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Praise for The Bewitchments of Love and Hate
In the rambling mansion called Forever,young Swift passes an idyllic childhood and a sheltered adolescence,unaware of the mysticism and depravity surrounding him.But he is sensitive, soon to be sensual,and perceives that the atmosphere is threatening,that change is hovering.
Again the author’s excellent command of her character’s feelings, her apposite and often haunting descriptions, help to make this a memorable novel. I recommend you obtain it. It is powerful writing, creating characters and scenes which are memorable and different, far removed from stereotypical fantasy genre fare.
- Nik Morton, Vector Magazine
Book One
Chapter One
Made into Har
Our house did not have a name until I was nearly five years old. Then, my hostling Cobweb (he who had brought me into the world) ordered that a board be nailed above the outer courtyard. It read, ‘We dwell in Forever’.
Cobweb is afraid of dreams and sees omens everywhere. His life is governed by a chain of complex charms, cantrips and runic precautions, leading from one day to the next. Perhaps, he feared transience; to me the house became simply ‘Forever’.
Many things changed in my life at that time. I was now old enough to receive tuition, although Cobweb had been imparting his own particular brand of education for some time, so that now I habitually crossed my fingers and said a little rhyme whenever blackbirds flew from right to left across my path, and I never wished evil out loud upon anyhar, in case the spirits heard and punished me.
‘Each day has its own special character,’ Cobweb told me. ‘Today, for example, is a day of sharpness and crystal; you must learn to recognise the smell, the ambience.’
It was true that the sky did look particularly brittle that day (could it really break?), and everything looked hard and shiny. On a metal day, my whole body would ache and the taste in my mouth would set my teeth on edge.
By the time I was ready for schooling, other matters had taken precedence in my imagination, although I never confessed it to Cobweb, and the taste of the days would only come back to me on extremely summery days or extremely wintry ones.
Forever was enthroned upon a hill in the north of the town Galhea, my father’s stronghold. We had farms to the west and in the valleys, hidden behind Forever’s hill. In the summer, I could look from my bedroom window and see herds of cattle grazing the lush grass and the rippling seas of grain: green and silver that were never still.
In the autumn my father’s house was filled with the smell of mown hay, and wagons would come from the east, bearing produce from tribes who needed our grain and meat and leather. I once attended an autumn market in Galhea, shrinking against my hostling’s legs, frightened by the noise and the bustle. Cobweb gave me a newly minted coin that had come down from the north and I bought myself some sugar sweets with it that had come from a village on the other side of the great forest. Tribe leaders from miles around brought my father gifts, seeking favour in his eyes. It was usually in this way that our wine cellar became stocked for celebrations later in the season. Similarly, the larder shelves would become so stuffed with preserves, delicacies, sweetmeats and cheeses that jars would have to be stacked on the floor beneath. After the markets, at the smoky end of summer, when the light hung in balance between night and day, we celebrated the festival of Mellowmas, sometimes called Smoketide. Then, as the last of the wagons rumbled along the wide road that led to the world outside, it was customary for the hara of Galhea to join together in the dusk and dance the harvest away from home. It was a cheery lamplit procession of wagons, oxen and skipping feet. The last of the blood-red flowers shed petals beneath the wheels and the air was full of music. Back in Galhea, the great doors to the grain stores would be closed, now half empty, but still holding more than enough for our needs.
Although my hostling could teach me to read and write (along with other more secret knowledge of which Terzian would certainly not have approved), it was not enough of an education for the son of a high-caste har. I was not allowed to attend the college in Galhea with other harlings my own age. Terzian, my father, preferred to find tutors whom he could trust, whose intelligence he respected, and who were happy to imbue my supposedly eager little mind with knowledge at home. I was not as intelligent as my father thought. It did not take my teachers long to realise this, but they were shrewd enough to continue entertaining my father’s fancies by praising my progress.
I suppose I was a late developer.
Terzian lived by logic and strategy; I lived happily in a world of totally illogical imagination, inherited, no doubt, from Cobweb. I’m sure it always grieved my noble sire that Cobweb ever had anything to do with my procreation and if he could have found a way to cope with reproduction all by himself, he most certainly would have done. He suspected every other har but himself of foolishness and fought constantly to discipline Cobweb’s superstitious nature. Conversations at mealtimes were habitually punctuated by Terzian’s impatient outbursts. ‘Clouds are clouds, Cobweb! That is not an avenging spirit, neither does it seek to recruit souls from my house! For God’s sake!’ And other such denials.
Forever is such a big house and so few of us lived there, yet I was never lonely. Cobweb once told me that he used to be afraid of it. ‘This house has been lived in for a long, long time,’ he said.
‘Who lived here?’ I asked.
‘Oh, the others,’ Cobweb answered darkly and would not explain what he meant. ‘You are young; it might spoil your innocence to know,’ he said.
I was used to my hostling’s somewhat grey remarks and had learned at an early age that some of my questions were not to be answered, at least not by him.
One day, I was playing at being a big, black animal in the green conservatory at the side of the house. Somehar was paid to look after the plants there, but they did not seem to notice and continued to grow in unruly defiance all over the windows. The door to the garden could not be opened because vines had grown through the lock. It was one of my favourite haunts, a place where, when I was very little, Cobweb and I used to spend a lot of time together. The plants must have absorbed many secrets; Terzian hardly ever went there. But that day, he pushed open the window-door and stood in the darkness of the room behind.
‘Swift,’ he said. ‘Come… Swift, what are you doing?’
Guiltily I told the truth because I was too surprised to think of a suitable lie. ‘I’m a big, black animal,’ I said nervously, and I could see my father gritting his teeth.
‘Yes, well, the time for games is over!’ he said with his intimidating air of authority. ‘Really, Swift, at your age, you must begin to put aside these infant habits.’
I picked myself up off the floor, brushed down my clothes and went to stare up into his face. I have heard hara call him wickedly handsome, but how can wickedness be seen in a face that is usually so cold? Although I was always conscious of displeasing him in many ways, I adored my father. Most of the time he paid me little attention but, when he did, my whole world would light up with his special radiance. He was very different from me in ways I could not understand. There was something about him that made him seem very far away, but to me he was simply Magnificence Incarnate. I wanted him to like me. Most of the time, I was confident that he did. After all, Cobweb made a hundred mistakes every day that made Terzian angry and I had no doubt that my father was fond of him. I was canny enough to learn from Cobweb’s errors. Terzian would never catch me making the secret signs, or talking to myself or watching the clouds; usually, I could sense his presence rooms away.
‘Swift, I have chosen two hara to attend to your education,’ Terzian told me, drawing me into the dark room and closing the conservatory door. ‘The time has come for you to study properly, as befits a har of breeding.’
‘Yes, tiahaar,’ I said meekly. We rarely spoke to each other. Questions always died on my lips when he turned his eyes upon me.
He took me to another room, at the front of the house, where sunlight came in during the morning and the roofs of Galhea could be seen from the window. Two hara stood with their backs to the light, but I could still see their faces. One of them was smiling at me, one looked only at my father. The one who smiles will be the kindest, I thought, unconsciously shrinking back against my father’s side, although I did not touch him.
‘Moswell, Swithe, may I present my son Swift,’ Terzian announced grandly.
I knew I was not at my cleanest and could feel my face uncontrollably twisting into an idiotic grin. I wanted Cobweb. Swithe looked at me for the first time; he still did not smile.
‘Lessons begin tomorrow,’ my father said.
Afterwards, I ran straight to Cobweb. I found him upstairs, in his own room, where the light fell in so pleasingly, and everything was comfortable. He was sitting at a table by the window, painting strange faces on porous paper with black ink. I just ran to him and threw my arms around his neck. ‘Swift, be careful!’ he said, but he turned to take my face in his hands with inky fingers. I was distraught, but I didn’t know why. Dimly, I thought my father wanted to take something away from me, change my existence, yet I couldn’t see how. Secrets can never be kept from Cobweb; he does not need words.
‘He wants you to learn things,’ he said gently, ‘that’s all.’
‘Will things be different?’
‘Different?’ He absorbed my fears and contemplated them. ‘Sometimes, Swift, it is better that Terzian does not know the way we think and feel. He has found you teachers: Listen to what they say. They are probably wise in their own way, but do not take their words as truth, just because they are older and wiser than you. Just listen, that’s all.’
I crawled onto his lap, although I was nearly too big for that. ‘Things will change; I can smell it!’ I said.
‘Everything changes eventually,’ Cobweb said. ‘That’s just the way of things. Not all changes are bad.’
Not all, but more than half. Cobweb neglected to mention that.
‘My father rules Galhea,’ I said to Moswell.
It was the first day of my official education and I had been roused from my bed earlier than usual. Moswell and Swithe had both eaten with Cobweb and myself in the dining room, though my father had not been there.
‘Terzian is a great har,’ Moswell said stiffly. ‘And you are a privileged little harling to have him as your father.’
Moswell was scared of Terzian. It was not until much later in my life that I learned of my father’s reputation as an enthusiastic and callous warmonger. I knew that he was a warrior when he wasn’t with us in the house, but I didn’t really know what that meant. It didn’t concern me, so I just never thought about it. Questions like ‘Whom does he fight with?’ and ‘Does he really kill hara?’ never crossed my mind. Terzian would disappear from the house for months at a time, and the house would feel different then, more relaxed, and let itself get rather more untidy. Then he would be back; the big front doors would be opened and in he would come with the cold air and a dozen other hara, all dressed in black leather and talking in gruff, grown-up voices. Sometimes he would be scarred; once above the left eye, which made Cobweb moody and short with him. At these times, home from the fighting, he and Cobweb would be at their closest. I did not understand the needs of adults, but was intrigued by their brief caresses and the different tone in their voices, the exaggerated grace of their bodies. Cobweb was rarely to be found in his own rooms when Terzian came home.
Moswell’s task was to instruct me in the history of Wraeththu. It was the first time that I heard of humans.
‘Before the rise of Wraeththu, another race ruled the earth,’ he said. ‘Humanity. As Wraeththu are called hara, they were called humans.’ I was instilled thoroughly with the knowledge of humanity’s intrinsic badness, its pointless aggression (Wraeththu aggression, of course, was never pointless), its short-sighted pillage of the world and more than this (horror of horrors), its two separate types. Moswell struggled grimly with the necessary delicacy to impart this information; not an easy task as I was (naturally) ignorant of Wraeththu sexuality at that age. Humanity had male and female, their bodies were sort of split. This made me feel cold. How could humanity ever have felt whole? Half their natures simply did not exist. I was not sure whether I believed what Moswell was telling me. It was an inconceivable idea. The first lesson was merely a glamorous alleluia to how wonderful Wraeththu were and how vulgar and vile humans had been. None of it seemed real, or even relevant, to me. I had been born in Galhea, sheltered in my father’s house; the outside world was a mystery I had no inclination to penetrate.
‘You are just young,’ Moswell intoned, noting my impatience and wavering attention. ‘But your father would have you know these things, so, uninteresting as they appear, you must commit them to memory.’
Moswell did smile a lot, but this was merely to cover up a numbing tedium of manner. What he told me should have been exciting. Wraeththu, after all, was a comparatively new race and their escalation had been thrilling, the foundation of legend.
After the first lesson, I looked for Cobweb; he was in the garden. It was the time of year when spring begins to get warm.
‘What are humans?’ I asked him. He was dressed in palest green, some floating stuff, and his hair was braided to his waist. His skin looked very luminous that day.
‘I was once a man,’ he said. ‘A boy. A young man.’
‘You were once a man?’ I repeated slowly, unsure that this was not one of my hostling’s oblique jokes.
He sighed and touched my shoulder. ‘Ah, Swift, I would protect you from all this if I could. I cannot even see the purpose for you knowing it yet, but Terzian…’
An eloquent pause. Cobweb led me into the greenest part of the garden, where there are few flowers and the shadows seem alive. Sometimes there are lizards there. Paving stones beneath our feet were viridian with old moss.
‘You mature so quickly,’ Cobweb said and we sat down on a wooden bench, which would undoubtedly leave licheny stains on our clothes afterwards. ‘When I was your age… well, I was just a baby.’
I snuggled up close against him. That way most fears would disappear, but I could feel an unnameable sadness within him and our fears mingled. ‘I was human…’ he said.
‘When? When? Was I there?’
He laughed and squeezed my shoulder. ‘You? No, no. If I was human I couldn’t have been your hostling could I?
‘Why not?’
He took me on his lap and stroked the hair from my eyes. ‘Why not? Well, because, long ago, when I wasn’t Wraeththu, when I wasn’t har, I was the half of human that can’t bear children, harlings… Oh, do you know what I’m talking about?’
‘No…’ I thought: What? What are you talking about?
‘It’s so hard to explain.’ Cobweb sighed again and I pressed my head hard against his chest where I could sense his heart beating. ‘Swift,’ he said. ‘When Wraeththu began, we weren’t born as hara like you. We came from human stock. I did not have a hostling like you. I had a mother; it’s different. When I was sixteen years old, I became har. I was made har. That’s when I stopped being a half and became whole…’
‘I don’t believe you,’ I said. Time before my own simply did not exist for me and I could not imagine Cobweb as anything but my father’s consort, gracing Forever with beauty and being there for me to run to for comfort.
‘If I was human and you a human child,’ he said, ‘then I would be your mother and that’s all. But as I am har, it would be quite possible for Terzian to be your hostling and me your father.’
‘But you’re not!’
‘No, but I could be. Now is not the time, Swift. One day you’ll understand. Just see it like this…oh, like what?’ He laughed. ‘Later perhaps.’
‘What’s “mutate”?’ I asked, remembering a word I’d heard in Moswell’s lesson.
‘Change,’ he answered, and I became alarmed.
‘Change? Does changing mean you become something else?’
‘Sometimes, but don’t worry, you won’t ever change physically the way I did. That’s in the past now.’ He sighed again. ‘I’m not very good at explaining things am I?’
‘Not really,’ I agreed.
‘Look at the animals,’ he said, pointing vaguely at the unseen birds twittering above our heads. ‘Terzian’s dogs, your puppy Limba…’ He looked at me strangely. ‘Humans are like that.’
‘Like animals?’
‘In many ways!’
‘Did they have whiskers, tails and fur?’ My mental image of humankind was becoming a purring, cosy thing.
Cobweb laughed. ‘You are too young,’ he said mysteriously, but he did not answer my question.
For several days after this, I became interested in the concept of male and female. Our cook Yarrow had a tabby cat named Mareta and apparently it was a female. Females are ‘shes’, although we habitually called Mareta ‘he’. I wandered around the kitchen driving the staff crazy, saying ‘She has his kittens!’ and considering myself worldly and clever. (Mareta watched me condescendingly from a cushion beside the stove.) One day Ithiel, my father’s equerry, was at the kitchen window, taking a mug of ale, leaning on the sill, and he said, ‘She has her kittens, Swift, you little moonfly!’ and everyhar laughed at me. I never said it again after that, but mulled over the concept of ‘her’ for half an hour afterwards, in my private den among the shrubbery, beyond the grey garden wall. ‘Her’ sounded suspiciously like ‘har’ to me; was there a connection?
About this time (a natural progression from what I had learned), I began to wonder where harlings came from. Cobweb told me that Terzian and he had made me, which was an intriguing idea. Had I been formed from mud and sticks in the garden, perfected by one of Cobweb’s secret charms? I preferred to think that Terzian had climbed the highest tree and found me inside an egg in a bird’s nest. I fantasised them carrying the egg carefully back to the house (it would have been a moonless, windy night), and laying it gently on a fur rug before the great fire in the drawing-room. Terzian, his chest swelling with the emotion of fatherly love, would have put his arm around Cobweb’s shoulders and maybe even touched Cobweb’s face with his mouth, which he did sometimes. Perhaps, creeping from the darkness outside, some little, furry men had pressed their whiskery noses up against the window to catch a glimpse of the infant as it hatched in the glow of the flames. They would have silently vowed me their king and would come back some day to take me to their secret land.
I told Cobweb all this one evening as we sat in his room, with the curtains drawn against the night.
‘Terzian would never climb a tree!’ he said, riffling through piles of different- coloured paper. ‘Here is a picture of you when you were very young.’ He handed it to me, and I put my head on one side and squinted my eyes.
‘I don’t like it!’ I said
Cobweb shrugged, ‘You are vain, Swift.’
‘What’s that?’
‘You!’
‘Oh, Cobweb!’ I ran to him and squeezed him hard, so full of love for him that I felt sad.
Moswell bored me to tears. He droned on and on every morning about Wraeththu this and Wraeththu that; I never really listened to him. It was far more interesting to watch the way the light changed colour as it came through the schoolroom window, dust motes dancing like insects upon the rays. My rangy hound Limba would lie against my legs and yawn, his yellow eyes appraising Moswell speculatively. Unfortunately, my father had trained him too well for his instincts to get the better of him. He would never bite Moswell, as I’m sure he longed to do.
My tutor said that the world had once been full of people that had only wanted to take things away from each other. How could that be true? Humans were so bad, he said, and yet I secretly pitied them. I could vividly imagine shambling lines of pathetic, furry little creatures, leaving their homes with sorrowful backwards glances, heading for the bleak north. That was when Moswell brought me books from my father’s library and showed me pictures of them. ‘Oh,’ I said, disappointed, ‘but they look just like us!’
‘No,’ Moswell insisted patiently. ‘Humans are crude, often ugly beings. The ones in the photographs are nothing to go by. Most of them are not half as attractive.’
Physical ugliness was another new concept for me to ponder. Of course, I wanted to see it, but it was a few minutes walk back to the library, and Moswell didn’t want to go.
‘Another time,’ he said.
‘But what is ugly?’ I wanted to know.
‘Your questions are tiresome and mostly irrelevant!’ Moswell said.
In the afternoons, Swithe took over as my mentor. He was a shy and introverted har, uneasy in my presence, but his head, like mine, was full of dreams. I could see that, no matter how hard he tried to conceal it. The first time we met he said, ‘What do you know, Swift?’ with a shaky smile.
‘Oh, lots of things,’ I answered airily. ‘I know the names of all the plants on the estate, the secret names that is, and I know where the spirit lives in the lake (it’s near the drooping tree), and how to call him up to grant you wishes. I haven’t tried it yet, but Cobweb told me how.’
Swithe had difficulty maintaining a smile. He always looked as if somehar was after him and I wondered if he had done something terrible somewhere else. Perhaps hara or even (with a shiver of delight) men would come looking for him one day. Perhaps he was a sorcerer. He had sorcerer’s eyes. They changed colour with the weather and Cobweb said that was always a way you could tell. I don’t know what he was supposed to teach me, but mostly we spent our time together discussing the ponderous statements Moswell came out with in the morning. That was how I came to memorise what Moswell taught me. I needed to know just so that I could tell Swithe about it later. Swithe never actually criticised his colleague, but I could tell he did not like Moswell.
‘You, and others your age, are the first pure Wraeththu,’ he told me, and I asked what he meant.
‘Well, some time ago, but not that long, only humans lived on the earth. They had lived here for a long, long time and they changed gradually over the years. Not all of them were bad.’
‘I’m glad,’ I said. ‘Have they all gone?’
Swithe made a noise of amusement. ‘Well, hara like your father would like to think so, but no, they haven’t.’
‘What happened to them?’
‘To be honest with you, Swift, I don’t know for sure. When it happened, and I became Wraeththu, I was too young and too interested in the newness of being har to take much notice of exactly what went on. It was important that I should have done; I can see that now. One moment, we were living in cities, hiding from humans and killing them when we could and then suddenly… I realised. There were more hara than humans. The cities had died around us. It happened… silently.’
‘You were once a man then, like Cobweb?’
Swithe nodded. ‘Like everyhar. Everyhar but for our children.’
As time went on, I began to learn more quickly, more from my interest in knowledge than any natural aptitude for study. Like all Varrish harlings, I had been taught to read and write at a very early age. It surprised me to learn that human children were not developed enough to understand these things until they were much, much older, nearly adult, I thought. Then came another surprise. Humans were not considered adult until they were about eighteen years old! How sluggish their brains must be. No wonder Wraeththu had taken their world away from them.
I had had little contact with harlings my own age. Once, in a moment of outstanding bravado, I had mentioned it to my father and he had murmured obliquely that some day he hoped I would have brothers. He could not specify when. I wanted to go into the town because on those rare occasions Cobweb went there and took me with him, I had seen other harlings playing in the sun, laughing, running barefoot over grass. They had seemed so free and I could never join them.
‘Swift,’ Terzian said to me, ‘the harlings in town are… well, they do not have your breeding. You would gain nothing from mixing with them.’
Happiness, laughter; to my father these things were apparently nothing.
‘Anyway,’ he said with a smile, ruffling my hair, ‘you have Limba to play with.’
This was true, of course. Limba was a good companion and fond of fun, but I couldn’t talk to him, could I? If I did, he would just smile at me with his tongue hanging out of his mouth, but I don’t believe he understood what I said.
‘All hara belong to different tribes,’ Moswell told me and then went on to explain what a tribe was. ‘Your tribe is the Varrs. You are a Varr, Swift.’
Of course, I had heard this word before, but now it took on new meaning for me. I was one of many. Swithe expanded on this for me later.
‘All tribes live in different ways,’ he said. ‘They have different cultures. Write that down, Swift. Some of them live in deserts in the south and they do not look at things in the same way that we do. They are influenced by the desert. They are sort of dry, like snakes; Some tribes care a great deal about magic, like Cobweb does. I’m afraid the Varrs are not one of them. Varrs have little spirituality, they shun the gifts that have bloomed within us, following humanity’s path of fighting and greed.’ He remembered hastily where he was and to whom he was speaking and smothered the glaze of fervour in his eyes.
Swithe’s often barbed remarks about my tribe and my father did not pass completely over my head. Terzian would of course have been furious if he had known. I said to Swithe, ‘You do not completely like the Varrs, do you?’
I could see from his face that he longed to tell me why, and I wanted him to tell me, but all he said was, ‘It is not my place to tell you about your father, Swift.’
This did not frighten me, as it should have. It only added to Terzian’s mystique. I never told Cobweb what Swithe said.
Naturally I was curious about Swithe’s old home, where he and Moswell had come from. Swithe seemed reluctant to tell me, but I gathered they had sprung from a minor branch of the Unneah (who I later learned were allied to the Varrs only through prudence – or fear). Terzian had ears everywhere. He had heard of my tutors’ reputation and had whisked them from under the nose of their tribe leader, whose son’s would doubtless suffer from inferior education because of it.
All through the long, hazy summer, I stored knowledge from Moswell and then got Swithe to explain what it meant. Moswell neatened up my writing and polished up my ability to read. I could tell that he considered the tuition that Cobweb had previously given me in these areas to be sloppy and undisciplined. Swithe said that my scrawly, illegible writing cheered Moswell up, because it gave him something to moan about.
In the afternoons, we would sit in the garden and Swithe would tell me what to write in my notebook. Once, he recited a rhyme he had made up and I learned it by heart and then wrote it down.
From ashes stumbled, whitened by the crumbled stone
Of all Man’s fears and exclamations
Wraeththu rise and take the sword.
Though we are red-pawed,
Still panting from the kill,
We say: ‘This is not pain but justice,
This is neither shame nor pride.’
Where then the darkness
Whose shadows we present as light?
Must it not be buried with the debris,
The earth stamped down in triumph?
Ignored then, this black-hot core,
Suppressed beneath a grin of victory,
But always pulsing, hidden:
The lights within the tomb,
Visible only to those who pass
Its granite door, at dusk, alone.
Cobweb was not impressed by this. I chanted it to him in the evening and when I had finished, he threw down his book and turned on the light. ‘God, Swift, that’s horrible!’ he said. ‘Don’t ever say it to me again, especially after dark!’ He was not very pleasant to Swithe the next morning at breakfast. I insisted that the poem had only sounded horrible because of the way I had said it. ‘It is vile and unfit for harlings to hear and that’s that!’ my hostling declared vehemently.
After this, Cobweb often used to sit with us in the garden: a somewhat icy presence, which was unusual for him. Swithe would stare at him and he would throw back his head, gaze at Swithe haughtily and then go back to his reading, never turning the page. I was blind to the implication of this
Near the end of the summer, my father had to go away for some weeks and Forever breathed a sigh of relief and happily sagged in its foundations. Even Moswell became more likeable. The four of us, my tutors, Cobweb and myself, took to spending the evenings together downstairs in the house. We played games with cards and dice and talked. Moswell liked to steer the conversation in adult directions. Once he said, ‘No doubt Terzian has heard the whisper of Gelaming activity in the south.’ He wanted to appear clever and politically minded to Cobweb.
My hostling had been idly juggling a couple of dice in his hand. Now he threw them at the wall.
‘In this house,’ he said darkly, ‘we shall have no talk of Gelaming!’
I could not understand why the atmosphere in the room became so cold after that. I knew that the Gelaming were another Wraeththu tribe for I had once heard Ithiel talking about them in the kitchen. Why the mere mention of them should anger Cobweb so, I could not guess. Moswell muttered an excuse to go to bed early and left the room.
Cobweb sighed and rubbed his eyes. Swithe was hunched precariously on the edge of the sofa; Cobweb sat near his feet on the floor.
‘I’m sorry.’ Cobweb said to the fireplace.
I had a feeling that one of those times was approaching when I would be reminded that it was time I went upstairs, so I tried to make myself invisible in the corner of the room. Swithe reached out gingerly and put his hand on Cobweb’s shoulder, sensing what he clearly thought was distress. Only I knew it was rage. Cobweb leaned his cheek upon Swithe’s hand and said, ‘Terzian is my life.’
‘Terzian is not here,’ Swithe suggested and Cobweb smiled. That, of course, was when they noticed me.
‘Go to bed now, Swift,’ Cobweb said.
When my father returned, when the leaves had begun to change their colours on the trees, Swithe’s behaviour became most eccentric. Several times I had to upbraid him, ‘Swithe, you are not listening to me!’ and he would smile wistfully. I once went to his room and found it littered with scrunched-up pieces of paper, scrawled with verse, which he would not let me read. I could not understand, for it was beyond me to work out the connection between my father’s return and Swithe’s behaviour, beyond me to see the similarity between the discarded, savaged balls of poetry and Swithe himself. For Cobweb, the incident was over: his lord had come home.
Terzian had sustained a nasty wound in his thigh and had to rest. Cobweb never left his side, and Moswell and Swithe did not come to sit with us in the evening again for quite some time.
One night, as I was lingering over my hot drink before bedtime, Terzian said, in a low faraway voice, ‘Cobweb, do you remember…?’ and Cobweb interrupted him.
‘Please… don’t!’
My father sighed, touching his thigh. ‘It’s just the leg… this wound, like yours…’
‘I know.’ Cobweb went over to where Terzian lay on the couch and stroked his brow. ‘If it’s any comfort, mine was a lot worse than that.’
I was longing to scream, ‘What? What?’ sensing something agonisingly interesting.
‘You’ve changed so much since then,’ Terzian said, taking a lock of my hostling’s hair in his fingers.
‘Perhaps we both have.’
‘Do you blame me for what happened?’
Cobweb shook his head. ‘You thought I was dead.’
‘Not just that… the other thing. It still makes you angry…’
‘Not really. I think I was more angry for you than for myself.’
I recognised immediately an outright lie on my hostling’s part.
There was a moment’s silence, which gradually filled with tension.
‘Cobweb, you know so many things. Do you know if…’
‘It’s unfair of you to ask!’ Cobweb answered sharply and my father sighed and nodded.
The next day, I just had to question Cobweb about this conversation.
He pulled a face and looked at me hard, deciding whether or not to answer me. ‘You might not remember, you were so young,’ he said.
‘Remember what?’ I asked impatiently.
‘When the strangers came here; two of them. They stayed here in the house. Pellaz and…the other one.’
It was one of my earliest memories. Hara had been either hot or cold to me then, young as I was, and I vaguely remembered the dark-haired Pellaz and his golden warmth. I remembered also his companion, who had had yellow hair and the feeling of ice and had not liked me.
‘I remember them,’ I said and Cobweb nodded.
‘In a way, we were talking of them last night,’ he said.
‘I don’t suppose you’re going to explain it all,’ I said hopelessly, weary with the experience of somehar who is always too young to be told things.
‘The one with the yellow hair - I cannot speak his name - he caused your father grief,’ Cobweb said, making the sign of the cross of power on his brow, his lips, his heart.
‘He had the evil eye?’ I enquired knowledgably.
Cobweb wrinkled his nose. ‘Not exactly. He is just trouble, standing up and walking about in a body!’ We were in the drawing-room. Cobweb walked over to the long windows and threw them open. ‘They brought me back home when I was hurt, those strangers,’ he began.
‘How did you get hurt?’ I demanded. ‘Where was Terzian?’
Cobweb pulled a face; his expression comprised bitterness, wry humour and disgust. ‘Where indeed! Let’s just say I was alone and they rescued me.’
‘Pellaz was nice. He talked to me,’ I said.
‘I know he was… it was the other one.’ Cobweb began to scowl and his eyes shone with the kind of hatred that can quite easily destroy somehar.
I kept quiet, waiting for him to go on.
‘I hate to say this, Swift, but I shall. Your father fell in love with him.’
I did not think this was terrible, only understandable, because my simple grasp of ‘love’ was then concerned wholly with what was pleasing to behold and what was not. The feelings were beyond my understanding. The yellow-haired har had been beautiful, in a cruel, lazy sort of way. This was clearly why my father had loved him.
‘Was that bad?’ I asked timidly.
‘Bad?’ Cobweb screwed up his eyes and snarled. ‘It might have gone very badly for both of us if he had stayed here.’
‘Why?’
Cobweb looked down at me. ‘You love your father very much,’ he said, ‘as you should. But you are too young to understand him.’
‘It seems I am too young for anything at the moment!’ I retorted hotly, mightily sick of hearing that particular phrase.
‘All right,’ Cobweb said, ‘All right. If he had stayed here and given Terzian sons, there might have been no room in his life for us. He worshipped C- he worshipped him!’
‘You’re wrong!’ I cried, pulling away, facing a Cobweb I felt I no longer knew. My hostling was too wise, too tranquil to come out with things like this.
‘Oh, Swift, you know so little. One day, you’ll understand.’ He stood up and walked back to the window. ‘Terzian needed me when they left here. His heart was broken. I suppose he’s become fond of me over the years, but I am not deceived. That is why I am afraid.’
‘Why?’ I pleaded, feeling tears building up inside me. Cobweb had never talked like this to me before; he had always protected me from things he thought might be upsetting.
‘He… might… he might come back!’ Cobweb pressed one slim, white hand against his eyebrows and leaned against the window. I could see his shoulders trembling, oh so slightly. I ran to him, snivelling and afraid, and we sat on the floor and hugged each other.
‘Never speak his name, never!’ Cobweb warned. ‘Never whistle in the dark for it summons evil and he will hear it. In the treetops, the feathered ones will know. Watch them, Swift, watch the birds!’
That night I had a terrible dream. In the dream, the yellow-haired har was standing in a wreath of shadowy flames and his beauty was ugliness. He saw me and snared me in horror. ‘Call me,’ he whispered and held out his hands, which were dripping red and shaking. I tried to turn away, run away, but I could not move. His eyes transfixed me. ‘Call me!’
A terrible whine started in my throat, a sound I could not control. When I woke up I was shrieking, ‘Cal! Cal!’ and lights were being turned on hurriedly in the hall outside my room. I heard footsteps, running.
Next morning I went alone to the long gallery on the second floor of the house, miserable and haunted. Cobweb had been very upset by what had happened in the night and Terzian very angry. They both blamed each other. I had heard my father shout when they had left me once more in darkness. The sound had come right through the walls. He had shouted, ‘What possessed you to tell him that? What possessed you?’
And my hostling’s answering cry, ‘Are you ashamed that he should know?’
I could remember that things had changed when Pellaz and Cal had left Galhea. Of course, at that time I had not understood why. At first the house had held its breath, everyhar speaking in hushed voices and looking over their shoulders. Ithiel had skulked about looking very embarrassed, but on hand in case my father needed him. He had wanted to go after them, I suppose. He had wanted blood; Cobweb too. He and Ithiel had had low, heated conversations together when they thought no har was listening. My father had stayed alone in his room for three days, refusing food, accepting only wine and hot, potent sheh. After that, he had appeared once more downstairs, grey as with the aftermath of illness. That part I remember well. Cobweb and I had been eating breakfast together and my father had come into the room. He had stood in the doorway and none of us spoke and then Cobweb had risen from his chair and Terzian had walked towards him; they had embraced.
Since that time, I had sensed them drawing closer to each other as the memory of the blighted Cal faded. We had built for ourselves an emotional haven within the walls of Forever; father, hostling, son. Now Terzian had come home from his fighting, sick and tired, and he had had too much time to think of the past, lying around the house all day. Now I had dreamed and called Cal’s name. Now I feared I had opened the door to let him back into Forever. We had not thought of him for five years.
Swithe came to find me. ‘They guessed you’d be up here,’ he said and squatted down besides me.
I thought to myself, He is my only friend. I can tell him anything. So I told him about the dream and then, after a split second’s consideration, about the dreadful episode of Cal and how he had spurned my father. I suppose I should have been prepared for the warm light of respect that came into Swithe’s eyes when I explained how Cal had refused to share Terzian’s life, but I was still quietly outraged. ‘He would have made Cobweb and me leave the house!’ I added venomously, forgetting that only yesterday I had denied that was possible.
‘Come downstairs,’ Swithe said. ‘Moswell is fretting.’
Later, I tried to apologise to my hostling for the dreadful thing that I had done, speaking the forbidden name, but he had only waved my apologies away with one quick movement. ‘I should never have spoken as I did,’ he said. ‘No wonder it gave you nightmares.’
‘But are we safe?’ I begged.
‘Yes, of course,’ Cobweb answered shortly.
Coming of Age
Some weeks passed and then news arrived for my father from the north. There were cities there, Varr cities that had been seized from men. Varrs of high caste ruled in those places (of castes higher than my father’s, anyway), and sometimes their eyes wandered in the direction of Galhea and they would send emissaries down to see how things went with us. Terzian was never pleased about this.
One morning, three polished black horses trotted out of the mist, past the follies, the fountains of Forever’s gardens, up the drive to the great, white steps where my father’s dogs leapt up and howled and bounded round the horse’s legs. Our visitors had been riding through the night. The riders’ garments of thick black leather and metal were glistening with dew. Cobweb said that the northern Varrs were hardy to the point of masochism. I was in the hall when Ithiel strode into the house, when he went straight into Terzian’s study without knocking. They left the door open and I could hear my father’s abrupt noise of irritation when Ithiel said, ‘There are three of them. Ponclast has sent them.’
Ponclast was Nahir-Nuri, the most elevated of hara. Normally, his name was heard only in oaths; my father resented Ponclast’s interest in his affairs.
The visitors were received in the red room that overlooked the lawns at the back of the house. It was the most uncomfortable room in Forever. I hung about by the door and one of them patted me on the head as he passed. Food was ordered, ale and sheh. I went into the kitchen where everyhar was hurrying around looking harried. Limba was with me and he nearly made Yarrow trip over by getting under his feet. Yarrow boxed my ears and yelled at me to get the hell out of his kitchen. That was when Moswell put his nose around the door. I had hoped lessons would be forgotten for the day, but he dragged me off to the schoolroom and I did not see our visitors again until the end of the afternoon.
That evening, my father, looking much relieved and uncommonly cheerful because of it, made an announcement at dinner. We were eating off the best silver because the northerners were there. ‘Swift,’ my father said, and I turned red because I was uneasy with strangers then. ‘Swift,’ he said, ‘I know you’ll be pleased; tiahaar Ponclast’s son Gahrazel is coming here to Galhea to stay in the house, to study with you.’ He addressed his guests. ‘My son has often wanted company of his own age.’
I mentioned it once, I thought angrily, just once! If the Northerners hadn’t been there I would have asked, ‘But why?’ However, paralysed by everyhar’s attention upon me, I was too shy to speak. It had nothing to do with manners.
Cobweb had a flinty look about him, caressing the smooth silver handle of his fork (maybe thinking it was a knife). He said in a clear, cool voice, ‘But why?’
One of them, who had sleek black hair and the face of a hawk (his name, I think, was Mawn), said, ‘Compared to how you live here, it is no place for harlings in the north. Ponclast feels the situation up there might adversely affect Gahrazel’s development. He has always admired Forever, and is aware of Terzian’s excellent choice of tutors.’ If Mawn was aware of the veiled hostility in Cobweb’s manner, he forgave him. Cobweb, because of his charm and his beauty, could get away with murder. Mawn smiled toothily at him, helplessly enthralled.
‘Swift’s tutors are the best,’ my father said, rather unexpectedly.
Cobweb looked at me and I could tell we were sharing the same thought: Ponclast’s eyes would be in Galhea, in Forever, looking out from the face of his son. Cobweb smiled, partly because he saw in my recognition of that fact, a developing maturity.
Later, I heard them talking, Cobweb and my father. I lay in my bed and their voices reached me through my open door. Since the nightmare, I was too afraid to sleep with it closed. Cobweb spoke with sarcasm. ‘You seem almost grateful and so pleasant!’
My father answered irritably, ‘I have to be pleasant; we all have to be, damn them!’
‘He’s had trouble with this Gahrazel, I feel,’ Cobweb said.
‘Who, Ponclast? Hmmm, perhaps.’
‘Why else send him away from home? You don’t believe that fawning rubbish about Forever being so admirable, do you?
‘He will be company for Swift. The harling spends too much time alone.’
I lay there, listening, in two minds about whether I was pleased or not. New hara meant changes; I would have to talk to Cobweb about it.
The next day, all my hostling would say was, ‘It’ll do you good, having somehar else here your own age. Terzian is right, you live inside your own head too much!’
Feeling betrayed, I went to look for Swithe and he said, ‘Cobweb is right. Anyway, it’ll make lessons more interesting, won’t it?’
‘Hrrmph,’ I consented, glumly. ‘Anyway, what did they mean by it not being ‘right’ for harlings in the north?’
Swithe looked perplexed. I sensed him carefully preparing an answer for me. ‘This country… it is not… a peaceful place, Swift.’
I must have looked completely blank. Galhea, after all, was very peaceful.
‘There are two kinds of darkness,’ Swithe continued, still struggling. ‘Remember them now, even if you don’t really understand what I’m saying. One darkness is the natural kind, like when the sun goes down, what you find inside a locked cupboard or the deepest glade of a forest. The other, well, it is a darkness inside a har and it can eat them whole! It can eat entire cities away, until only dust and shadows are left. It is what humans called evil and the darkness in the north can be like that.’
How could I understand his words? I couldn’t, not then. But the feelings behind them struck deep. I never forgot them, nor how the room had seemed to chill as Swithe spoke, the sun beyond the windows to grow briefly shadowed.
Gahrazel was about a year and a half older than me, but he could not write as neatly and was always horribly restless. He was deposited one morning, without ceremony, at the gates of Forever, and Cobweb and I watched his hunched figure, carrying a single bulging bag, trudge wearily up the wide, gravelled driveway to the house. ‘It seems they are glad to be rid of him,’ Cobweb remarked, dryly.
I thought so too.
Gahrazel had seen fighting, real fighting. He had seen hara die and had actually touched the dead body of a man. ‘I cut some of his hair off,’ he said confidentially.
I showed him all the secret places in the garden, including the corner of the lake where the spirit lived, which Gahrazel appeared eager to invoke.
‘If I am to stay here, I suppose we must be friends,’ he said grudgingly, and went on to tell me how he would miss the hara he had known back home.
Lessons were over for the day and in the garden it was becoming quite dark. Nearly all the leaves were gone from the trees now and we had to wear coats when we went outside.
‘This is a beautiful place,’ Gahrazel said. ‘There is nowhere like this where I come from.’
We had known each other only a week or so, yet already communicated in an unselfconscious manner. This was mainly because of the way Gahrazel was: spirited, confident and, to me, surprisingly mature. He had been sad to find himself in an unwelcome situation, but was prepared to make the best of it.
‘Why did your father send you away?’ I ventured carefully
He snorted angrily. ‘Why? You know what fathers are like!’
I did not want to appear ignorant so I said, ‘I know what mine is like,’ and we laughed.
‘I am near my time,’ Gahrazel told me. This was obviously something momentous.
‘Oh?’ I said.
‘You know, feybraiha, the coming of age.’
‘Oh, yes…’
‘You don’t know, do you?’
I shrugged helplessly.
‘There was… somehar, somehar a lot older than me. That was why Ponclast decided to bury me in the country. He disapproved of my choice, and I knew I would disapprove of his! Our tastes have never coincided. There was an argument, so…’ (he threw up his hands) ‘here I am!’
Feybraiha: so, another new word for me to ponder. Was this another changing? If so, what? Pride prevented me from revealing my ignorance then, but something about it worried me deeply. A feeling of vibration; a sting. Presentiment perhaps?
For the first few days, Gahrazel was sullen and uncooperative. I tried to imagine how I would feel if Terzian ever sent me away to live with strangers. I strained to be tolerant. Gahrazel disliked his room (one of the best in the house), complained the food tasted strange and was sarcastic to Cobweb. It infuriated him that Cobweb didn’t get annoyed. On the third day he joined me in my lessons, and to my delight, contradicted Moswell constantly.
‘This har knows nothing. He is a fool,’ Gahrazel whispered to me. From that day forward, the most crucial aspects of my education came from him.
Terzian gave Gahrazel a pony, solid and swift as my own, and we would often ride together, over the wide fields beyond the town and into the edges of the dark forests. My father did not approve of young harlings being out alone in the forest; stray men or hara of different, unfriendly tribes might lurk there, so either Moswell or Swithe would always accompany us.
Gahrazel complained bitterly, once even to Terzian himself. ‘I go away for days by myself at home!’ he said.
My father smiled. ‘It is not my wish, Gahrazel, to deliver you back to your father in pieces, however unlikely that might seem to you.’
I had been brought up in Forever without ever feeling threatened by danger. I was not brave like Gahrazel, only ignorant. My father knew what lay beyond the fields of Galhea; I did not. Gahrazel knew too, to a degree, but it did not frighten him. In fact, he wasn’t afraid of anything.
One night, Gahrazel came to my room when everyhar was asleep, and we climbed out of my window, down the creepers. Outside, everything looked white and ghostly beneath the light of a round, white moon. I was terrified of the dark places, rustling with shadows that might not just be shadows, but it was an exquisite fear. Under the trees, we looked back at the house, standing huge, silent and grey; moonlight made the windows shine. Gahrazel said, ‘Do you know all of that house?’
I thought about it. ‘Well, no, I don’t suppose I do,’ I replied, which seemed odd. It was my home after all.
‘Gahrazel put his arm around me. ‘Soon, we’ll both know all of the house,’ he said.
And oh, how Gahrazel came to know the spirit of my father’s house, what lurked in the shadows, much sooner than I did.
At mid-winter there is another festival called Natalia. It is to celebrate the winter solstice and welcome in the New Year. Gahrazel said that it was just another thing that Wraeththu had stolen from humans. ‘It was once a religious holiday for them,’ he said. We were with Swithe in the schoolroom. Swithe always listened patiently to Gahrazel.
‘In a way, I suppose it is for us too,’ he said. ‘A new year is a magic thing. We are still here and for the future, all things are possible. The rituals bring us together and it is good to have a time when hara can relax in each other’s company and look forward to better things.’
Gahrazel cast a cynical eye at our tutor. ‘I would say it is only an excuse for too much drinking and eating. In my father’s house I would imagine that the future is seen only as a ringing head in the morning.’
‘You’ll find it’s different here,’ Swithe said gently and I noticed his pity of Gahrazel with amusement.
Gahrazel turned his attention to me, his face brightening. ‘Once, I heard some hara of the Uigenna tribe actually ate a roasted man at Natalia,’ he said.
The weather gradually became colder, the days shorter, and one morning, when I woke up, the ground outside was frosted with snow. Natalia was but two weeks away, and the house was warm and vibrant with preparation. Exalted citizens from Galhea had been invited up to Forever to eat with us on festival day, and the house would be decorated with branches from the evergreens in the garden. Cobweb supervised the stocking-up of the larder with a cool, efficient air. Moswell and Swithe took a holiday to go back and visit their own tribe further south, accompanied by an escort of Varrish warriors, should hostile tribes or stray humans be abroad, braving the weather.
Gahrazel and I now had time to explore the upper regions of Forever, where I had never been before. This puzzled Gahrazel, but I explained that I had always preferred to roam outside. Forever was the warm place to run back to when I was hungry or tired; at the top of the house it was neither warm nor welcoming.
We found a way into the attics and it seemed we were in a different place; a house that shared the same space as Forever, while at the same time being in another realm. It was forgotten, crumbling, resentful.
One day we took food with us and ventured further into the cobwebbed rooms and corridors than we had ever been before. I took Limba with me because it made me feel safer. Gahrazel was never scared. ‘A madman must have built this place!’ he said excitedly.
‘Did humans live here, do you think?’ I asked in awe.
‘Of course,’ Gahrazel said condescendingly. ‘This house is old; Wraeththu are not. Forever is just another thing hara have taken from humes. Galhea too. It hasn’t always been called that. It was a hume town once.’
I should have known that, I thought.
‘Imagine,’ Gahrazel whispered, ‘imagine if we found humes still living up here, if they had been here for years, eating rats and waiting...’
I cried out and touched his arm. ‘They may want to kill us!’
‘They may want to eat us!’ Gahrazel added with relish.
We found no humans, though. The attics were full of rubbish and treasures; a table whose legs were carved in the shape of hounds, a box of tarnished dress jewellery with half the paste stones missing, hampers of clothes that turned to dust when you touched them, bundles and bundles of papers and heavy, dark furniture with useless mirrors that I could not imagine ever having been downstairs, or even how anyhar could have dragged it up there.
We came upon a grimed window that looked out over a flat roof and Gahrazel forced it open. Limba leading excitedly, we climbed out into the frosty air and, sitting with our backs to the sloping eaves, unwrapped our parcels of bread and cheese and apples, staring out above the chimneys.
‘Swift, how old are you?’ Gahrazel asked.
‘Oh, nearly six years old,’ I answered importantly.
‘Feybraiha is some way off for you then,’ he said. ‘Have they chosen for you yet?’
‘Chosen? What do you mean?’ I asked, no longer embarrassed when Gahrazel knew something I didn’t.
‘Somehar for aruna. You know, the first time. ‘
‘No, what’s that?’
Gahrazel looked at me queerly, then laughed. ‘You are nearly six. In as little time as a year you may come of age, and you don’t know what aruna is?’
‘No,’ I admitted sheepishly. It seemed, in comparison to Gahrazel, I knew next to nothing.
‘Then I’ll tell you,’ he said gleefully.
I could not believe it; I had known nothing about sex. Suddenly, I became all too clear what had occurred between Terzian and Cobweb to occasion my appearance in the world. Gahrazel asked me if I ever touched myself and when I looked blank, went on to explain in what way.
‘No!’ I exclaimed, horrified. Could our bodies have this strange life, this strange need, of their own, something we had no control over?
‘All Wraeththu need aruna,’ Gahrazel said. ‘It is part of us; we are part of each other. I was told this long ago.’
I hated the thought of it. I had spent so much time alone in my short life that I was perhaps too modest. But this concept of aruna seemed so sordid; something messy, without order. Two hara coming together, with utter lack of privacy, invading each other’s bodies in their most secret places. It reminded me, strangely, of cutting. I kept seeing huge hunks of raw meat slapping down on the kitchen table and the great, sharp knife that the cook would plunge into it.
‘It is supposed to be a wonderful thing,’ Gahrazel said earnestly, having grown up with the idea, but I was not convinced. I tried to imagine myself naked with Ithiel or Swithe and just the thought of it made me blush and I had to make a noise, like a growl in my throat, to make the thought go away.
‘How do you know when you come of age?’ I asked, and Gahrazel wrinkled his nose.
‘I’m not exactly sure, but it’s a kind of change, I think,’ he said.
‘I might have known; a change!’ I cried.
‘Your father or your hostling will choose somehar for you,’ Gahrazel said. ‘Somehar has to teach you these things. It is usually one of their friends.’
‘Ithiel?’ I squeaked, appalled. It would have to be him; there was no har closer to my father.
‘Maybe. Would you mind? He’s very slim, I like his arms, and he has hair the colour of fur,’ Gahrazel said wistfully.
I shuddered, not sharing this sentiment. ‘I most certainly would mind!’ I said.
We went back through the attics, Gahrazel happily oblivious of my confusion. I was anxious to return to my room, to curl up on my bed and think about what Gahrazel had told me. I would have to familiarise myself with this knowledge; maybe then its sting would lessen. When the time came, would Cobweb and Terzian really force such a thing on me?
We scrambled, sneezing, out of the attics into a disused room that had no carpet on the floor and no curtains at the window.
‘We haven’t been here before,’ Gahrazel said. He was nosing around the walls, looking as if he knew what he was doing.
‘What are you looking for?’ I asked irritably, hovering at the door, holding onto Limba’s collar, looking out at the carpeted corridor.
‘You never know,’ Gahrazel answered mysteriously. He squatted down on the floor. ‘Ah, your father’s room is below here.’
‘I’m not allowed in there,’ I said, unnecessarily.
‘Look at this!’
I joined him. Limba whined and put his wet nose between us. There was a small, splintery hole in the floorboards. Gahrazel bent lower, his fingers splayed out on the floor.
‘Don’t!’ I cried and tried to pull him back.
‘Why not?’ he asked reasonably, and I could not think of a suitable answer. ‘You can see his things; there is his wolfskin coat with the tails on. You can see quite a lot; look.’ He tried to drag me forward.
‘I don’t want to!’ I hissed, thinking, he will know! He will know!
Gahrazel’s eyes narrowed. He would think I was afraid of Terzian. ‘One day,’ he said, ‘coming here, looking down here, you may learn quite a lot.’ And then he laughed and I smiled back nervously, thinking, Never!
Of course, I had bad dreams again that night, of imagined violations, my body breaking. I woke up sweating, tangled in the sheets, too hot, and yet my breath misted on the cold air in my room. We had heating in the house, but it was never turned on at night. I needed to talk with Cobweb badly. I wanted to ask him why he had never told me about aruna. He had taught me so much, things I could never have learned anywhere else, and yet, this most private, crucial information he had kept to himself. Did he ever look at me and wonder? Had he and Terzian discussed whom they would choose for me when the time came? It is because he thinks I am too young to be told! I thought angrily, yet I was sure he would have a reasonable explanation when I confronted him. (‘Oh that, Swift! I didn’t want to bother you with that’, or something similar.)
I went to Cobweb’s room, but it was cold and in darkness, the bed smooth, and the curtains had not been drawn. I stood there for a moment, thinking, and then crept stealthily back down the corridor and hovered outside my father’s door. An impish voice in my head whispered, ‘Upstairs...’ but I visualised a gigantic NO! and denied the forbidden thought before it could form properly. Pressing my face against the door, I could hear nothing; then it opened silently beneath the pressure of my hand flat against the wood and I jumped back in alarm.
The room was empty, silent and cold as Cobweb’s had been. Where are they? I thought frantically, suddenly too aware of the dark, the cold.
Running, I went to the stairs and leaned over the banisters. The hall lights were off. The staircase looked wide and mountainous, the hall beneath massive and shadowed; above me, glass in the chandelier clinked eerily in a breeze I could not feel. I thought that my father must be in his study; he often stayed up late in there. A dim light glowed from the drawing room. No doubt Cobweb was in there, reading beside the fire, dogs and cats sprawled along his side. I wanted only to feel his strong, slim arms around me and hear his soft, low voice soothe away my night terrors. The marble floor of the hall was so cold beneath my feet it hurt.
The door to the drawing room stood ajar. I had already decided to creep in quietly, tiptoe to Cobweb’s side and curl up against him. I wouldn’t have to say anything; he would know. He would sigh and say, ‘What, dreams again, my little pearl?’ and stroke my hair. Then I could tell him. I put my head round the door, one foot over the threshold.
They were together beside the fire. My first thought was, No, not now! Why now, this precise, immediate now? And my second thought was, I’m still dreaming.
I didn’t want to look, but I had to, to be sure. I remember thinking, they are truly one creature; there is no division. It was slow, sinuous, like snakes sliding over each other in the summer, on the flat, grey rocks beside the lake. Cobweb’s fingers lost in my father’s hair: Terzian’s lips upon my hostling’s white neck. They did not see me. I don’t know how long I stood there; a second, an hour, but they didn’t see me. Perhaps it was a dream. When I woke up next morning, in my own bed, warm and rested, it certainly seemed that way, but on my way to breakfast, I saw Cobweb coming out of Terzian’s room, putting his hands to the back of his head, lifting up his hair, and his neck was bruised. I can say nothing to Cobweb now, I thought. He is part of it.
Gahrazel was consoling and sympathetic when I told him about it, but eager for explicit details, which I was reluctant to give. ‘At first,’ I said, feeling important and grave, ‘I was disgusted, yes, disgusted! Now... well, I’m not so sure.’
‘Your hostling is perhaps the loveliest har I have ever seen,’ Gahrazel mused, having been pursuing thoughts of his own.
I nodded, still playing at being the sombre keeper of knowledge. ‘Yes. Perhaps I have never seen him properly before, not all of him, not as a separate living thing. Now I know that hara are still doing things when you’re not there. Before it used to seem that they only existed when they were being watched. I thought I knew all of Cobweb, but I don’t, obviously.’
That morning, I felt as if a lot of questions I had not been aware of asking had been answered. It was a day of thin clouds, racing in wisps before the wind.
‘How uncanny that you should have seen them like that,’ Gahrazel said, ‘after what we’d been talking about on the roof.’
‘No,’ I answered. ‘The truth is that it is not the slightest bit uncanny at all.’
The Flesh
On Natalia eve, we heated wine with spices over the fire in the drawing room. Ithiel and some of my father’s officers came up to the house, stamping snow off their boots in the hall and grabbing hold of members of our household staff, as they flitted past, for festive caresses.
Gahrazel drank two mugs of hot wine too quickly and sat, glaze-eyed, by the hearth staring dreamily at Ithiel, who did not notice. Cobweb, whose favourite colours were habitually pale, unexpectedly wore loose-fitting trousers and a shirt of deep crimson material, sashed with gold.
Ithiel said to me, ‘Remember this time last year, Swift? You seemed such a baby then. Enjoy your childhood while it lasts. I feel it will be brief.’
It was the first time Ithiel had ever talked to me properly, yet I could not answer him intelligently. When I looked at him, I could only clench my fists behind my back and make the banishing growling noise.
Ithiel laughed, surprisingly not surprised, and brushed his hand against my face.
I fled to Gahrazel’s side by the fire but, of course, jealous of Ithiel having paid me attention, he would not speak to me.
At midnight, my father called to Cobweb across the room. I heard him say, ‘Share breath with me,’ as they stood face to face with hara all around them.
Cobweb said, ‘This is an old custom, Terzian!’ and their lips met.
I had to look away. Was I to be faced with this kind of intimacy all the time now? Perhaps I just hadn’t noticed it before.
Natalia day means eating, and that is precisely what we spent our time doing. This year, hara from the town seemed to notice me for the first time and they were exceptionally polite to Gahrazel, who had gone to bed the night before sulking, but was now back in a good humour. We ate our main meal seated around a gigantic polished table in the largest room in the house. It was only used for functions and was therefore only opened up a couple of times a year. Terzian rarely entertained on a grand scale.
Seated next to Gahrazel, I asked him, ‘Do you miss your home?’
He shrugged, ‘I haven’t been here that long; things are different here. It seems Forever is my home now.’
After dinner in the evening, Terzian summoned Gahrazel to his study. Helpless with curiosity, I begged Gahrazel to come up to my room afterwards to tell me what it had been about. Had Gahrazel done something wrong? Was he to be sent home? I had got used to his company; we rarely argued and I did not want him to leave.
I sat in my room, in darkness, on the window seat, staring out at the white garden. It is true that when a new year starts, everything does seem magical and sort of sad as well. It seems that everyhar is given another chance, another year to get things right, the slate wiped clean. New beginnings. I sighed and misted up the windowpane. Already I could feel that unconscious childhood innocence slipping away from me. Outside the grey shadows were becoming just that. The spirits waved goodbye to a harling who was solidifying, who would have to think about different things in future, until his casing cracked and a different being stepped out into the light. I had seen insect chrysalises hanging in secret places around the outbuildings in the garden. That was how I felt now. Insect! Insect! I thought angrily.
Gahrazel burst into my room about an hour later. He looked flushed, excited; I knew it could not have been bad news.
‘Well?’ I asked, and he threw himself down on the seat beside me, gripped my shoulders, shook his head, almost speechless. ‘Gahrazel, what?’ His excitement was infectious; I found myself smiling. He had become the light in the room; I could no longer see outside.
‘Your father,’ he said.
‘My father what?’
‘We talked,’ Gahrazel said, settling down, letting go of me.
‘Talked, yes… about what?’
‘Well, he asked me how I was getting on, polite stuff, so awkward. As if he cared! He gave me a letter from Ponclast to read. It was quite boring, you know, “Are you behaving yourself?” Things like that. He’d obviously got somehar else to write it for him. But he must have sent a letter to Terzian as well, because after I’d finished reading, Terzian said, “Well now, Gahrazel, your father feels the time has come for me to talk to you.”’
He mimicked Terzian so well.
‘I knew straight away what it was, of course: feybraiha. I tried so hard not to be embarrassed, but it was difficult.’
I nodded vigorously in sympathy, only too aware of how he must have felt. I dreaded the day when my father would call me into his study to talk to me about such things.
‘What did he say?’ I asked.
‘Well, after a few moments’ temporising, he told me that soon I would begin to notice changes about myself, physically and in mood. He said if anything worried me, I was to go to him, any time. As if I would! He asked me if I knew what feybraiha actually was. Thank God I did. There’s no way I could have sat there and let him tell me. I think I’d rather die! I explained I had been taught all that before and he said, “Then you know I shall have to choose somehar for you. Gahrazel, you have not been with us long, so I was concerned that there’s nohar that you’d prefer it to be. I realise it will be hard for you, having to take your first aruna with somehar who will be a virtual stranger to you, but I shall choose wisely, and naturally, once your coming of age becomes apparent, its symptoms obvious, you will spend some time in his company, which may make it easier.” Oh, Swift, I couldn’t help it. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked, but I had to. I said, “Who is it then? Do you know yet?” Your father raised his eyebrows and gave me what they call a scorching glance. He smiled, but not at me. He said, “It is obviously important to you. Is there a reason?” I couldn’t answer. He let me squirm for a few minutes, just looking at me. Then he said, “Oh, I’m not blind, young har. Not much goes on around here I do not notice. Therefore, I feel sure it will meet with your approval that my equerry Ithiel is the har I consider most suitable for the responsibility.” I could have jumped up and hugged him!’
I winced. ‘I hope you didn’t!’
‘No… He said, “Run along now. Go and tell Swift all about it!” and laughed.’
‘He knows I know, then?’ I asked quickly, breathless.
‘What do you mean?’
‘He knows that I know, about aruna, about…oh, he just knows, that’s all!’ Suddenly I felt irritable and exposed.
‘Swift, it will be a long time before… well, before any of this happens to you. You’ll be surprised how different you’ll feel when the time comes,’ Gahrazel said, reaching to touch me.
I shrugged him off and looked out again at the garden. We were silent for a while.
‘It will snow again,’ I said.
Gahrazel moved closer to me on the seat and put his arms around me. I did not draw away. ‘You’re a funny little thing!’ he said.
I looked at him, his open, rather cheeky face radiant with pleasure, his long, curling dark hair. Gahrazel was nearly an adult. Just a few hours into the new year and I could feel him growing away from me. ‘Don’t forget me,’ I said, thinking aloud.
‘Forget you? How serious you are!’ Gahrazel put his warm, smiling mouth against my cheek.
‘Why do things have to change?’ I asked as Gahrazel and I scuffed through the snow. Natalia had come and gone; now we were faced with the rest of the bleak, sunless winter before the spring came.
‘Swift, you’ve become melancholy recently,’ Gahrazel said.
‘You seem to thrive on change,’ I remarked.
Gahrazel considered this. ‘I don’t really notice it. I suppose it’s because I get bored easily, so I must like changes. I think you’ve had an easy life so far, living here. Why should you want anything to change? It’s so perfect for you, isn’t it? Being Cobweb’s baby, being spoiled, not having to make decisions…’
‘Oh, Gahrazel!’ I cried, but not too stubborn to recognise the truth.
We came to the tall trees where the crows lived. Cobweb had told me they were birds of ill omen and, when I was very tiny, their coarse, squabbling cries had always frightened me.
Gahrazel looked up at the sky. ‘Winter!’ he exclaimed miserably. ‘Everything’s so quiet, isn’t it? Everything’s sleeping.’
‘Or dead,’ I added.
We stood among the gaunt, black trunks staring up at the untidy nests. Suddenly, the sky seemed to flash and I felt sick, so sick. ‘Gahrazel!’ I screamed and sank to my knees in the snow.
‘What is it? What is it?’ he demanded in alarm. ‘Swift…?’
‘Look! Look!’ I squawked, waving my arms.
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