



'Wait outside for a moment,' the Keeper said to her. 'I want to speak to your parents alone.'



A short while later Shantha's parents came out and they were all taken by a guard back down to the tiny room. They sat there for a bit and both parents sighed more than once. Finally, Shantha asked them if anything was the matter. She tried hard not to look delighted when they said she couldn't go to the place where they pulled your clothes, and called you names, and shouted at you, and hit you with a big pointy stick. No more school. Yippee!


-------------------------------------------------------------------------



                                            CHAPTER NINE
'You didn't last a day at school,' said the voice. 'You only lasted one lesson!'



'That's not my fault!' said Shantha.  'They wouldn't let me go back for any more.'



'Well, what did you do all day?' asked the voice.

'I stayed in with my mother at first, but when she went out to work, I stayed in on my own.' said Shantha.



'That must have been awful boring,' said the voice.



'No. I like being on my own.'

'Good,' said the voice

'Why is it good?' Shantha asked.



'But what did you do all day?' asked the voice once more without replying.



'Turned a few things over in my mind,' said Shantha, not wanting to commit herself.



The school had sent a teacher round. It wasn't the big fat woman with the giant bum, but a thin, intent young man with a sharp nose. All he brought with him was a small stone. Shantha sat on the edge of the mattress and he sat crosslegged with his back to the wall. He was still hardly two feet away in that tiny room. He placed the stone on the floor between them and asked Shantha if she could move it. 


She was looking at him a bit strangely. It was only a day or two after the girl had lost her hand and she was expecting some funny stuff from this teacher, but nothing that stupid. Shantha reached out, picked up the stone and moved it a few inches along. The man looked at her for a moment and tried to curl his lips into a smile. He did not look too convincing. Then he asked if she could move it without using her hands.




Shantha looked at the teacher even more suspiciously now, then pushed the stone a little way along using her foot. She looked at the man as if none of this was making much sense to her. His thin lips stretched into a kind of smile again, which wasn't really very nice. He nodded his head slowly twice and then asked her if she could move the stone without using her body this time. Shantha looked at him again.

'Is this a test?' she asked. She'd heard you got tests at school and was wondering if this was one of them.


'Not really,' said the man. 'But I would like to see you moving it if you can.' He tried even harder to smile this time and looked even worse. In fact, he was a wee bit scared. 

There was a wooden stirrer in a bowl close at hand. Suddenly, Shantha picked up the stirrer and whacked the top of the stone with it three times quickly in succession, making it bounce.  She was so quick doing this that the teacher was taken completely by surprise and got such a fright that he jumped up on his feet. He giggled nervously while Shantha held onto the stirrer and stared up at him.



'Maybe you could put the wooden spoon down,' he said, still looking a bit nervous. Shantha put the stirrer back to where it had been and the teacher sat down across from her again. He placed the stone back in its original place.



'Now, can you move it without using your body or any other object?'



'What?' said Shantha.



'Just try to move the stone without touching it,' the man said. Shantha looked down at the stone for a moment or two and then looked back at the teacher.



'Can you move it?' the man asked.



'No,' she said. 'Can you?'



The man tried to smile again then.



'No, I can't move it,' he said.



'Then how to you expect me to be able to move it?' said Shantha. 'If this is a test, it's not very fair.'



'No, it's not a test,' said the man. 'But that's what I'd like you to practise.'



'What?' said Shantha.



'Moving the stone,' said the man.



'I see,' said Shantha without committing herself. 

'I'd like you to stare at the stone and make it move without touching it. Will you practise that until I come back next week?'



'No,' said Shantha. 'This is too stupid for words. Take your stone away and leave me alone.'



The teacher was so surprised by what he'd just heard that he couldn't take it in at first. He looked away and back and then away again as if he had no idea what to do next. 'Are you not going to practise moving the stone then?'



'No,' said Shantha.



'Oh dear,' said the man. 



He stretched out to pick up the stone, but half way through realised that Shantha was looking at his hand. Not unusual considering he was picking up the stone, but the teacher suddenly withdrew his hand and pushed it out of sight into his pocket.



'Maybe I'll leave the stone here just in case,' he said a little hesitantly. By the time he was going out the door, both hands were in his pockets.



Shantha didn't see that teacher again and no one else from the school came to visit her or give her homework. That was fine by Shantha. Her parents left her alone most of the time. Her father was out helping the defenders of the town and her mother was away doing stuff with the newer arrivals. But sometimes her parents spoke in whispers at night, and she heard about how the gates had been closed. The town was full. Most refugee families had much less space and privacy than her family. Some people were sleeping outside on the streets since that was the only place they could find to lie down.

'So what did you think about all day?' the voice asked once more.

 Shantha hadn't told him about the teacher coming round. She wasn't too comfortable with all these questions about the Dragon's Lair. She always felt as if she'd done something wrong there for some reason.



'I used to think a lot about going out,' said the girl.



'But they wouldn't let you,' said the voice.

'I sneaked out the window once.' 

‘Would you like to tell me about it?’

‘Not particularly,’ said Shantha.

--------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER TEN

It was a few days after the man came with the small stone that Shantha finally climbed out the window of the tiny room where she slept with her mum and dad. Her parents had gone out to work and though the guards in The Keeper's House were very good to her, giving her sweets and things, they wouldn't let her leave the building.

 She had never been told about the people waiting outside when the girl lost her hand. They just told her going outside was too dangerous for the first couple of days. When she kept pestering them, one of them said the girl's family would kill her if they got their hands on her.



She sat in the room brooding for quite a while after they told her that, but then she realised only the people in the classroom would know what she looked like. And the teacher with the giant bum. And the one with the stone. That was hardly anyone in a big town so filled with people that they had to close the gates.

 She started thinking that she might be missing something what with all the people milling about out there, and the pigs and chickens, horses and carts all mixed in. Maybe she could skulk about and no one would notice her. She could go in disguise. 



Her mother's hat was on her head and a scarf covered most of her face when she maneuvered the big bundle of stuff under the wee window. She still couldn't reach. There was a little stool which she placed on top of the bundle and that did the trick. She pulled herself onto the window sill and looked out.

 There was just a kind of wide alleyway between that wall and the house across the way. There were some people walking around, but no one seemed to notice when she swung her legs over the edge of the window and immediately dropped down. Then someone shouted, 'Hey you!' but she ran as fast as she could to the corner and then mingled in and lost herself among all the people in front of The Keeper's House.

She thought she’d try to get back to the town gate they’d come in through, but she didn't want to get lost. She made a very careful note of all the places she passed, and looked back a lot to see what the way would look like when she was going in that direction. She still got lost, finding herself suddenly and unexpectedly beside the town wall. 

Steps led up to the battlements at regular intervals and at the top of the steps a fence was there to stop people falling into the gap between the wall and the houses. She stood there for a moment looking at a set of these steps. And at the fence. Maybe if she stood on the fence she could see over the wall. Perhaps she could find something to stand on. Maybe they had little steps up there for small soldiers to see over the wall. Suddenly, she was very curious to see the countryside, just to have a look outside the town. 



Then a huge commotion started up, something happening too far away for her to see what was going on. Soldiers were running up the steps as fast as they could and the ones near where she was began rushing away in the direction all the noise had started coming from. It didn't take long before there weren't a lot of people around anymore. Nobody seemed to be paying much attention to her.



She marched up to the steps and started to climb them as if she was supposed to be there. She sneaked in behind the fence as soon as she got to the top to avoid attracting attention from down below. There was no one anywhere near her since they'd all rushed off to help the defenders further along. 

She wanted to see over the wall and tried to pull herself up to have a look, but it was too high. She walked along a wee bit and found a shield resting against the fence and she leant that against the wall so she could climb up. Her head rising between two spiky bits on either side, she managed to get up there and look over. 

Far away she could see the foreign army covering the plain, which stretched out in every direction from the hill the Dragon's Lair perched on. Tents and horses and lots of stick men, then ant men, then men hardly the size of grains of sand. There must have been thousands and thousands of them, but mostly they were camped quite far away. 

Then over to her right, she could see fighting going on. Foreign soldiers had put ladders up against the wall and were being thrown back down to the ground. Then some of the invaders seemed to have gained a foothold and for a short while soldiers were streaming up the ladders and into the town. Then the advantage swung back to the defenders and soldiers started once more falling back over the wall, ladders were being pushed away again, and the noise became even louder. The defenders were positively roaring. 

Shantha started shouting and bawling as well, but then she stopped when she heard some of the commotion coming her way. She jumped down from the shield and went along a little bit to see what was going on.


 A foreign soldier was rushing along the path between the fence and the city wall, coming straight for her. He was screaming out at the top of his voice, his face and body drenched in blood, the short sword and knife he carried dripping red. He had body armour and leggings and a bow stuck up from behind his shoulders. 

She stared at first completely dumbstruck with fear as this warrior came hurtling towards her. She could see the whites of  his eyes and his mouth opened in a terrible roar just before Shantha came to her senses and turned and ran.

But he was too fast and was nearly on top of her when she tripped and fell. Turning onto her back just in time to see the soldier jumping over her, she then rolled over and squeezed against the wall while five or six defenders gave chase. When the place had become a little quieter, she got up quickly and started going along, looking for a set of steps to take her back into the town.

 Then there were more roars at her back and the defenders came running back towards her. She cowered down beside the wall and then lay flat so she could be as small as possible, and wished and wished that she'd never left the room.



The defenders went clattering passed in a panic, but then it seemed safe to get up and go. Shantha started to sneak along, hoping for a way down the steps to appear very soon, very, very soon, but then the terrible roars from the foreign soldier started up again just behind her and when she looked round, he was hardly any distance away at all and charging straight at her again.



Shantha bolted. She ran just as fast as she could, her legs propelled by panic, and she did come to steps and started running down them, the blood soaked soldier charging after her. Wide eyed, she streaked into the nearest alleyway, and over her shoulder saw the foreign soldier stop, and he charged along the bottom of the wall, looking for more defenders, probably bigger ones.

 She'd never seen anyone look as insane as that before and couldn't stop running even when she came to quiet alleys with quite a lot of people in them. By sheer luck, she sat down panting like a dog in a wee street hardly any distance from the Hereditary Keeper's House.

 When she got there and went round to the alleyway at the side of the house where her room was, there were a lot of guards standing around there. They did not look very happy when they saw her. One of them lifted up her to the wee window of the bedroom and when she looked in, her mum and dad and The Keeper were all standing in that tiny room looking back.

‘You must have been really frightened of that soldier,’ said the voice.

‘I was practically frightened out of my wits!' said Shantha. 'But that was just the start of a whole lot of frightening things, wasn’t it?’

'Was it?'



'Yes. All this magic might be a bit scary, but that soldier chasing me was really scary.  Are there still soldiers outside?'

'Yes. Thousands and thousands of them. They've formed a ring round the mountain and are slowly climbing up to the cave. They should be at the flat ground outside in a moment or two,' said the voice.
'What? Will they kill us?' she asked. 



'They might be a bit late for me,' said the voice. 'I've been dead for ages.'



'How long have you been dead for?' said Shantha.



'Oh, about twelve years, I suppose. But don't worry. You're not going to be dead for years and years yet.' The voice paused for a moment or two then. 'How do you think I should get them to stop?'



'You could make a huge cow pat float through the air and then drop it on them!' shouted Shantha, getting quite excited. 'Or turn all the grass suddenly into snakes that bite their toes. That would make them run away soon enough!'


'I'm glad to see you have a talent for this kind of thing,' said the voice with a chuckle. 'But I've given it a little thought. I was going to infect their minds with terror, but that’s no fun. I think I'll stop them with a wall of really stinky, revolting smells. What do you think of that?’

'But that won't hurt them!' said Shantha.



'I'm not trying to hurt them. I'm trying to stop them,' said the voice. 'Would you like to see the affect of the wall of really stinky, revolting smells?'



'Please, please,' said Shantha.



'Well, don't get scared. You'll seem to be up in the air.'

'What?' said Shantha, but before she'd hardly finished saying that, there she was, like a bird, looking down on the top of the mountain. Except she didn't seem to have a body. She could just see. And the soldiers were encircled round the top of the mountain, thousands and thousands of them stretching  down and down for ages. They seemed to have sent a whole army after her, but the ones at the front were just below the lip of the flat ground in front of the cave, and seemed to have stopped there. 



 Someone gave a big shout and the soldiers surged forward and over the rim. But the first ones only got a few paces before they stopped and held their noses, started coughing, spluttering, turned and ran into the ones coming behind them. What a shambles it was! Though the smells were invisible, you could practically see them roll down the mountain. Soldiers were running into each other and falling over in the rush, holding their noses and desperate to get away from what must have been some of the most awful smells ever. They fell about and ran away, a complete rout. 



It all looked really comical to Shantha and she was laughing on her side in the cave.



'We all need a good laugh every now and again,' said the voice. 'There might not be much time for laughing later.'


'Why not?' said Shantha, sitting up again. 'That was really funny. I'd like to see you doing that again.'



'Have you ever heard of Heraca?' said the voice.

'Yes. He's the demon guardian of the east portal of the seventh cold hell. He's the most famous demon there is,' said Shantha.
'And do you know where the seventh cold hell is?' said the voice.



'Eh, no,' said Shantha.



'It's in your mind,' said the voice.



'You mean it's not real?' said Shantha, who'd been taught forever that all the hot and cold hells were real.

 'Aren’t things in your mind real?' asked the voice, but Shantha didn’t know what to say to that.  'Do you know what Heraca represents?’ the voice continued when Shantha didn’t reply.

'He's supposed to be really terrifying,' said Shantha.

'That's what he is,' said the voice. 'Pure terror. And where do you find terror?' Shantha was really puzzled at first by this and looked completely stumped. 'Where is love? And fear? And anger?' said the voice.



'In your mind?' said Shantha though it was just a guess really.
'Good girl,' said the voice. 'That's where all the monsters live. What’s the most scared you’ve ever been?'



'I think the first soldier on the battlements was probably the worst. I really thought he was going to kill me!' said Shantha. 'Then he was going to kill me a second time. He looked completely berserk, that man did.' 


'Did it give you bad dreams?' 


'I should have wakened up screaming for a week, but there were soon so many other terrifying things going on!' But Shantha felt suddenly shivery just thinking about that soldier.
     
'Real life is rarely as terrifying as what can happen in dreams,' said the voice. 'Have you ever been in a dream and known you were dreaming?' he asked.



'No, I don't think so,' said Shantha, thinking this was a very odd question to ask.



'You'll have to learn,' said the voice. 'If you can control terror in your dreams, you can control it easier in real life.'


'Why should I have to do that?' said Shantha, quite perplexed.
'If you can do magical things in your dreams, you can do them when you're awake,' said the voice.



'Just like Padmasam!' said the girl. 'Yes, and can I have another story please?  You said you’d tell me another story if I told you what happened when I went to school. That was ages ago. I think I was promised a story with two monsters in it, wasn’t I?

-----------------------------------------------------------------------



               CHAPTER ELEVEN
After the demon and the demon master left the village where he was staying, Padmasam became quickly famous throughout the district. People arrived from miles away just to have a look at him. When he got up in the morning, sometimes there were groups of people waiting outside his door. People he'd never seen before followed him around, waiting for him to do something. When it got to be a bit of a nuisance, he said goodbye to the telepathist, waved goodbye to the children and the dogs, and walked on.


At night he'd ask for shelter at isolated farmhouses and he travelled like this for several weeks through countryside and people just as poor as the ones he'd come from. But the old and new kingdoms were large countries with many different kinds of terrain. Close to the mountains, which encircled the kingdoms, were hills and foothills, but there were desert plateaus, swamps, and even some jungle in the most northern parts. But Padmasam was in the middle of the old kingdom and moving north through arable country. 

Then, one day as it was getting close to mid-morning, he came across another kind of demon. At first from a distance Padmasam thought it was a large red stone, maybe a marker of some kind, beside the road. But, as he came closer, he realised it seemed to be alive in some way.



He stood looking at this thing from a distance of a couple of feet. It was red and it was hot and it was breathing. Like a rock it sat there, a thing with short horns and cloven hooves, hairy legs, all cuddled in on itself as if sleeping. You couldn't see the face. Padmasam just stood beside it for a moment or two, then politely coughed. The demon didn't stir.


'Hullo, hullo! Is there anybody in?' Padmasam shouted. The thing slowly raised it's head. The face hardly looked like a face with the heat glowing from it like that. The head turned slowly and it stared at Padmasam with yellow catlike eyes. 'And what are you supposed to be?' said Padmasam quietly. 
'You are under the protection of the Master of the Demon Masters,' the thing said in a deep growl. 'Walk on.'


'I heard there was quite a large town up ahead. Is it far?' asked Padmasam. The thing repeated what it had said before. 'Are you some kind of marker then?' asked Padmasam. But the thing just said the same thing as before. 'Not much of a conversationalist, I see,' said the sage.



'You are under the protection of ...'



'Yes, of course. Thanks a lot,' said Padmasam, leaving him to it.

But as he walked on he noticed a kind of prosperity beginning to emerge. The farmers were growing a greater variety of food and the land was intensively farmed everywhere. After a while, he noticed all the women were wearing jewelry, even the little girls. When he asked how come these people seemed much better off than their not too distant neighbours, he was told they paid taxes. All the big towns and the areas around them paid taxes. Inside the areas marked by things like the sage had passed, other demons and their demon masters were not supposed to enter. It was outside these safer zones that the demon masters could pillage, rob, and do what they liked.



The town Padmasam came to that evening was the largest of any he'd seen yet in the old kingdom. It was largely stone built, the houses mostly rising to two or three stories, but set out in a higgilty piggilty, haphazard kind of way. Most of the roads were badly in need of repair, but some of them were paved. The town had a large square in the middle and the weekly market was just coming to a close when Padmasam reached there. Stalls were being packed up and produce carried away on mules and donkeys. All round the square, inns seemed to be doing a roaring trade. Padmasam walked into one.



An ill lit room with a low ceiling opened up before him as he dipped his head under the lintel and entered the inn. Waitresses poured drinks from large flagons into earthenware cups, and some in a corner were roaring and singing, others eating. One or two were sleeping, slumped over the tables with their heads on their forearms. It was like a tavern full of pirates, or the closest you could come to such a thing in the old kingdom. Padmasam approached the counter, behind which stood a rather nervous looking innkeeper.



'Hate market days,' he was muttering to no one in particular. 'Hate them. Drunks and fights. Nothing but drunks and fights. Hate them. Hate them,' he went on.



'Is this the kind of place in this town where a person might spend the night?' Padmasam inquired.



'It might be. It might be,' said the man. He was looking at Padmasam's silvery hair standing straight on end, and the kind of nightgown he always seemed to be wearing. He peeked over and saw that Padmasam didn't have any shoes on his feet. 'What I mean is if a person had some money, he might be able to pay for a room.'



'And if a person had no money, where could he stay?' asked Padmasam.



'He could stay in an alleyway,' said the innkeeper, trying to draw himself up so that he looked bigger. But he still looked a bit nervous. Suddenly, all the men in the corner who'd been singing and bawling started to fight. Even the ones who could hardly stand up were trying to hit each other.



'Aren't you going to stop them?' asked Padmasam, looking over at the melee and it spread, rolled and kicked its way across the floor.


'Er, no,' said the innkeeper, looking really nervous now. 'Not unless it gets over here.'



'What if a person with no money were to save you from having a nasty accident? Would you be grateful?' said Padmasam.



'I might be,' said the innkeeper.



Padmasam turned round then to look at the fight. A man on the floor picked up an eathenware cup and tried to throw it at someone's head, but missed, and the cup was flying over Padmasam's shoulder and heading straight for the innkeeper's face when he caught hold of it and put it down on the top of the counter. The innkeeper's jaw dropped in fright and amazement, then he went rushing to the door, shouting at the top of his voice.



'Guard! Guard! Calling  the guard! Murder! Murder! Calling the guard!'



Padmasam went over to the wall furthest from the door and sat down by himself on a stool. The cries for the guard were causing the fights to break up. Customers were complaining to the innkeeper.

'What are you calling the guard for? We're all friends here. This was just a friendly little fight,' said one of them through a drunken haze. 'You swine! You rotten swine!' someone shouted at the innkeeper. 'Let's get out of here!' someone else shouted.



But the words were hardly out of his mouth when a huge figure blocked the door. Everyone went very quiet. It was hard to see in that light what this thing really looked like, but it was far bigger than a normal man whatever it was. It managed to get through the door and spread out to reach its full height a few paces inside.

And there it was, a beast with the arms of a black octopus, the legs as fat as water barrels. The red eyes were set into a head which looked as if it had been kicked from one end of the old kingdom to another then dipped in blue paint. The nose and ears were squashed, the face bumpy and covered in scars. There was dead silence and it got so quiet that one of the drunks slumped over a table wakened up.

'I want more drink,' he shouted and bashed his cup off the table top. Before he even knew the thing was in the room, an octopus arm wrapped round his neck and started strangling him. The drunk's face went beetroot red and his eyes were popping when the octopus arm dunted his head off the tabletop three or four times quite hard. Then the arm wriggled away and the drunk sprawled across the table then fell flat out onto the floor. The guard had done this without ever actually looking at the man. The eyes scanned the room.

'Would anyone else like a drink?' the guard said in a voice low with menace as his head turned to look all round the bar. No one met the gaze from the big red eyes. You could see the bodies shrink back in the dimness. The whole place was completely silent for a moment or two.


'A cup of fresh water would be nice,' a voice suddenly sang out. Most of the clientele looked around in a kind of panic, searching for whichever drunken madman, suicidal maniac or complete simpleton had uttered these words. On its barrel legs, the thing with the octopus arms seemed to glide across the barroom. The eight black arms fanned out from the body and encircled the head, the ends twitching in the air, making the beast looked even more awesome. 



'Would you like a cup of water?' the thing said to Padmasam.


'A cup of water would be quite nice,' Padmasam replied.

In a flash, one of the black octopus arms darted down towards Padmasam's head, but suddenly stopped, and twitched as if shocked by something a yard or so from where the sage sat. The arm jumped back and joined the canopy of arms round the thing's head. Then all the arms came forward slowly, and they all stopped and jumped back. The beast's head went from blue to bright red, then black. It made an angry, angry sound like the kind cats make, except much louder. People behind it were crawling under tables or slinking out the door while they had the chance.


'Try that again and you'll be sorry,' said Padmasam quietly.


The demeanor of the beast suddenly changed right then. The arms came down and wriggled about the floor. The head went back to blue and seemed to peer for a long time through the dimness at Padmasam's face. 

'Do I know you?' a voice said. It came from the thing's mouth, but sounded completely different as if something was speaking through the beast.



'Well, I certainly haven't met a fat legged, eight armed thingymajig like you before,' said Padmasam jocularly.



'I am here to keep the Master's peace,' said the thing in its own voice.



'If I'd known you were one of the goodies, I'd have let you rip my head off,' said Padmasam, laughing.

 'Do I know you?' the other voice said.



'What are you supposed to be?' Padmasam asked.



'I am an emanation of the Master's will,' the thing said in its own voice. 



'Can you see me?' asked Padmasam.



'I can see and hear you perfectly,' the other voice came out of the thing's mouth. Then the thing moved back and kind of slumped over the bar top, the wriggly arms spreading out and across it, dangling down the front and back. Everyone who was left in the place ran for the door, including the barman, and soon there was no one there except for Padmasam and the seemingly asleep guard.



'I don't need him,' the other voice just seemed to come out of the air.



'Are you the Master of the Demon Masters?' asked Padmasam.


'Do I know you?' asked the voice once more.



'Have you ever been across the mountains?' asked Padmasam.


'No,' said the Master.



'You'll find someone to ask about me there,' said Padmasam. He sounded very serious. 



'The old and new kingdoms are mine and I will kill you when I am ready.'



'I'm ready now,' said Padmasam. 'I'll meet you any time, any place.'  

'What power can you have to say that to me?' said the Master, a low menace in his voice. 



'You are weak,' said Padmasam. 'You are evil, but you are weak because you're afraid of losing the things you desire.' There was a pause for a moment. 'Well, you are now, aren't you? Just a little bit afraid?'


'The good never succeeds because it cannot be truly ruthless. There is not one tiny drop of mercy in me,' said the Master.



'These people do not deserve you,' said Padmasam.



'And they do not deserve you,' the Master retorted. 'Every night you spend in one of my towns or in the land thereabouts, one hundred of these people will die. I'll send demons to eat them in their beds.'



'You'll have to meet me sometime,' said Padmasam.



'I'll make you wish you'd never been born. Now, get out of my town and stay out of anywhere under my protection. If you're not passed the marker by dawn, I'll kill a hundred and blind a thousand more.'


'I'll see you at the Demon Lair,' said Padmasam, standing up to leave. 



'So a hundred was too much for you,' the Master's voice laughed cruelly. Then as Padmasam got up to leave the inn and the town, the whispers continually circled his head. 'You're beaten, you're beaten, you're beaten, you're beaten,' it said. And it didn't stop till he was passed the marker.

 --------------------------------------------------------------------

                                   CHAPTER TWELVE



'But he can't have beaten Padmasam!' protested Shantha. 

'I've not finished yet,' said the voice.



'I knew it. The goodies always beat the baddies, don't they?' she said.



'They haven't beaten them yet,' said the voice.



'But they will, won't they?'



'It depends. Evil's like a little ball of snow running down a hillside. It just accumulates if you let it be. Before you know it, you've got an avalanche. You have to try hard to be good. It's not effortless.'


'But Padmasam will beat the Master of the Demon Masters, won't he?' she asked, not quite sure now.



'I'll tell you later,' said the voice. 'Story time's over for now. What would you like to do?'



'I'm a bit hungry, but I'd like to hear more about Padmasam,' said Shantha.



'Later,' said the voice. A big bowl of nuts and fruit appeared before Shantha and she began to snack away. 'I'd like to know what happened after you got back to The Keeper's House.'


When Shantha was lifted onto the window sill and sat there looking down at the her mother and father, and the Hereditary Keeper, she thought she might be in for a bit of a hard time. But her mother didn't even mention the hat she'd kind of borrowed even although she knew it was her mother's only hat. Her mother grabbed her off the window sill and hugged her and hugged her.



'You're back, you're back,' she kept saying.



'Half the town has been looking for you,' she heard her father say in that kind of quiet voice they use when they're relieved but at the same time not very happy with you at all.



'You'd better bring her up to my room,' the Hereditary Keeper said.


When the Keeper left the room, Shantha was expecting a bit of a telling off to put it mildly, but her parents seemed oddly subdued. She didn't know why. Her mother said her hair was lovely.  Her hair stuck straight out of her head usually, and kept sticking up no matter what her mother did to it. Shantha's hair had driven her mother to distraction more than once and to hear her say it was lovely made Shantha feel that things weren't just right here. Her mother clung to her for ages and ages as she stroked her head. Her father kept sighing and smiling at her a bit wistfully. It all got a wee bit worrying.



'I just felt like stretching my legs,' said Shantha when her mother finally let her go.



'I hope you didn't go near the town walls,' said her dad.


'I was trying to get to the gate we came through and just to have a look about,' Shantha said. This was a brilliant thing to say. It didn't get her dad any more worried than he might have been, and it sounded like the truth. Which it sort of was, but wasn't really.



'Let's go up and see the Hereditary Keeper,' said her father, patting her on the head and giving her that strange kind of sad smile again.


When they got up to the room where the Hereditary Keeper had met them before, Shantha's father and mother eased her in front of them as they approached the low table. The  Keeper was sitting behind it crosslegged again, but this time a bowl of water and the kind of razor you could cut people's throats with had been placed in front of them. 

The Keeper asked her to sit down and she did that, but started to feel a little nervous. Before she knew it, her parents had walked back out the door and she didn't like that at all. She looked at The Keeper, who was trying to smile reassuringly at her, and she looked at the razor.
'You're not going to cut my hand off, are you?' she blurted out.

'No, no, no,' said The Keeper. 'Later, I might shave your head.'
'What? But everybody's got fleas!' Shantha protested.



'It's for a secret message. I'll want to write something on your scalp.'

Shantha didn't say anything for a moment, but just stared at The Keeper who continued to smile. 



'This is a great day,' he said finally.



'I've had my head shaved for fleas before,' said Shantha, 'but why do I have to have something written on it? That's not fair.'



'I have to write something on your head because those are my instructions. It's my job to follow those instructions,' said The Keeper. 'My family have been following these instructions for the last two hundred years.'



'I don't want to sound cheeky,' said Shantha, 'but I don't think anybody knew I was going to be here two hundred years ago.'



The Keeper smiled. 'You're a very unusual little girl,' he said finally. 'You and your parents have come such a long way already, I was hoping you could rest here for some time. But, well, we don’t want anything to happen to you, do we?’

‘I just went for a wee walk,’ said Shantha, looking down at her feet.

‘Quite so,’ said The Keeper. ‘Now, to proceed with the last of the instructions. I’ll tell you what you have to do and if you agree, I'll shave your head and write the message. Alright?' he asked.



'What do you mean what I have to do?' said Shantha. 'Nobody told me I had to do anything!' she said, sounding in a bit of a panic.


'That's why I'm telling you now,' said The Keeper quietly. 'Now, will you listen?'



'Yes,' she said, sounding a little surly.



'Two hundred years ago, when my family came into the guardianship of this castle, certain prophecies were made. For instance, this invasion was prophesied. Does that surprise you?' he asked.


'Yes, eh, no,' said Shantha, not sure what all this was about.


'Good,' said The Keeper. 'Two things were prophesied. Either we hold off the invaders long enough or they break into the castle and kill everyone in it.'



'What?' said Shantha, suddenly frightened. 'You mean, they're going to kill my mum and dad?'



'Please listen,' said the man quietly. 'I said if we don't hold out long enough. And we can hold out for a long time.'



'How long?' said Shantha. She didn't want to tell The Keeper about the soldier who'd chased after her that day, but she didn't want to have to run away from any more of them.


'Part of my families' instructions concerned the building of tunnels. This mountain is riddled with tunnels. We're sitting on a mountain of food. Of course, there are far too many people in the town and diseases will break out soon, I should imagine. But we should be able to last out a siege for several years if need be.'



'Oh good,' said Shantha. 'I was wondering about what might happen with the invaders. I'm sure they're pretty fierce, but they'll all have starved to death by then.'



'That's not what it says in the prophecies,' said The Keeper.

'What does it say then?' asked Shantha.



'It says if the girl refuses, everyone dies.'


'What? Well, I think we'd better get her to agree,' said Shantha.


'But it's you.'



'What?' said Shantha.



'You're the girl.'



'No, I'm not,' she said with certainty.



'Yes, you are.'



'How do you know?' she asked.



'You're from the right place. You're the right age,' the Hereditary Keeper paused then. 'And there aren't many girls your age who could be having this conversation with me.'



'Maybe you just haven't spoken to enough girls my age,' said Shantha.



'And then there's the matter of the hand.'



'That was nothing to do with me!' Shantha protested. 'I never even touched her.'



'That's what I mean,' said the Hereditary Keeper. 'You never even touched her. It was obvious then that we had the right one. If you don't go, everyone you've seen in this town so far will be dead.'



Shantha eyes were wide and staring when he said that. Her mouth hung a little open.  She didn't say anything for ages.



'Where do I have to go to?'



'The new kingdom,' said the man.



'But those people kill everyone who goes there!'



'I'm afraid that's where the sacred mountain is. The prophecy says you have to go and see a holy man who lives there. It takes about a week to get to the new kingdom and it should take you another three or four days to get to the mountain,' The Keeper said.

'I can't do this,' said Shantha. 'I'm only little! I want to be with my mum and dad!' She started to feel completely overwhelmed. 'I want my mum and dad!' she shouted again. 'I want my mum and dad!' she screamed. 'I want my mum and dad!'

'Sssh! Sssh! Ssssh!' The Keeper kept saying, but it did no good. Shantha's mum and dad came rushing in and she fled to her dad and hung onto his jacket, and wouldn't let go.

'Don't let that man send me away!' she was saying. 'Please, please, please.'

Through the flood of tears, her father just patted her head and looked over at The Keeper. The Keeper looked sad, but resigned. He shook his head. Shantha's dad looked over at his wife and they did not look unhappy.

'At least, we'll be together,' he said.

Later on, down in the tiny room, Shantha was quiet and felt reassured. Her mum and dad weren't going to force her to go away no matter what. She was sure of that. They loved her more than anything and she was sure of that as well. It grew dark. When it normally grew dark, Shantha would go to sleep, but this night she stayed awake. 

It was a great treat. Her mother brought out a candle she'd carried all the way from their home village, and they talked and laughed for hours about all the things they'd seen and done as a family. The atmosphere around the little candle flame was so warm and wonderful, so wistful at times, but yet good humoured that Shantha really thought that maybe this was the best time of her life.

In the morning, she sat on the tiny stool and looked at her mum and dad sleeping under the pile of blankets. They seemed so permanent. She couldn't imagine life without her mum and dad. Everything else seemed so thin and insubstantial, the walls, the floor, the stool she was sitting on.

 The little stone was still there, down at her feet among some other stuff on the floor. With her chin resting in the palms of her hands, she stared down at it. It wasn't going to move. If she stared at it for a hundred years, she didn't think she could ever get it to move without touching it.

But there was not much else to do right then, so she stared and stared at the stone for a few moments before silently telling it to move. The stone rolled along the floor. Just a little bit, but it did move. Shantha’s head jerked back in complete surprise and she gasped loud enough to disturb her father, who lay nearest to her.

He began to slowly come to. After a wee while he sat up on the bedding, and looked at her, and smiled.

'Another day,' he said.

Her mother moved when her father sat up and she started snoring. They tried not to laugh. Then they just sat there for a bit.

'Do you think I should go?' said Shantha.

'If I thought it would make you safe, I'd make you go even if you didn't want to,' he said.

'But what are these prophecies, dad? The Hereditary Keeper said everyone would die if I didn't go.'

'The prophecy said a girl would be born in a village during a certain year? Has there ever been a village where a girl wasn't born in a certain year? Do we believe in this prophecy? Well, not enough to let you go when they came for you. Don't worry, Shantha. It's not your fault. If you had the inclination to go, I'd say there might be something in it. But you don't want to go.'

'No, I don't want to go.'

'Then don't go.'

'I think I'd like to go and speak to The Keeper again,' said Shantha after a slight, hesitant pause.

-----------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
And there she sat at the edge of the table in the Hereditary Keeper's room, a towel over her shoulders as the Hereditary Keeper finished scraping the cut throat razor over the top of her skull. Then he dried her scalp and started to draw a sign on the top of her head with special ink. It wasn't invisible. It wasn't indelible, and it wasn't completely waterproof, but the man said it would fade only slowly if it didn't get wet. They sat for a while just looking at each other, waiting for it to get dry. The Hereditary Keeper was holding a cap which would go over her head and cover her ears.

'What did you write on my head?' Shantha asked.

'It's a sign.'

'Which one?'

'A secret one,' said the man, smiling. 'Don't get your head wet. Don't take off your cap under any circumstances. It'll help you.'

'How do you know?'

'It's in the instructions I have to follow.'

'It's not fair,' said Shantha.

'We're being besieged by barbarians who want to kill us all. What's fair about that?' said The Keeper. 'At least, you'll have a chance to escape.'

'But why can't my mum and dad come with me?' said Shantha and not for the first time.

'It's in the instructions that they have to stay here.'

'But why?'

'Who knows why? Maybe it's to make sure you come back. There, the ink seems dry,' said The Keeper, standing over her to have a look. He pulled the cap down over her head. 'Now, don't take it off.'

'When will I be going?' said Shantha in a not very brave voice.

'Tonight,' said the man.

Getting ready to leave the tiny room wasn't as bad as she'd expected. Her mother seemed to put too many clothes on her, and made sure she was really, really well wrapped up, but she wasn't as upset as she might have been. Her mother wasn’t crying when they left the little room, and the three of them made their way up from the basement to the hallway. Her mother was telling her always to be good, never to lie and try not to lose her temper, but Shantha hardly heard what she said, walking up the stairs holding her parents' hands as if going to a different world altogether.

Soon she found herself sitting in darkness, joggling about in a big basket seat on the back of this giant soldier. A hardened leather and metal cover stretched up from her toes and stopped at her chin, so she could see behind her, but not where she was going. If she didn't want to see anything, she could just cover her face with the little door. 

She'd seen the chair up on a table in the foyer of the Hereditary Keeper's house. There were lots of soldiers around and an especially big one smiled at her when she walked over to have a look at the seat. It was this man who was going to carry her to the new kingdom and the sacred mountain. Her father picked her up and sat her in the chair, helping her to adjust the straps. She didn't say anything. She hadn't said anything all the way up from their tiny room. When her mum and dad had kissed her goodbye, she had closed the face door and she didn't want to look for a while. She stayed like that whimpering in the dark for what seemed like a long time, but then there was a huge clanging noise and she looked out. 

By torchlight, a big iron door on the floor was being pulled open. They'd been outside and they'd been inside, and she'd sensed them going downstairs, but her curiosity really got the better of her when she heard the scrap of iron bolts and giant squeaking noise the door made as it opened. They were in some kind of big cellar lit by the torches the soldiers held. And she watched the torches and the men descend the ladder into the tunnel beneath the big door on the ground. Light and shadow, and flickerings on the faces of big men with very determined expressions. All that was scary enough and she closed the face door over once more.


'What made you decide that you wanted to go?' said the voice.

'It seemed to be the right thing to do,' Shantha replied quite simply.

'I'm sure it was,' said the voice. 'But sometimes things aren't the same as they seem. Don't you think so?' it asked.

'I'm not sure what you're talking about,' the girl replied.

'Well, take the sun,' said the voice. 'Would you say the sun went round the earth or the earth went round the sun?'

'The sun goes round the earth,' said the girl with certainty. 'Everybody knows that'

'But how does everybody know that?' said the voice.

'You can see the path it makes across the sky. Sometimes in Spring and Autumn it's a bit to the side, but it always goes round.' said the girl.

'If I told you the earth went round the sun, what would you say?' asked the voice.

'I'd say you were pulling my leg,' said the girl.

'What if I said it just looks as if the sun goes round the earth? What would you say then?' asked the voice.

'I'd say what's the point of this,' said the girl.

'Well, things aren't always as they appear to be. Things appear very solid to us and they seem to be separate from everything else. Don't they?'

'I suppose so,' said the girl.

'But if things were really solid and separate, you couldn't do magic. You could do tricks, but that's not the same.'

'But everything is separated from everything else. Things are different from other things. It's only common sense,' said the girl quite seriously.

The voice laughed then. 'But magic has nothing to do with common sense. You'll have to get all that rubbish out of your head right away! Yes, things appear different from other things, but that doesn't help. The magic only works if there's one thing and you're part of it.'

The girl didn't say anything for a while. She sat and frowned, her brow wrinkling as she struggled with what the voice had said. 

'I just don't get it,' she said finally. 

'It doesn't matter if you don't understand it just now. I don't think you have to understand it. I don't think the Master of the Demon Masters ever understood it and he could certainly do magic.'

'Are you expecting me to be able to do magic?' asked the girl in disbelief.

'There's just one thing you have to be able to do.'

'What's that?' said the girl.

'I'll tell you later. Right now I want to know about your journey from the Dragon Lair to this cave.

After what seemed hours, there were whispers all around for everyone to keep quiet, and it was then that Shantha opened the little door covering her face and looked out. There was a soldier standing right behind her with his face blackened. In the flickering light from torches leading back down the tunnel, the soldier behind her gave a big, wide crazy grin. He gave the short stabbing sword he carried in his right hand a lift and shake beside his face as he smiled the smile and Shantha closed the wee door again. 


Then they were climbing up a ladder and everything did go very quiet then. It was dark in the shaft and roots from trees dangled down the hole beside the ladder. She stared out and saw what she could through the wee open door as the huge soldier whose back she was on carried her step by step up towards the surface. There were only two soldiers in front of them. They stopped at a kind of platform and waited for Shantha and her man. Everyone just seemed to stand there for a moment. They were listening. It was pitch dark and not a sound could Shantha hear apart from the odd little noise coming from the shaft below them. She tried to get her hand out of the little window over her face and managed to stretch her fingers out till they touched the wall. It felt odd. She couldn't see what it was. It felt like wood.

Then, after they'd stood there for just a few moments, her soldier swung round the pack on his back so that he was facing the wall which enclosed them, and he gave it a push. Shantha could hear something giving way and the soldier carrying her stepped forward, and suddenly she found herself outside, looking up at the moonlit sky from beside a large, dead tree. They'd just stepped out of the trunk. 

There were enemies all around, lying on the ground asleep, some in tents, others over by a line of horses. They were all asleep as far as she could see. Her bearer stepped over them and started walking towards the horses, picking his way passed bodies and bundles and trying not to waken anyone. This seemed to go on for ages and she'd lost sight of the dead tree when she found her face was moving by a horse's head. The horse snorted and Shantha went ssshhh just as a tremendous racket started up some way behind them. Then there were screams, cries of anger, the clash of metal off metal and panic all around them. 

But her bearer just kept on walking through the foreign soldiers as if he were among friends at a market or with a crowd at some special event. Shantha got quite scared then and closed over the wee door. It was better to be in a dark and not know. Soon she heard yells from further away and from several directions. A lot of soldiers had set out from the fort that night. They must be popping out of dead trees, from holes in the ground, from behind bushes to suddenly fall upon the enemy when they least expected it, and to cover Shantha's flight. And the big soldier whose back she sat on just seemed to walk on. After a while, she didn't hear much noise coming from outside and what with the swaying of the seat she sat on and the darkness, at some point she fell asleep.

She wakened up when the soldier was putting her down. The hardened leather door of the chair swung open and there she was with her big soldier on the top of a ridge. Hills rolled away before her. They could see for ages back the way they'd come and they sat on the ground and ate some of the food the soldier had brought with him. It was morning and the view was very beautiful with the hills fading before them from brown to sky blue in the very far distance. The soldier said almost nothing. He ate his food and stared back at the way they had come. When he had almost finished eating, he saw something. He stood up, threw what was left of the food he was eating on the ground, and cursed out loud. The specks in the distance over lines of far off hills were horsemen. They were being followed. 

Shantha walked that day until she couldn't walk any more. Then the big soldier carried her. Every time he came to a ridge, he'd stop and look back. The horsemen drew a little closer each time, but couldn't have been able to see them from that distance. If either the soldier or Shantha wondered why they were there, how they'd known to follow them, no one said. The soldier knew the horsemen would never catch up with them that day and if they could stay clear of them till nightfall, then they might never catch them. Even if they had to travel for six or seven days till they reached the bridge separating the two kingdoms, they might still be able to avoid their pursuers.

That night the moon was still large and the sky was clear and the big soldier walked on with Shantha on his back through most of the night. Before dawn he'd found a place under an overhanging rock where they could hide throughout daylight hours. The big soldier kept a lookout. That afternoon he came down from his vantage point and sat down with Shantha under the rock. Way below them they could see a valley with rocky sides and a river with a path beside it at the bottom. The horsemen went by.

'They seem to be following us,' he said, 'but they don't seem to be tracking us.'

'Now we'll be following them,' said Shantha, for the first time since she'd left her mum and dad feeling in quite a good mood. 'Maybe tonight we can steal their horses and then you won't have to carry me most of the time.'

'You can walk for hours and hours. You're doing very well,' said the man.

'I had to walk most of the way to the Dragon's Lair.'

'Good. We've got a long walk ahead of us here.' The man was looking with a hard steady gaze down at the horsemen far below. 'I suspect they know where we're going. They're not bothering to look for tracks.'

'Where are we going?' said Shantha.

'There's one bridge left joining the old and new kingdoms. Don't worry. If it's the last thing I do, I'll get you across that bridge. It would just be a lot easier if those horsemen didn't know where we were going.'

'Why are you doing this?' said Shantha. 'You could just run away and leave me. No one would know.'

The soldier smiled hugely then. Then he laughed. 'I could just hand you over. Maybe they would give me some money.'

'You're not going to, are you?' said Shantha, only just a little bit unsure. But there was something about this man that was so big and solid and dependable somehow. 

'I'm going to get you to that bridge and I'm going to make sure you get across. I'm so pleased. This is the most important thing I have ever done.' Then he smiled over at her again. 'You're our only hope.'

'Am I?' said Shantha.

'Yes,' said the man.

They waited till it was an hour or two before nightfall under the overhanging rock and then they set off again. When the time came for Shantha to sit in the basket chair, she closed the little door over her face and stared at the darkness and thought of her city of Nimjin. Soon she was being carried along by a giant rabbit. The headman of Nimjin was not someone to mess around with. He'd killed people before - even his mother in law - and he would have no problem killing anyone who tried to hurt Shantha now. She could smell his fur. She could hear him sniff the wind. 

The soldier carried a big bag of oatmeal on his front, and in the morning they stopped to mix some of this with water and salt. As they were sitting there beside a stream, Shantha asked the soldier his name. He smiled at her and shook his head.

'We mustn't become friends,' he said.

'Why not?' said Shantha, really surprised.

'We'll become friends when we get to the new kingdom. Until then it won't be a help to you. We should talk as little as possible and save our strengths.'

The soldier used to smile at Shantha a lot after that, sometimes quite shyly, but she could see that he was trying not too say much. She didn't really understand why, but he continued to carry her some of the way and the rest she walked. One day, the day before they came to the river, the soldier saw that far more horsemen had started to follow. They were coming much slower than the advance party, but were gaining on them just the same. Then they finally came to the torrent that divided the old and new kingdoms and headed upstream, searching for the one bridge that they knew still joined the two kingdoms.

It was a rope bridge in the shape of a vee, capable of taking one person at a time. Made from grass, it was slung between two flat platforms of stone at the side of a giant waterfall. There was only one bridge left across this torrent, which ran from the northern mountains, and this was it. In the age of Padmasam, there had been many bridges across the river, but with time the numbers had diminished and with the crossing being so dangerous, sensible people  never travelled between the old and new kingdoms.

 For some time the only ones who were prepared to attempt the crossing were those fleeing from justice - murderers, robbers, and other neer-do-wells. When the people of the new kingdom began to realise the kind of people who came to them from the old kingdom, those who crossed over began to be killed. By the time Shantha reached the torrent, the people from each kingdom rarely ever met though they believed the worst of each other.

The foreign soldiers had reached the bridge first. Shantha and her soldier could see them from their vantage point further up the hillside where they sat waiting for nightfall. Shantha didn't see how they could get across the bridge since the foreign soldiers and their horses were waiting at one end, but her big soldier seemed very determined that day. He took the hardened leather and metal cover from the basket chair and started slicing it to bits, joining pieces here and there with bits of twine. He still didn't talk much to Shantha and she was sat most of the day watching the foreign soldiers far below. The rope bridge looked scary, but she tried not to think of that. It was already starting to grow dark when the big soldier came and sat beside her, looking down.

'If we're lucky, they weren't following us,' he said. 'They could have come ahead to guard the bridge. Maybe that's why the bigger numbers are following behind. They're going to invade the new kingdom using this bridge.'

'Then why aren't the foreign soldiers guarding both sides of the bridge?' said Shantha.

'Of course. They're waiting for us.'

'Maybe they were scared to make the crossing before they had to,' said Shantha, which gave the soldier a laugh at least.

'When are we going to go across?' she asked after a moment, Just looking down at the torrent and the rope bridge made a lump in her throat.

'You might have to go on your own,' the soldier said simply.

'I can't go on my own!' said Shantha in a panic. ‘I can’t! I can’t!’
‘Please, calm down,’ said the soldier. ‘I might not make it across. If you’re on your own at the other side of the river, there’s no help for it.’
‘What?’ she said in dismay. ‘’I don’t know where it is! I’ll get lost!’

‘When you’re over the river, just keep the stream that runs into it on your left. Within three days you’ll come the valley with the sacred mountain in the middle of it. You can’t miss it. You can do it,’ he said calmly.
But the more the soldier tried to reassure her, the more worried she felt. She could not travel on her own. She was too young. The people of the new kingdom were rumoured to be cannibals with webbed feet. They would eat her up at the first chance they got. Also, she did not know what to do when she got to the sacred mountain. The soldier could not leave her on the other side on her own. She was just a little girl! 

Gradually, the soldier’s calmness calmed her. He showed her what he'd done with the hardened leather and metal cover of the basket chair. It was like an extra set of armour. His face stuck out of the wee door and the rest was cut into strips held together with twine. He put this over his usual protection and jiggled about on one foot. It didn't make too much noise. The soldier laughed.

'You're going to die down there tonight, aren't you?' said Shantha gruffly.

'If I can kill them all, I will cross the river after you. If I can't hold them off, I will cut the bridge. If it falls into the river, you mustn't let go. Hang on. Let go and you'll drown. Don't be worried about what happens to me. Concentrate on reaching the sacred mountain.' 

'I just don't want you to be killed.'

'How do we know if being dead is all that much different from being alive?'

'Did he say that?' said the voice. 'What a smart attitude! Especially if you might be dead soon.'

'But it is different,' said the girl. 'You can't move or speak. They have to bury you because your body rots, or they have to set it on fire,' Shantha said morosely.

The voice started laughing uproariously. 'Somebody should have told me that!' he said. 'Maybe if I'd known I couldn't speak, I would have kept quiet.'

'Are you really dead?'  asked the girl.

'Do you want to see my body? There it is,' he said. Just then a light seemed to glow in a part of the cave, illuminating a skeleton which was lying flat out by a wall. 'See,' he said. 'Flat out and bare naked, just the way I came into the world. '

'What were you doing in this cave?' Shantha asked.

'I was trying to make a demon.'

'Then you are a demon master,' she said.

'Was,' the voice replied. 'And I wasn't very good at it either. All I could make was a bottle. Would you like to see it?'

It was really more like a flask. It sat there in a cone of light in a part of the cave which had never been lit before.

'What's in it?' she said.

'All the terror I could find,' said the voice. 'But that was really as far as I got. I was rotten as a demon master, but I'm quite good at making bottles. I made that bottle for the terror shortly after you got here.'

'Who are you?' said the girl.

'Maybe you'd like to hear more about Padmasam,' said the voice. 'I'll tell you what it was like when he was banned from the big towns and had to live in the outerlands.'

'I'd like to know how he got to make magic,' said the girl.

'Maybe he didn’t really knew either,' said the voice, laughing

--------------------------------------------------

                                         CHAPTER FOURTEEN
As he wandered among the people of the outerlands after being expelled by the Master of the Demon Masters, Padmasam would have liked to have been of some help, but he didn't really know what to say when anyone asked him a question. When people wanted to know how he could perform magic, he said he counted the breaths going in and out and the rest took care of itself. He couldn't get anyone to believe that. 

So he started telling them about a secret sound which you could hum to yourself. And for the people who weren't very good at thinking about sounds, he invented secret signs which they could imagine in their mind's eye instead. And although he must have given the secret sound and one of the secret signs to thousands and thousands of people, he always spoke to them in private and told them if they told anyone else about these secrets, horrible misfortunes would befall them and their descendants for evermore. When Padmasam told people that, it really put the wind up them. A kind of priesthood developed to administer these secret magic sounds and signs to people they thought it might help.

But mostly the people of the outerlands just wanted Padmasam to take care of the demons. This he did, going thousands of miles hither and yon, dissolving, desiccating and simply disappearing demons all over the place. After some years, the outerlands, now free of the demon menace, became prosperous and with so many people humming to themselves and visualising the signs like crazy, people generally seemed a lot calmer and happier.

They started to gather round the markers, using the heat from them to make toast and keep them warm during all night parties when they would mock the people from inside the marked zone for having to pay taxes. People began to flee into the outerlands. The taxes didn't keep out the demons anymore. Demon masters fled at the mention of Padmasam's name and they had to go somewhere.

One day Padmasam was sitting by a brook with his feet in the water when a familiar figure appeared over the horizon. He wore a red cloak and a floppy hat and was a big dwarfy person waving a white flag. Eric, with the four arms and not very intelligent facial expressions, came ambling along behind him at the end of a length of chain. The big dwarf waved his flag vigourously as he approached Padmasam.

'Here, you pointy haired fleabag and poltroon! You nincompoop! You vagabond, scalliwag and beastly person! Now, don't do anything to Eric. This is a flag of truce,' he said as he got close enough to stop shouting. But he didn't stop shouting. 'I've only one thing to say to you! One thing! The Master of the Demon Masters could turn you into a dung beetle, a louse, a cowpat any day of the week! You fraud, charaltan, and poor person! In seven days time there will be a gathering of all the demon masters at the Demon Lair to watch you be squooshed, mangled, wracked limb from limb, mesmerised, diminished, turned into a hairy toad and totally destroyed! So there! Seven days! Come on, Eric, lets get out of here!'

Padmasam waited till he'd bathed his feet and dried them. Then got up and followed on the way the demon master had gone.

'I can't wait to hear what happens next!' said Shantha, more than a little disappointed when the voice stopped telling the story. 'Come on, you can't stop there!'

'You'll just have to wait. I want to hear how you got here first,' said the voice. 'Then we'll have to figure out what it all might mean. And what might happen next.'

'But that's not fair,' said Shantha, sounding a bit in the huff..

'Just get on with it,' said the voice.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

                                            CHAPTER FIFTEEN
It was dark when Shantha and her big soldier started creeping down from where they waited and made for the bridge. There was a big bag of oats slung over her shoulder and she was worried about it getting in the way, but they made it down to the flat ground without too much to worry about yet. All that was still in front of them. 

The soldier made her wait and he went ahead, and left her listening out for any tiny little sound of cracking twigs or rustling leaves, anything that might warn her of anyone coming to grab her in the dark. And it seemed very dark. She didn't think the big soldier would be able to find her again, but he did. They crept on. He made her stop again and wait. They crept on. By then the sound of the waterfall was really deafening and the next time the soldier came back, he stopped for a while, taking a good hard look at her.

'It's piggyback time,' he said finally. He crouched down and she got on his back. 'When I stop, get off and turn. The bridge will be behind you. Good luck!' Then he stood up and started walking.

Staring and listening and feeling everything, she seemed almost like a wild thing being carried along there. Ready to run. Tense like a trap waiting to spring. She wasn't really thinking about anything. She was hardly breathing when her big soldier stepped over the sleeping form of the first invader they came to. 

She could see the bridge, hazy and grey, swaying in the wind of thunderous roars coming from the waterfall. A big campfire still burned close by. But the invaders all seemed to be asleep. Perhaps they wouldn't have believed they could have gotten to the bridge so quickly, but here they were, and the guards were asleep, lying on the ground, rolled in blankets. But not all of them. Shantha was looking over her big soldier's shoulder when the invader walked into the firelight from behind some trees. Her soldier stepped over the campfire and turned.

'Run for it!' he shouted as the other soldier started to scream for the others to rouse themselves.

Shantha dropped off his shoulders, turned and there was the bridge. She felt too frantic to be frightened then. She was so fast onto that rope bridge that she could hardly keep up with herself. The shouting she heard for a bit, but the fighting she didn't see. She could see the water and spray made her wet. Worse it made the rope wet and her foot slipped and she fell down, but held on, and kept going, scurrying along sideways, swaying with the bridge and grabbing at ropes with feverish hands. 

She could see the far side, but before she could grasp at hope, the bridge started to judder. Every time her eyes grew wider and she froze for a moment. The bridge was being cut. When she realised that, no one would have believed how fast she went. Just as she grabbed hold of one of the posts the bridge was attached to, it fell away into the void behind her.

Shantha sat gasping on the flat rock at the other side and looked back. She couldn't see that far. She couldn't hear any shouts or anything. Maybe it had gotten a lot darker, but she couldn't even see the old kingdom now. And the last rope bridge was gone and she had no idea how she was ever going to get back to see her mother and father. Then she thought of the cannibals with the webbed feet and started to creep away.

That night it wasn't light enough to travel very far and she spent most of it up a tree. But as soon as there was a chink of light in the sky, she started off for the sacred mountain in an extremely bad mood. It just wasn't fair. It just wasn't. But it was better to be in an extremely bad mood than to feel helpless, abandoned, lost and alone.

Shantha had these feelings many times during that first day by herself. It got worse in the afternoon when she was getting really tired and heavy rain fell. She was really tired, and sometimes very sad, but she was really determined as well. She was going to get to the sacred mountain and she was going to get back to her family no matter what. As soon as it started to get dark that day, she found some bushes to hide in, curled up covered with leaves and branches, and cried herself to sleep.

The next day she felt a bit better. That part of the new kingdom was very sparsely populated and she didn't run into anyone with webbed feet or otherwise. Once she saw someone tending goats in the distance, but she stayed well clear. She mixed the oats with water and some salt and that tasted like nothing anyone would want to eat all the time, but she knew it was all she had, so she ate as much of it as she could. That night she didn't cry herself to sleep, but thought of her town and drifted off under the leaves and branches like a little lamb.

It's better if it doesn't rain when you have to walk a lot. When it's sunny, you're almost bound to feel better and on the third day, it was beautiful and clear. Shantha didn't feel so sorry for herself and actually managed to enjoy the journey for some of the time. She threw stones at fish in the stream, though that wasn't very successful, and climbed some trees. She was up a tree near night time, and trying to make a kind of nest among some branches, when she looked back the way she had come and something made her freeze for a second or two: horsemen.

They were far, far behind, but they were coming closer. She hurried out of the tree and just kept on going and, though it got dark soon, kept going. There was some kind of path beside the stream and she kept going even when she slipped and stumbled in the dark, got scratched, cut and bumped off rocks, or slipped and scraped her legs on the loose stones. They can't bring horses through here at night, she kept saying to herself after every mishap, and kept on going. When she couldn't keep going any longer, she sat down out of the wind in the lee of a rock and almost immediately fell asleep. The dawning sun wakened her up and she kept going.

About noon she came to the top of a ridge and there it was. A wide, wide valley between mountains with an old volcano like some great stoppered blowhole right in the middle. She jumped with joy. The sacred mountain. She'd almost made it. The base of it was only a few hours away. She turned and she could see the horsemen far away. How long it would take them to get to the top of the ridge and then go down through the valley to the mountain, she didn't know. She would beat them though. As she started off down the side of the ridge, she was determined in her mind about that.

The valley was full of tall grass, but she found a shallow stream and followed that as much as possible. Soon after the ground began to rise again, she could see the mountain stretch up before her. She was almost there. A little higher up and she could see the valley floor behind her. Several hundred horsemen were almost there as well. Shantha started to run, becoming more frightened and frantic as she ran on because she didn't know what she was going to do next. She was just going to keep going till she had to stop. The horsemen were a long way behind her then, but she could see they'd started on the mountain, leaving their horses tethered in the valley.

There was a band of fir trees and Shantha was hurrying through that and over a little ridge when she came upon a big wooden hut. It was almost right in front of her, a rough, low building made of wood and mud and turf. There was smoke coming out of the roof. Almost without thinking about it, she hurried round to the front and stared inside. Framed in the doorway, she was confronted by four startled, identical, drunken shepherds. They were sitting, hairy, mean looking men with big beards, round a boiling pot of stuff with tankards in their hands. They might have been playing some gambling game on the floor because all their faces were close together as they stared over.

'Have you got webbed feet?' Shantha blurted out.

'I don't know about my brothers here, but my feet ain’t webbed,' one of them said slowly. 

'Why is this mountain sacred then?' she asked.

'Is it?' The four of them slowly got off their elbows and sat up to look at her. 

'Yes,' one of them said. 'They said once a holy man used to live on top of this mountain.'

'No, no,' said another, shaking his big shaggy beard from side to side. 'I've been up this mountain further than any of you and there's a demon master still up there. I'm telling you. You can feel the evil terror more and more the further up you go.'

'You are a big liar!' said another. Then the slow, drunken  shepherds speeded up a bit and started shouting at each other. Shantha was just about to turn and keep running when the doorway was blocked by a fifth shepherd and he was not slow at all. He had Shantha by the back of her clothes and was hauling her bodily into the middle of the hut.

'Now, what's this, boys!' he shouted out, stopping the argument between the others. 'A hungry ghost, a sprite, a fairy, or just another one for the pot!' 

He was laughing. Shantha was terrified. He swung her round and knelt down so that his face was very close to hers. 'Now, where did you come from, missie?' he asked, almost right in her face.

'I've come from the old kingdom looking for this place. It's supposed to be sacred. I think there's someone living here I've got to see! Please, help me if you can!' Shantha said.

'I'm afraid you've made a little mistake, missie. This place has a reputation of pure evil. This is why me and my brothers can come to this hut and hide away and know that no one will ever find us if we don't want them to. So evil is the reputation of this place that no one ever comes this far up. So, little missie, you'd better have a good  explanation for being here or you are in very, very big trouble.'

'I've come to ... come to warn you,' said Shantha. 'I'm being chased up this mountain by a lot of foreign devils. I think they're going to kill me.'

'She's an outlaw too!' shouted one of the drunken shepherds. 'She can join the gang!' shouted someone else.

'I'm not kidding,' she said. The sober one right in front of her face was staring intently at her then, but the other ones were too drunk to know or care if she was serious. 

'Take your hat off and have a wee seat,' one of them said, the cap suddenly whipping off Shantha's head from the back.

Shantha bent her head to feel for her cap immediately it was gone and the man in front of her suddenly gasped and jumped back. 'Look at the mark on her head!' he shouted. Two of the others kind of had a bleary look, but they jumped back too. 'It's the mark! It's the mark!' they said. The five of them were standing a little distance away from her and didn't look as if they wanted to come any closer. 'Get away, demon master!' shouted one of them. 

'What?' said Shantha.

'Go, go. Take anything you want, but just go back to where you came from!' shouted the one who had grabbed her.

'But I'm not joking. There are foreign devils coming up the hill. Honest.' They just stared at her then, cringeing into each other with fear. 'It's not me. It's the foreign devils you've got to worry about!' she shouted in exasperation before turning and running out the door.

It wasn't long before there were no more trees. She kept scrambling up an old, old trail disconnected and broken here and there, but it seemed the fastest way up so Shantha stuck with it. Signs appeared along the way. She saw the first one then tried not to look. No one ever wrote down that the most sacred of sacred signs since everyone knew anyone who ever wrote that down was just asking for it. But there were more, other ones she could see out of the corner of her eye. The signs gave her a very bad feeling.

Then the ground she struggled over and the very air she breathed began not to feel quite right somehow. There was just something not right about this whole place. No one really had to tell her that. She could feel it herself. She suddenly felt totally exhausted and slumped onto the trail. She lay there for a bit. Not only did the place feel bad, but she felt bad as well. She'd come all this way and the sacred mountain didn't seem to be very sacred. She was nearly at the top and it all seemed such a waste, such a waste of everything.

When she'd recovered a bit, she sat up and turned round to look down the way she had come. She could see the end of the trees down below and as she looked little figures started to come out of the tree line. She thought she would just sit there and wait for them to take her away, or wait for whatever was going to happen. But as she lingered she recovered more and more, and as she looked down at the foreign invaders she couldn't help thinking what she'd ever done to them.

 Nothing. But they must have gone to the trouble of specially building a bridge to span the torrent so that they could chase her all the way here. And what had she ever done to them? Nothing. Then the soldiers saw her and they started to point and shout excitedly at each other. One of them fired an arrow and though it dropped far, far short, Shantha was a first just surprised then completely outraged. What had she or her mother and father, or her neighbours, or anyone she ever knew or had ever met ever done to these foreign soldiers? Nothing.

She stood up and threw a rock. 'Go back to the hells you came from, you foreign devils, you!' she shouted at the top of her lungs, then she turned and started running up the hill again.

------------------------------------------------
           
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

'Why do you think they called you a demon master?' said the voice.

'It must have been because of the writing on my head. Whatever it was, it saved me from the cannibals,' said Shantha.

'Are you sure they were cannibals?'

'It looked like an arm sticking out of their pot.'

'Was it waving or drowning?' said Padmasam with a laugh.

'It was stewing!' said Shantha, irritably. 'There were cannibals living on this mountain and signs that aren't supposed to be written down all around here. This is an evil place, isn't it?'

'Certainly not.'

'But you were a demon master!' she insisted.

'You're the one with the sign on your scalp that's not supposed to be written down. The cannibals ... the shepherds thought you were a demon master.'

'Well, I'm not! So there!' said Shantha.

'Would you like to be one?' said the voice after a little while.

'Yes!' Shantha said without hesitation. 'If I had a big monster, those foreign devils would wish they'd stayed at home! They kill people for nothing and burn their houses! I never even heard of anyone fighting back till we got to the Dragon Lair! I hate those people! I hate them!'

You could tell that she really meant it. The voice said nothing at all for a quite a while after that. 'To make a demon,' the voice began, speaking quite slowly, ' you have to convince yourself that there is not so much of a difference between mind and matter as there appears to be. Then you create the image in your mind. You must think it is really there and you must eventually be able to see every part of it, in the minutest detail. You have to be able to go round it in your mind and you have to be able to make it move. And speak if you want it to. You have to know it is real and at the same time unreal. Knowing it is unreal, it cannot harm you. Knowing it is real helps it to function. You must be able to control it with your mind.'

'That doesn't sound too hard,' said Shantha. 

'What?' said the voice surprised.

'Being asked to move a stone without touching it, now that seemed impossible. '

'Being able to move a stone around like that is far easier than making a demon. Few are capable of sustaining that level of concentration for long. The beast comes into existence because of the power of your mind. Remember it took the little fellow in the red cloak twenty years to make an Eric.'

'Well, I've got this rabbit ...' Shantha blurted out almost without thinking.

'No, you haven't,' said the voice.

'Yes, I have,' Shantha insisted.

'Where is it then?'

'It's in Nimjin.'

Shantha then had to explain the town to the voice, but she couldn't have been doing it very well.

'This rabbit ... what's it called?'

'Thumper,' said Shantha.

'I might have guessed,' said the voice dryly. 'But your rabbit is maybe more like an imaginary friend.'

'Even if you're right, it's a start, isn't it?' said Shantha.

'I was thinking you might try for something more traditional,' said the voice.

'What?' said Shantha.

'Heraca,' said the voice.

'What? The guardian of the east portal of the seventh cold hell!'

'Yes. Do you think you could manage that?'

'No!' said Shantha. 'I can't even remember what he's supposed to look like!'

'I could let you see him for just a tiny fraction of a moment if you like,' said the voice.

'Really?' said Shantha, much intrigued. 'Will it be scary?'

'More than a glimpse would terrify the wits out of you, but you've been terrified before. It won't harm you, but you'll have an idea of the power,' said the voice. 'Would you like a peek?'

'Yes,' said Shantha.

A cone of light surrounded the flask the voice had told her about earlier. The voice told her to take the stopper out of the top and to spill just the smallest, tiniest amount of it onto the cave floor. Then quickly to put the stopper  back in the neck of the flask and stand well clear.

'What if I spill a lot of it?' she asked.

'Make sure you don't,' said the voice.

'But what if the stopper's dead tight and I have to tug and get splashes everywhere?' she asked.

'Don't touch the flask. Just sit still,' said the voice.

The flask began to rise off the cave floor and stopper came out of the neck, and when a tiny drop had splashed on the floor, the stopper went back into the flask and the flask sank to the floor again. For a moment nothing happened.

Then, with a face like black porcelain, lips purple and distended, the eyes gleaming red orbs, the demon stood there, a roaring monster for only an instant and was gone. Shantha found herself squeezed up against the wall of the cave, but how she got there, she didn't know.

It wasn't the human being trying to escape from between the demon's jaws that had made it so scary. And it wasn't the human beings skewered and screaming on spikes protruding from the beast's chest. These were horrible and terrifying things to behold as was the head on the end of the sword it carried in one of its six hands. But Heraca didn't just look terrifying. He emanated a terror to overwhelm anyone's mind. 

'I can't do this. I can't do this,' she was muttering.

'Well, did you get a good look?' said the voice after a moment or two.

'It's impossible. It's impossible,' was all Shantha could say.

'Perhaps it's time you had a little nap,' said the voice. 'It's been a long day.'

The cave seemed to fill with a calming blue light and the bed was there set into the floor with the sheepskin cover on top. Shantha crawled over to the bed and slinked under the sheepskins, pulling the cover over her head.

'It's impossible,' she said.

'Remember to know you're dreaming and control the dream,' was the last thing she heard.


Then there was total and complete blackness everywhere. It was below and above her, behind and in front. Just black. She could hear a thump, thump, like something very large and heavy bounding over the earth. Thump, thump, thump. In the middle of the darkness a very small point of light appeared, very, very far away. Thump, thump. Like a heartbeat. Then the waves of fear washed over and around her as if carried by the wind. The point of light was getting bigger and Shantha was unable to look away as it grew bigger and bigger and the thumping got louder and louder. Still far away, the guardian of the east portal of the seventh cold hell came charging into view. She couldn't move. He was coming straight at her, growing bigger and more frightening by the moment.

'I'm dreaming,' she heard herself say. 'It's just a dream.'

In the darkness, the terrible being stopped running and stood as if to sniff the air. Shantha held her breath and stared and stared with an awed fascination as the demon searched through black space for her. It seemed to rise high in the air and then fall far, far down below her, the horrible screams coming from the humans beings ground between its teeth and those impaled on the spikes sticking out of its chest. Then the demon seemed to disappear from view and there was just the darkness and the silence remaining.

She was shivering with fear. She'd thought it was gone, but the demon was beneath her, the giant head slowly rising. She closed her eyes and clamped them shut.

'Remember it's a dream. It's not real. It's not real,' she muttered.

'I'm going to stick you forever in the most horrible hell ever thought of,' she heard the demon whisper.

When she opened her eyes, she could see the purple lips and the red teeth immediately in front of her, the people squirming in agony, the ghostly voices behind them begging for mercy. Shantha nearly fainted at the sight of such horror, but she kept telling herself it wasn't real, it wasn't really happening, and it was just a dream. But this didn't stop her shaking with fear. Then a sudden wonderful feeling of relief surged through her. She couldn't be killed by a dream. She couldn't be hurt by a dream. She could only think she was.

'You're just a big bully!' she suddenly shouted. 'Go back to the hell you came from or I'll show you what's what!' 

Then the demon moved back far enough to be seen in all his awful glory. He waved a scimitar through the air and a rainbow smeared its way across the blackness after it. From a trident, lighting flashes fanned out. Burning red light beamed from its eyeballs. Then it made a noise like a million people screaming in agony. 

'I am Heraca!' it shouted out in triumph. 'I am the guardian of the east portal of the seventh cold hell and I've come to take you to face an eternity of suffering and misery!'

'You and whose army?' shouted Shantha.

Suddenly from behind her, a giant rabbit sprang into view and immediately leapt at the demon with an amazing ferocity and lack of fear. First he bit off its head, then pulled out its arms and then started jumping up and down on it. Then it seemed like no more than a broken figurine, a piece of cheap porcelain, smashed to pieces and scattered across blackness. Then the huge rabbit, which had taken only a few seconds to destroy the demon, stood in the darkness before her and bowed.

'Rabbits can be tough too,' the rabbit said.
When she wakened up, the voice produced the same breakfast as the day before and asked her if she could remember any dreams. She told him about Heraca and the rabbit. The voice asked a great many detailed questions about the demon, which weapon he held in which hand and stuff like that. Shantha described it, as she'd seen it, to perfection. The voice seemed to sigh out loud.

'That sounds like Heraca alright. But you want a rabbit,' he said.

'I want Thumper,' said Shantha simply.

'If you get the rabbit into any kind of physicality, you must get it to drink from the flask and then get him to go into the flask because that's the only way you'll ever control a rabbit as strong as that.' said the voice, still far from certain.

'Thumper was just a piece of wood before I started on him. He'll look after me because he's a part of me. Me and Thumper are going to give those foreign devils a thumping they'll never forget. When can I get started?'

'You can start right away if you like. Are you sure? You could go mad, you know.'

'If I don't try, I'll be dead anyway. There's nothing to lose, is there?'

'No,' said the voice quietly.

'Okay, I'll start today,' said Shantha, fully determined now.

'It'll take months, you know,' the voice warned. 'Months in the dark. You won't have anyone to help you.'

'Won't you be here?' 

'No,' said the voice.

'But won't the soldiers just come in then.'

'I've encircled the top of the mountain with a magic wall, the kind you can't climb over. It'll stay there until you tell it to disappear,' said the voice.

'Alright,' said Shantha.

'Do you want to start right away?'

'I want to hear what happened to Padmasam first,' the girl said.

----------------------------------------------

                                  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Demon Lair was perched on top of a hill with two crowns, it's spiky battlements visible from the plain that surrounded the hill for quite some distance. All the demons left in the old and new kingdoms were tethered and staked out on the slope of the hill beneath the battlements. Monstrous lizards with razor teeth, beasts with swords and axes, creatures with metal claws and burning eyes were all on display along with less successful creations. 

Eric was the first tethered beast Padmasam came to, standing there staring silently at the ground in some kind of idiot introspection. The big dwarf in the red cloak was the only demon master, or other human, anywhere around, standing there excitedly jumping up and down beside his beast.

'You're for it now, you skinimalink, demon killing murderer, you!' he shouted, 'The Master of the Demon Masters in waiting to kill you outside his house, you fleabag, killjoy, and otherwise rotten charlatan and rogue! Just follow me,' he shouted, running on ahead. 'I'll show you! I'll show you where to go alright!'

Padmasam followed him through the jaws of the dragon at the gate and carried on till he came to the square in front of the Master of the Demon Masters house. A large circle of chairs was laid out there to accommodate the demon masters and the big dwarf sat down in one of the few seats remaining. He was bouncing up and down, beating his fists off his knees in excited anticipation. Padmasam stood at the edge of the circle and stared across at the throne which sat in front of the big house.

There was a man sitting there with a cropped black beard and short black hair. His face was rounded and his eyes seemed to be closed. Circling his neck was a necklace made up of tiny bones from one hundred and eight dead bodies. Over his black robe, he wore and apron made from human bones and in one hand he held a trumpet made from a human thigh, in the other a tambourine. You could have heard a pin drop when Padmasam entered the circle of seats and walked towards the throne. He stopped in front of the Master of the Demon Masters and the latter opened his eyes. The looked at each other for only a moment. 

'Do I know you?' the Master of the Demon Masters said.

'I have a feeling this might not be the first time we have met,' said Padmasam. 'Are you going?' he asked.

'You're going first,' said the Master of the Demon Masters.

He shook the tambourine and the sound of a thousand hissing snakes was heard. Then he blew on his trumpet and immediately all the ground beneath the feet of Padmasam disappeared and it seemed as if he was standing on a circle of inky black space. A giant insect with horrible jaws and long, skinny legs came out of the blackness and stretched out one of its claws to grab Padmasam round the waist. The insect lifted him and with another claw seemed to rip off one of Padmasam's legs. How the assembled demon masters jumped out of the seats and roared approval when they saw that! 

But the blood which pumped out of Padmasam's body formed itself in to a giant red scorpion which attacked the insect immediately. Both in the death struggle fell into the inky blackness and nothing could be seen for a few moments until a far off roaring sound increased in volume. Then, from out of the inky darkness, a great white bird flew with a winged snake in its beak and wrapped round its talons. And the pair of them rose into the sky in a death struggle which ended when the both fell down once more into the darkness beneath them.

Then there were lizards with diamond teeth and bat wings, beasts part man part tiger, giant spiders, and everything and anything from the depths of imagination made real. But no matter how ferocious and terrifying, always there was something there to fight it and plunge it eventually back into the darkness. 

Then came the guardians of the hot and cold hells, one after the other, terrifyingly manifest in the circle and beyond the circle. Each had an opponent equal and opposite and the fights between these were almost unbearable in their pain and violence. But as each demon appeared, so eventually he would be overcome. Finally, the Master of the Demon Masters summoned Heraca and he stood over the town and roared out a challenge to anyone and anything. Suddenly, everything else that had gone before suddenly came flying out of the abyss and attacked the demon, a battle conducted in the air all around, on the ground, and under the ground in voices of screaming terror and hate.

Who knows how long all this went on? It seemed to last forever, but in the end all the beasts and monsters sank back into the abyss and there in the circle was Heraca, now much smaller, and Padmasam who seemed quite unharmed by all that had happened, standing there on both legs. The guardian of the east portal of the seventh cold hell looked down at Padmasam and bowed. He kept bowing as he sank into the inky blackness. And then the ground was as it had been before and Padmasam was standing there and the Master of the Demon Masters was on his throne in front of him.

'Is that all you've got?' asked Padmasam. The Master of the Demon Masters remained silent. 'Then I'm going to kill you.'

'You won't kill me,' said the Master of the Demon Masters with a sneer.

'Die,' said Padmasam.

The Master of the Demon Masters stood up then and almost managed a step forward before he fell onto the ground in front of the throne. The demon masters sitting in the circle gasped as one when that happened. Padmasam still stood where he had been.

The Master of the Demon Masters could see the monsters coming for him. An inky blackness appeared in the square once more and monsters gathered round to jeer as he was dragged down by devils with sharp teeth and pointy tails. Then the Master of the Demon Masters suffered all the agonies of all the hot, cold, intermediary and occasional hells. He lay on clouds of lava while devils feasted for eons on his intestines. Birds with mocking voices picked out his eyes for millions of years as he screamed tied and bound to an ice flow. And the miseries and horrors went on and on without time and seemingly without conclusion.

Then the Master of the Demon Masters opened his eyes and realised that he'd just collapsed on the ground before the throne. What took eons in the hells only lasted a few seconds to the demon masters watching anxiously. Very shakily and unsteadily the Master of the Demon Masters got to his feet and stood before Padmasam.

'I'm going to kill you again,' said Padmasam and the Master of the Demon Masters collapsed onto the ground once more. And the devils, demons and monsters took him off to all the hot and cold hells once again. And again. And again. And again he died and was dragged off to the hells. Then the Master of the Demon Masters was standing in front of Padmasam, swaying unsteadily on his feet.

'You say you are going to kill me, but I'm still here,' said the Master. 'I would kill you if I could.'

'Your selfishness weakens you,' said Padmasam.

'You could kill me, but you can't,' sneered the Master. 'Your goodness weakens you.'

'Not as much as it weakens you. Not so much as an ant could you make appear now. You have no power. You have no power!' he shouted out, turning to all the demon masters. 'Your demons are no more!'

And out there on the slopes coming down from the battlements, the tethered demons vanished one by one until there was nothing there but chains at the end of stakes driven into the ground. And in the circle of seats the demon masters felt them disappear and almost simultaneously they stood up and started to vomit black bile. Like thick oil, it shimmered and then disappeared into the ground.

'You have seven days to get out of the old and new kingdoms!' Padmasam shouted out. 

The big dwarf with the red cloak was the first one off his mark. He rushed away from the circle of seats and ran as fast as he could towards the nearest dragon mouth, moaning aloud and lamenting the fate of his Eric as he went along. Mostly stunned and in a kind of shock the rest of the demon masters began to follow, trudging along with their heads down.

The Master of the Demon Masters and Padmasam stood looking at each other.

'I'll be back,' said the Master.

'And I'll be waiting for you,' said Padmasam.


------------------------------------------------------------

                                        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
'Did the Master of the Demon masters ever come back?' said Shantha.

'I don’t think so,' said Padmasam.

'I suppose he must have died, just like you,' said Shantha.

'I don’t know,' said Padmasam,  'but it doesn’t matter. Good and evil are with us all through time, like different sides of the same coin. One arises while one declines. At the moment, evil is in the ascendant and you must fight it.'

'But I can't fight it without unleashing terror and death and destruction on these foreign devils. Padmasam would not have liked that, would he?'

'Whether he liked it or not, he foresaw it. When the Master of the Demon Masters left the fort, he foresaw it all then,' said the voice.

The Master of the Demon Masters had turned and walked away without a backward glance. Padmasam went into the big house which looked onto the square and scoured it for magic books, instruments and robes. He put them all in a big pile in the middle of the square and sat on the throne and watched them burn.

Padmasam sat there, hardly moving, for several days, all alone in the fort. During this time, he foresaw the future, the murder and destruction which would follow the years and years of happiness and prosperity. Padmasam was at a loss at first to know what to do. He couldn't tell the people of the old and new kingdoms to hone their hate and destructiveness for something that wouldn't happen for such a long time. It would be better if they tried to be good while the opportunity was there. But in a way he thought he'd weakened them and they would no longer be able to resist such an influx of evil as represented by the invaders who had chased Shantha up the mountain. He knew what the people of the old and new kingdoms would need when the time came. It was obvious. They would need a demon master.

The first person into the fort after the departure of the demon masters was the telepathist from the first village Padmasam had stayed at. When he got there, Padmasam had him write down a long, long list of instructions and made him the first Keeper of what was now known as the Dragon's Lair. 

'You mean, he even foresaw the cannibals. Was that why I had the sign on my head?' said Shantha. 

'I suppose so,' said the voice.

'Who are you?' said Shantha.

'What does it matter?'

'You're Padmasam, aren't you?' said Shantha with certainty.

'Padmasam died in this cave twelve years ago. Let’s hope a part of him went into you,' said the voice.
'Just a part?'

'Let's hope it's enough.’
‘I should be able to do this demon stuff, shouldn't I?' she asked quietly.
'You'll be able to do it,' said Padmasam. 'It's what you're going to do with it that bothers me.'

'When can I start?' asked the girl.

'Right now if you like,' said the voice. 'When you have been able to turn your rabbit from imagination to flesh, get him to drink from the flask and go back into it. Then you can leave the cave, make the walls come down, and you'll be facing an army of invaders. You only get one chance at this.'

'Will I not be able to run back inside and get help from you?'

'No. When you start making the demon, my time will be done. I won't be here anymore, but there will be the place to go, food to stop you starving, the wall, and flask. Is there anything else you want to ask?'

'I don't think so,' said Shantha.

'Then goodbye,' said the voice.

'Wait a minute! Wait a minute!' said Shantha. 'If I can make a demon, will I be able to give that girl her hand back. Will I? Will I?' she said, but the voice was silent.

And Shantha was truly alone in the cave for the first time. Feeling abandoned, she sat there and started to cry, and because she felt so sad she thought naturally of her town and began at that moment to make a rabbit like no rabbit had ever been before. And when she would, in the course of the long months that followed, feel naturally dispirited, she told herself that she was part of Padmasam, the great magician and sage, and that part could do it. And if she couldn't find anything good to fuel it, she would fuel it with the hate she felt for the foreign devils who had committed so many horrible atrocities on defenseless poor people. She was going to save her parents and all the other people left alive in the Dragon Lair. This she knew was her fate. She had no choice.

Then one day when she was awake or dreaming, for it was hard to tell after a while in the darkness, Thumper stood in front of her in the cave. Sometimes he could be a hundred feet tall and sometimes he could be the size of a normal rabbit, but this time he stood there mansize. He had the flask in his paw which Shantha had developed to hold things.

'When you drink from the flask,' said Shantha, 'you will be the strongest rabbit ever in the history of the whole world. You will be half demon, half rabbit. Will you still love me, Thumper?'

'You made me,' said the rabbit. 'I was made to love you. I will always care for you. I will let no one harm you.'

'Then drink from the flask, Thumper, and when you have finished, go into the flask and I will stopper it.' Shantha paused for a moment. 'You will be so full of power because Padmasam was a great magician. Will you still love me then, Thumper?'

'One mind, two bodies. You are wonderful. You have made me. Why should you be scared? You have conquered fear. You have conquered terror,' said Thumper.

'Do it then,' said Shantha.

And the rabbit unstoppered the flask and gurgled the contents quickly down his throat.  As if sucked in, the rabbit then seemingly without effort went into the vessel which then swayed softly through the air and landed on the floor of the cave. Quickly, Shantha put the stopper on again. She sat there in the dark, clutching the flask to her chest, for quite a while. Then she opened the inside door, and that was the first time that door had been opened since she'd entered the cave months and months before.

Pinpricks of light streaming in through holes in the outside door hurt her eyes so much that she had to shut the inside door almost immediately. She'd have to let her eyes adjust to the light. This took quite a long while and it was really a couple of days before she could sit inside the outside door and stare through the pinpricks at the world outside. All she could see was a great big wall.

And then one day she pulled open the outside door and walked onto the piece of flat ground in front of the cave. While waiting for her eyes to adjust to the light, she'd thought herself up some clothes. Wearing blue, greens, purples, red sparklers and a black pointy hat, she stood there behind the wall with the flask in her hand and took a deep breath.

'May the walls come tumbling down!' she shouted.

A great roaring sound accompanied the falling of bricks and stones, which disappeared as they landed on the ground. Then the whole valley in which the sacred mountain stood stretched out in front of her. On the slopes all the way down, an army of invaders was camped. After being inside the cave for so long, the world looked like a vision of paradise and, in ways hard to explain, it looked so different from any way it could have looked before she went into the cave. Startled soldiers were staring gape mouthed at her from no more than twenty feet away when she unstoppered the flask and stood back a little with her arms folded.

Then everything in the world seemed to go black and red and white and red. Like the sound of a thousand avalanches, a beam of rainbow light came streaming from the neck of the flask and reached far into the sky before it seemed to explode into everything so that the colour of everything changed and changed back and changed again. The earth seemed to tremble and the rainbow light disappeared back into the bottle in an instant, just before there it was, like a clap of thunder in front of one and all. An awesome sight on the top of the mountain could be seen from everywhere in the valley.

 The beast stood fifty feet tall. It had rabbit fur rippling with lightning. It had a demon's legs and a demon's arms with all the swords, spikes and tridents. And how it roared! Unearthly, terrifying sounds, a cacophonous mixture of moaning and groaning, screaming and wailing came forth so that each and every person hearing it was listening to their own worst nightmare. Then lightning shot straight into the sky from out of the beast's eyes, and the whole of the air everywhere seemed to be in torment. Then it all stopped. The lightning stopped, the air became still again. No one that Shantha could see wasn't cowering on the ground in shock and terror.

The beast turned its head and looked down at the little girl by his side. The eyes became beautiful like a rabbit's again and the beast gently lay down a trident so that Shantha could hold onto the pole. Then he lifted it till the little girl was able to strap herself into the throne like chair almost on top of the beast's head. She punched the air with both fists, exultant and triumphant. The world right then seemed to belong to her, she felt so powerful, so strong.

'I am the Master of the Demon Masters!' she shouted out in a voice that shook the hills.
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